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Exmoor’s Wildlife Highlights: Achievements
from the National Park Partnership Plan 
2012-2017 and a look forward to 2023.
We are delighted to report against highlights for wildlife achieved through the National
Park Partnership Plan 2012-2017. Progress against our actions has been overseen by the
Nature Conservation Advisory Panel which has supported and guided their delivery.
Partnership working has been vital to this success which has achieved a great deal for
Exmoor’s wildlife.  We hope you enjoy this report. 

Helen Booker, 
Chair of Nature Conservation Advisory Group
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British Dragonfly Society

British Lichen Society

British Trust for Ornithology

Bumblebee Conservation Trust

Butterfly Conservation

Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs

Devon Biodiversity Records Centre

Devon County Council 

Devon Wildlife Trust

Environment Agency

Exmoor Mires Partnership

Exmoor Moorland Landscape Partnership

Exmoor Natural History Society

Exmoor National Park Authority

Greater Exmoor Shoots Association

Forestry Commission

Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group South West

Natural England

National Trust

Plantlife

Red Deer Initiative

River Barle Signal Crayfish Project

River Exe and Tributaries Association

Riverfly Partnership 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

Seawatch Foundation

Somerset & Devon Otter Groups

Somerset County Council

Somerset Environmental Records Centre

Somerset Ornithological Society

Somerset Wildlife Trust

South West Water

Westcountry Rivers Trust

West Somerset Forum 21

Wildlife delivery partners:

For further information on any of the projects in this report please contact Ali Hawkins,
Wildlife Conservation Officer, ahawkins@exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk.
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1.      Maintain Exmoor’s important habitats and seek to
improve their condition where appropriate

A3.1     SSSI condition - Natural England data shows that approximately 15% of Exmoor
SSSIs are in favourable condition, and approximately 81% are in an unfavourable
condition, but recovering. A small number remain in unfavourable no change or
declining largely as a result of invasive species. 

             Exmoor Mire Project - To date, 1400 ha degraded blanket bog has been restored as
a result of the work of the Exmoor Mire Partnership.  This has resulted in increases
in species such as sphagnum mosses, bog asphodel and cotton grasses, and birds
such as snipe as well as increased water storage.

A3.2     County Wildlife Sites - During the Partnership Plan, 51 County Wildlife Sites were
resurveyed in detail, with 39 sites surveyed by DBRC as part of the Hidden Habitats
Project and Biodiversity Monitoring Framework and 12 surveyed by SERC. This
represents just over 10% of the 494 total of County Wildlife Sites. Issues on
grassland sites were mainly overgrazing with sheep, as well as bracken
encroachment and general agricultural improvement. Mires tended to be at risk
from under grazing, scrub and general neglect. Woodlands were most at risk from
Rhododendron invasion.  SERC also carried out 80 desk-based assessments which
highlighted the need for further updated surveys on nearly 60% of sites. 

              Inventory of unimproved grassland and orchards - Information on two of
Exmoor’s most threatened habitats - unimproved grassland and orchards - was
drawn together in inventories, highlighting the value of these habitats and the
need for more up-to-date surveys and provision of management advice. 

A3.3     SWW initiative toolkit - The Woodland Wildlife Toolkit, a partnership project
bringing together habitat management advice for woodland priority species is in
the latter stages of being developed into a website. Feedback has been provided
by NCAP and the site has been later tested by the ENPA Woodland Officer.

SSSIs in

Favourable condition - 15.4%

Unfavourable recovering condition - 81%

Unfavourable no change - 3%

Unfavourable declining - 0.6%



A3.4 Woodlinks - Exmoor WoodLinks supports
woodland owners and related woodland
businesses to bring more woods into sustainable
management for the benefit of the rural
economy, environment and landscape. 15
woodland owners have received detailed advice
and support covering over 500 ha of woodland.

A3.5     Two Moors Butterfly Project - The Two
Moors Threatened Butterfly Project and
the All The Moor Butterflies Project
worked with landowners to reverse the
declines in three priority species.
Heath and high brown fritillary
now seem to be doing very
well on Exmoor, but sadly
the marsh fritillary is likely
extinct from the National
Park. The heath fritillary was
successfully re-introduced into
Hawkcombe wood where habitat
management has made suitable
conditions for the butterfly to thrive.
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A3.6     GESA - The Greater Exmoor Shoots Association (GESA) has been in liaison with the
National Park Authority about the potential to take forward a conservation project
to help a declining or currently extinct moorland bird species on Exmoor.  In order
to provide a background to inform this project, the National Park Authority has
funded a moorland bird scoping exercise which has identified where efforts should
be directed.

A3.7     Porlock Marsh - As part of the Porlock Marsh Vision, a very successful Bioblitz was
carried out in 2016 and bird surveys allowing their current status to be monitored. 

A3.8 Shoresearch - With funding
from the Exmoor Partnership
Fund, Devon and Somerset
Wildlife Trusts worked with
local volunteers in 2014 and
2015 to survey eight key sites
along Exmoor’s coast using
the Shoresearch
methodology. This provided
a baseline for future coastal
research and monitoring.

A3.9    Headwaters of the Exe - Headwaters of the Exe benefits riparian habitats and
species, such as Atlantic salmon and otters, by improving water quality. Funding
from South West Water and ENPA delivered a programme of advisory visits, events
and grants for land managers in the upper Exe catchment, together with rights of
way restoration and monitoring. The project also provided support for invasive
species control, including a trial of methods to control Japanese knotweed on
organic land.
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2.      Support habitat restoration through control of invasive
species and diseases

A3.10  Rhododendron treatment update - Between 2005 and 2015 6km2 of
rhododendron - an area roughly the size of Minehead was cleared from Exmoor’s
woodland. The pace has reduced slightly but significant areas continue to be
removed which is now even more beneficial given that we now know the role of
rhododendron in the spread of Phytopthora ramorum.

A3.11  Plant health - The rate of Phytopthora ramorum infection on larch appears to have
slowed thanks to good surveillance, targeted and speedy control although several
hundred hectares have been felled to date. More worrying is the increased rate of
infection on sweet chestnut. Ash dieback is now widespread with signs of infection
evident throughout Exmoor.

A3.12  Exmoor Knotweed Control Project; Montbretia
and Himlayan balsam work - 1,126 knotweed sites
have now been recorded on Exmoor with over 800
treated annually through the Exmoor Knotweed
Control Project.   A cutting trial on Montbretia and
a new organic method of control using electricides
has been trialled on the River Barle. Volunteer
effort has stemmed the spread of Himalayan
balsam on the River Barle SSSI.  

             The River Barle Signal Crayfish Project - began in 2014 and following a year of
survey work, a trial of signal crayfish control started on a short stretch of the River
Barle above Withypool.  The trial, which uses a combination of trapping and male
sterilisation techniques, is innovative in that it had never been tried in rivers in the
UK. By the end of 2017, 10,000 crayfish had been removed and around 1500
sterilised males were returned to the river.
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3.      Extend and connect Exmoor’s important wildlife
habitats and the species they support

A3.13  Moorland unit review - A review of the moorland units was carried out in 2015 and
the results used as a supporting document for planning moorland management. 

A3.15  Opportunities map for Wimbleball catchment project - The Wimbleball catchment
was chosen as the focus for a pilot project looking at the range of public benefits,
or ‘ecosystem services’ provided within the catchment. It worked with local farmers
to identify how an ‘ecosystem services approach’ can help to influence land
management and deliver better environmental outcomes.  

4.      Improve understanding of wildlife on Exmoor and
monitor trends and changes in their populations 

A3.16  Exmoor Wildlife Research and Monitoring
Framework 2014 - 2020. The Exmoor Wildlife
Research and Monitoring Framework sets out
priorities for future action with regard to survey,
research and monitoring and is organised according
to key habitats with additional sections on invasive
species and data management and dissemination. 

             Natural Environment Record - Developed in 2016, the
Natural Environment Record (NER) is Exmoor’s
repository for biological information, comprised of
wildlife data collected from throughout the National
Park. Predominantly, these documents are unpublished
reports, but also include valuable datasets and records
within its catalogue. This record highlights the inordinate
amount of biodiversity data that has been collected by the Exmoor National Park
Authority (ENPA) and partner organisations, listing over 900 documents in total.  

             Moorland breeding bird survey (2014) - Funded by the ENPA Partnership fund, NE
and SWW, RSPB undertook the repeat survey as part of the 6 yearly monitoring
cycle. The results showed that Exmoor remains a stronghold for species of high
conservation concern, declining in or lost from the wider countryside, especially
whinchat and cuckoo, skylark, meadow pipit and linnet.

                Exmoor Seabird Survey - A survey of Exmoor’s seabird colonies was carried out in 2016
by Natural England confirming the ongoing importance of our cliffs for nesting
guillemot, razorbill, fulmar and kittiwake. Kittiwake numbers appear to be on the increase
again after none were recorded in 2008 but 81 pairs were recorded in this survey. 
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             Whinchat research - RSPB is researching the habitat
requirements of whinchats and investigating their migration
and wintering areas, with Exmoor as one of the study sites
owing to its important population; 

             Riverfly surveys - The health of the Rivers Barle, Exe and Lyn is
being monitored through volunteer surveys undertaken as
part of the national Riverfly Partnership and supported by local riverfly experts. 

             Exmoor Otter Survey - Since 2009 ENPA has
worked with Somerset Otter Group and a
network of volunteers to carry out a full two-
day otter survey across the whole of the
National Park each year. This helped to build
up an excellent picture of the status of
Exmoor’s otters. 

             Dormouse surveys - Five woodlands on Exmoor are monitored as part of the
National Dormouse Monitoring Programme.  Monitoring of at least 50 nest boxes
per site was carried out by trained volunteers through the active season each year,
with a break during the peak breeding season so as not to disturb breeding
dormice. 

             Somerset Biotope mapping on coast - Somerset Wildlife Trust and Somerset
Environmental Records Centre renewed the marine and coastal survey programme
of the county’s coast. The first stage was reviewing known information about the
coastline and co-ordinating with other survey programmes. Sites along Exmoor’s
coast were surveyed by trained volunteers in 2017. 

A3.17  Exmoor Priority Species list - In collaboration with local wildlife specialists, a list has
been developed for both Exmoor Priority Species and Habitats and is included in
the Exmoor Wildlife Research and Monitoring Framework.   

A3.18  Red deer surveys - Annual
surveys show that there are just
under 3300 red deer on Exmoor. 
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5.      Engage with the public and communities to better
understand and celebrate Exmoor’s important habitats
and species. 

A3.19  New Ecologists Project - Part of the HLF funded Exmoor Moorland Landscape
Partnership, this 2-year project helped engage both existing and new audiences to
become involved in more wildlife recording and events.  

             Bogtastic The Bogtastic event, which was run by the Exmoor Mires Partnership for
3 years, attracted over 1000 people to enjoy the amazing diversity of Exmoor’s bog
habitats. 

A3.20  Woodcombe Community Woodland - West Somerset Forum 21 continue to
manage the Woodcombe Community Woodland Project under a licence from
Exmoor National Park Authority. Their aim is to practice and demonstrate
sustainable woodland management and to produce seasoned firewood which
they make available at subsidised cost to local people in fuel poverty

A3.20  Plantlife Make the Small Things Count - This now completed project in partnership
with Plantlife funded through HLF, has created a regional momentum through
partnership working and established a platform from which the future
conservation of lichens and bryophytes can move forward. A follow-up project to
help build resilience in SW Woodlands is about to start as a consequence of the
success of Make the Small Things Count.

A3.21  Big Adventure Days - Big Adventure Days have inspired many people through the
exploration of the natural world in some of the most amazing locations on Exmoor. 
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A3.22  Seawatch - Cetacean surveys were carried out
by volunteers from the Sea Watch Foundation
at key locations along the Exmoor coast. The
surveys aimed to improve the conservation 
and protection of whales, dolphins and
porpoises through one of largest and longest
running sightings schemes in the world. 

A3.23  NT Getting Closer to Nature - The National Trust on Exmoor helped to deliver their
successful campaign to encourage more children to engage with wildlife through
their Getting Closer to Nature Programme including ‘50 things to
do before you’re 11¾’.

             Wildlife Training Programme - Over the 5 years of the plan, 1400
people attended 105 wildlife training events giving them greater
skills in wildlife surveying and monitoring and enabling them to
contribute to surveys of species such as otters, riverflies, dormice,
nightjars and glow-worms. 

Exmoor Wild Watch Survey -
Over 4 years, 1350 new
wildlife records were
gathered thanks to the input into the
Exmoor Wild Watch survey enabling us to learn
more about species such as cuckoo, red kite,
waxcap fungi, hedgehogs, barn owl and brown
hare. 

A3.23  Newsletters - Since 2015 the Exmoor Wildlife Newsletter has been produced in
digital format twice each year.  The new editions retained the ethos of the original,
providing brief updates on some of the many interesting projects taking place for
the benefit of Exmoor’s wildlife. Our
subscribers now number over 750. 

              Pocket Guides - From
butterflies and birds to
coasts and rivers, our pocket
guides have been developed
to provide a wealth of
information on Exmoor’s
wildlife. 

A3.24  Geology review - A review of
important geological sites on
Exmoor has been started and is
being led by the Landscape Officer.
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Looking forward for wildlife:
the National Park Partnership Plan 2018 -2023
The new Partnership Plan 2018-2023 contains a
strong wildlife theme throughout, with the ambition
for wildlife being: 

Exmoor is richer in wildlife. Habitats are in good
condition, connected, and support a greater
abundance of species. 

This will be delivered through a wildlife strategy which
has four elements:

1.   Conserve and enhance wildlife: Exmoor’s rich
mosaic of wildlife habitats and their associated
diversity of species are maintained, enhanced and
expanded and therefore made more resilient. 

2.   Control invasive species: the spread of non-native
invasive plant and animal species is being controlled
and populations are reducing, such that native species can re-establish.

3.   Increase understanding: habitats and species on Exmoor are better understood and
trends and changes in their condition and distribution are monitored so that
conservation efforts can be effectively targeted. 

4.   Get involved: People living in and visiting the National Park understand and are
inspired by Exmoor’s special wildlife and can become engaged with its conservation.

The Nature Conservation Advisory Panel has developed a comprehensive wildlife delivery
plan which will help to delivery this strategy. Please contact us if you would like a copy.
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For further information please contact:
Ali Hawkins

Wildlife Conservation Officer
ahawkins@exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk

Tel: 01398 323665
Direct line: 01398 322282

www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk/Whats-Special/wildlife


