
EXMOOR WILDLIFE
RESEARCH AND
MONITORING FRAMEWORK
2014-2020

Exmoor National Park
Wildlife Report Series No 1



EXMOOR WILDLIFE
RESEARCH AND
MONITORING FRAMEWORK
2014-2020

Exmoor National Park
Wildlife Report Series No 1

Exmoor National Park
Wildlife Report Series

This report series includes interim reports, policy documents and other
information relating to the wildlife of Exmoor National Park. 

Further hard copies of this report can be obtained from:
Exmoor House, Dulverton, Somerset. TA22 9HL 
email info.@exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk
01398 323665

FRONT COVER:
Kingfisher (John Bridges, rspb-images.com)

©Exmoor National Park Authority



Contents
Page

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1

FOREWORD  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3

VISION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .5

WHY AN EXMOOR WILDLIFE RESEARCH AND MONITORING FRAMEWORK?  . .5

WHAT WILL THE EXMOOR WILDLIFE RESEARCH AND MONITORING
FRAMEWORK DO?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7

THE IMPORTANCE OF EXMOOR’S WILDLIFE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7

THE NATIONAL PARK PARTNERSHIP PLAN AND ITS NATIONAL CONTEXT . . . . .9

THE NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY FRAMEWORK  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11

THE EXMOOR PRIORITY SPECIES AND HABITATS LISTS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12

WILDLIFE RESEARCH PRIORITIES FOR EXMOOR  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13
1. Woodland . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .14
2. Moorland  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17
3. Farmland  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .20
4. Rivers and Streams  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .23
5. Coast and Marine  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .26
6. Invasive Species  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .29
7. Data Management and Dissemination  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .31

IMPLEMENTING THE FRAMEWORK - NEXT STEPS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .34

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .35

APPENDIX 1. EXMOOR PRIORITY SPECIES LIST  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36

APPENDIX 2. EXMOOR PRIORITY HABITATS LIST  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .66

APPENDIX 3 CURRENT WILDLIFE SURVEY, RESEARCH AND 
MONITORING IN EXMOOR NATIONAL PARK  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .67



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Information on the status of Exmoor’s wildlife is vital to inform our State of the
Park reviews and represents a health check of the general condition of the
National Park. Research and monitoring is not an end in itself but is paramount
to inform management decisions on nationally and internationally important
sites, and important biodiversity habitats and sites. Organisations and individuals
involved in managing these areas need good quality data that requires existing
datasets to be compiled, analysed and available. Relevant research, including
data collection and sharing, needs to be co-ordinated and focussed on agreed
priorities especially where there are current gaps in knowledge. Monitoring and
evaluation of management activities will record whether or not desired
outcomes are achieved or outstanding issues remain or are exacerbated. 

Developed by a sub-group of the Exmoor Nature Conservation Advisory Group,
the Exmoor Wildlife Research and Monitoring Framework contains an audit of
current survey, monitoring and research being undertaken on Exmoor. In
collaboration with local wildlife specialists it has developed lists of Exmoor
Priority Species and Habitats, the aim of which is to identify those species and
habitats on Exmoor of national or international biodiversity importance,
populations that have reduced to levels of serious concern, and/or which would
achieve most for biodiversity conservation if targeted for local action.

The Framework sets out priorities for future action on survey, research and
monitoring and is organised according to key habitats with additional sections
on invasive species and data management and dissemination. The progress of
these actions will be reviewed annually by the Exmoor Nature Conservation
Advisory Group.  

This Framework is aimed at anyone interested in helping to record information
about Exmoor’s wildlife including natural history recording groups, conservation
bodies, universities and other academic institutions, landowners and interested
members of the public.  It is hoped that the development and promotion of the
Framework will help further develop a robust science base to underpin the
management of Exmoor’s wildlife. 

EXMOOR WILDLIFE RESEARCH AND MONITORING FRAMEWORK 2014-2020
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FOREWORD
Exmoor’s wildlife and landscapes stimulate and delight us. Its open spaces
include vibrant coastal heaths, plunging down steep cliffs to the sea, giving way
uphill to purple heather- dominated moorland and exposed, wet peatlands.
Steep combes of western oakwoods, cloaked in mosses and lichens, are equally
special as are the transitions between them. We must pass on these riches in a
good or better state to future generations. 

To do this, we need to stop the seemingly inexorable decline in many species,
and the continuing loss of valuable wildlife habitats. In my 25 years working on
Exmoor, I have witnessed the loss of the red grouse, the decline of the curlew
and the shrinking in range of rare fritillary butterflies. Yet we have had some
successes. The restoration of our peatlands by blocking ditches is one I am
particularly proud of, with recent monitoring showing signs that, for example,
snipe have responded to the increased wetness.

I can do no better than to quote the summary of the 2010 Lawton report1 which
is crystal clear:

‘...what is needed is a step-change in nature conservation. We need to
embrace a new, restorative approach which rebuilds nature and creates a
more resilient natural environment for the benefit of wildlife and ourselves.
This will require strong leadership from government, but is not a job for
government alone. It will require effective and positive engagement with the
landowners and land managers. And it will need improved collaboration
between local authorities, local communities, statutory agencies, the voluntary
and private sectors, farmers, other land-managers and individual citizens.’

The collection of information about Exmoor’s natural riches is crucial to
achieving this approach. Less exciting, but equally worthy, is the maintenance
of the data collected. Sharing this information widely, so that good decisions
can be taken, is also vital. For instance, perhaps our most fragile habitat is tiny
flower-rich meadows, away from the moorland, in narrow Exmoor combes.
Without good surveys of their locations, communicated effectively to owners
or graziers, they can be quickly lost to scrubbing up, fertilisers or pesticides,
horsiculture or development. 

Unless we have detailed information provided by skilled recorders, we may miss
species altogether. Otherwise we may not have appreciated that we have 98%
of the world population of the recently named No Parking whitebeam (Sorbus
admonitor)! More generally, the clues provided by declining numbers of
specialist species - while less choosy, generalist species do better - tell us about
the quality of our wider environment outside designated sites. 

 

1 Lawton, J.H., Brotherton, P.N.M., Brown, V.K., Elphick, C., Fitter, A.H., Forshaw, J., Haddow, R.W., Hilborne, S., Leafe, R.N., Mace, G.M.,
Southgate, M.P., Sutherland, W.A., Tew, T.E., Varley, J., & Wynne, G.R. (2010) Making Space for Nature: a review of England’s wildlife sites
and ecological network. Report to Defra.



Detailed research is also needed so that we can take appropriate action if it is
necessary. We are more careful in our woodland management now we know
the rare barbastelle bat roosts in small splits in trees, as low as 1-2m above the
ground. Evidence shows young greater horseshoe bats need pastures rich in
cow pats, the food source and habitat for the dung beetles caught in their first
feeding flights in August. Our management advice therefore now promotes
cattle grazing close to their roosts.

Effective survey, monitoring and research require enthusiasm, commitment and
co-ordination. I invite you to help achieve the vision set out below by
supporting the National Park and its partners in carrying out the key actions from
this Framework. 

Dr Flemming Ulf-Hansen, Natural England
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VISION
l An effective and targeted research and monitoring programme covering

Priority Species and Habitats which seeks to conserve the essential
elements of Exmoor’s wildlife. 

l The results underpinning sustainable management of the natural
environment, helping to guide management decisions and reverse
decline of key species. 

l Research and monitoring carried out by a broad spectrum of individuals,
groups, societies and organisations involving the local community and
providing a range of learning opportunities for all.

l The results of research pooled and disseminated widely, in a timely
fashion and in an appropriate format.

l A continuing, rigorous reappraisal of our knowledge.

l A Natural Environment Record for Exmoor National Park up-to-date and
accessible to all.

WHY AN EXMOOR WILDLIFE RESEARCH AND MONITORING FRAMEWORK?
Exmoor National Park is a landscape of international importance, supporting 18
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), 2 Special Areas of Conservation and 3
National Nature Reserves which in turn are home to a large number of species of
key conservation concern. 

Since the Exmoor Biodiversity Action Plan2 was published 12 years ago in 2001,
there have been some important changes to populations of key species on
Exmoor. Some species are now known to be extinct in the Park. These include
iconic upland birds such as lapwing and ring ouzel, butterflies such as the pearl-
bordered fritillary and mammals such as the water vole, whilst other species
including curlew, merlin and marsh fritillary are now at very low numbers. The
composition of Exmoor’s wildlife is changing as a result of land management
and possible climatic effects. In the case of moorland birds for example, there
has been a recent increase in passerines which favour areas of scrub or longer
vegetation. These include grasshopper warbler, stonechat, reed bunting, lesser
redpoll and linnet.  

Information on the status of Exmoor’s wildlife is vital to inform our State of the
Park reviews and represents a health check of the general condition of the
National Park. Research and monitoring is not an end in itself but is paramount
to inform management decisions on nationally and internationally important

EXMOOR WILDLIFE RESEARCH AND MONITORING FRAMEWORK 2014-2020

2 Exmoor Biodiversity Action Plan (ENPA, 2001)
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sites, and important biodiversity habitats. Organisations and individuals involved
in managing these areas need good quality data. This requires existing datasets
to be compiled, analysed and available. Relevant research, including data
collection and sharing, should be co-ordinated and focussed on agreed
priorities especially where there are current gaps in knowledge. Monitoring and
evaluation of management activities will record whether or not desired
outcomes are achieved, or outstanding issues remain or are exacerbated. 

Collaborative research offers potential partners the opportunity to contribute
directly towards improving the state of the Park, thereby demonstrating the
impact of research activities to the public. Research partners can further assist by
sharing existing research findings and by developing collaborative research
programmes. There are also greater efficiencies and economies to be gained
through shared research. This Framework is aimed at anyone interested in
helping to record information about Exmoor’s wildlife including natural history
recording groups, conservation bodies, universities and other academic
institutions, landowners and interested members of the public.  It is hoped that
the development and promotion of the Framework will help develop a robust
science base to underpin the management of Exmoor’s wildlife. 

The cuckoo is decling both nationally and
regionally but Exmoor still retains good numbers.
John Bridges (rspb-images.com)
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WHAT WILL THE EXMOOR WILDLIFE RESEARCH AND MONITORING
FRAMEWORK DO?

The Framework identifies current research and monitoring being undertaken on
Exmoor before addressing future needs, structured according to key habitats.
Monitoring and research are taken to mean:

l survey is the collecting of quantitative information about items in a
population; 

l monitoring is defined as an activity (such as species counts or habitat
assessments) undertaken in a structured and repeatable way at regular
intervals. The objective of monitoring is to detect changes sometimes
still of an unknown nature;

l research is the gathering and analysis of data, information or facts to
diagnose a problem or test a hypothesis. 

The purpose of survey, monitoring and research into Exmoor’s natural
environment is:

(i) to provide baseline information about features of significance within
Exmoor’s key habitats and species;

(ii) to monitor the effects of natural processes and the effects of climate change
on the condition of these habitats and species; 

(iii) to monitor the success of carrying out management aimed at enhancing or
restoring these habitats; 

(iv) to disseminate the results of these three activities in an accessible form to
other bodies, landowners and the general public in order to promote better
management of key priority habitats and species. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF EXMOOR’S WILDLIFE 
Exmoor supports an exceptionally rich and diverse flora and fauna, which
reflects the area’s varied geology and its geographical location on the Atlantic
seaboard of the British Isles. This leads to generally cool summers, relatively mild
winters and relatively high rainfall - over 2000 mm in places - through the year.
Some species with a southern distribution reach their northern limit here;
similarly some species with a northern distribution are at their southern extent. 

As a result, and with the influence of its history of land use, Exmoor is home to
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important rare species and unusual habitats. The edges of habitats often
support particularly rich wildlife communities and the relative abundance of
semi-natural habitats in close proximity to each other, contributes to Exmoor’s
outstanding biodiversity. 

Exmoor holds a range of habitats such as heath, blanket bog and western oak
woods, which are internationally rare, with approximately 19,300 ha (or 28%) of
the National Park specially designated by UK and European law to protect its
distinctive wildlife. About 12,600 ha of that area has been selected by
Government under the European Habitats Directive as a Special Area of
Conservation. There are 3 National Nature Reserves within the National Park and
18 SSSIs. There are also just over 500 County Wildlife Sites across the National
Park which complement the network of nationally and internationally
designated sites. These include important species-rich grassland, ancient
woodland, heath and freshwater habitats of high quality or recognised because
they support species of conservation importance.  

Notable species found on Exmoor include 16 of the 17 breeding British bats
including the barbastelle and bechstein’s bats that live in woodlands and the
surrounding habitat. Exmoor supports some of the UK’s rarest butterflies
including the heath and high brown fritillary. Merlin can sometimes be seen
over parts of Exmoor’s moorland whilst birds such as the Dartford warbler,
stonechat and grasshopper warbler are typical moorland species. 

Along the coastal woodlands, unparalleled in England, rare endemic
whitebeams are found. The nationally important networks of ancient sessile oak
woodlands, internationally rare lichens indicative of continuity of tree cover and
one of the densest collections of veteran trees in Europe, illustrate the long
history of woodland management on Exmoor. 

Lichen survey training day in Horner Wood
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3 Exmoor National Park Partnership Plan 2012 - 2017 (ENPA, 2012)
4 Exmoor National Park Management Plan 2007 - 2012 (ENPA, 2007)
5 The Natural Choice: securing the value of nature, Natural Environment White Paper (Defra, June 2011)
6  Lawton, J.H., Brotherton, P.N.M., Brown, V.K., Elphick, C., Fitter, A.H., Forshaw, J., Haddow, R.W., Hilborne, S., Leafe, R.N., Mace, G.M.,
Southgate, M.P., Sutherland, W.A., Tew, T.E., Varley, J., & Wynne, G.R. (2010) Making Space for Nature: a review of England’s wildlife sites
and ecological network. Report to Defra.  

THE NATIONAL PARK PARTNERSHIP PLAN AND ITS NATIONAL CONTEXT
The Exmoor National Park Partnership Plan3 sets out what is special about
Exmoor and the long term vision, objectives and priorities to be achieved on
Exmoor during the period 2012 to 2017. One of the special qualities identified in
the Plan is ‘..a mosaic of habitats supporting a great diversity of wildlife including
herds of wild red deer, rich lichen communities, rare fritillary butterflies, bats, and
other species uncommon in Southern Britain’. The vision for the Plan is ‘working
together for Exmoor’ so that by 2030 there is an increased extent of wildlife
habitats and linkages between them, more habitats are in good condition, and
populations of valued native plants and animals are thriving. 

The main priority for wildlife conservation during the previous National Park
Management Plan4 was to ensure that land designated as Sites of Special
Scientific Interest (SSSI) was in ‘target condition’ (‘favourable’ or ‘unfavourable
recovering’ condition). This provided a strong focus for action and has led the
targeting of agri-environment funding through the new Environmental
Stewardship regimes. Monitoring by Natural England indicated that 97% of SSSIs
in the National Park had reached ‘target condition’ by the end of 2010. A key
focus for the period of the Partnership Plan and to achieve Biodiversity 2020
targets will be to ensure that significant progress has been made towards at
least 50% of SSSIs on Exmoor moving from ‘unfavourable recovering’ to
‘favourable’ condition.

As well as improvements in the condition of priority habitats in the National Park
over the past five years, significant progress has been made on Exmoor in
improving the prospects of important species such as fritillary butterflies,
lowland birds, dormice, otters, migratory fish and bats.

However, much remains to be achieved particularly in light of the government
policy set out in the Natural Environment White Paper5 which places a high
priority on conservation of biodiversity and the services provided to people by
the natural environment. An independent review (Making Space for Nature,
2010 6) concluded that England’s collection of wildlife areas is fragmented and
does not represent a coherent and resilient ecological network capable of
responding to the challenges of climate change and other pressures. The review
called for: ‘a step-change in nature conservation [...] a new, restorative approach
which rebuilds nature and creates a more resilient natural environment for the
benefit of wildlife and ourselves’.

The review summarised what needed to be done in just four words: more,
bigger, better, and joined. This was taken forward through the England
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Biodiversity Strategy 20207 which set out the Government’s ambition to halt
overall loss of England’s biodiversity by 2020, support healthy well functioning
ecosystems and establish coherent ecological networks, with more and better
places for nature for the benefit of wildlife and people.  The ‘hot spots’ for
biodiversity, like Exmoor National Park, have a vital role as the focal point for
programmes to help create the more resilient natural environment being
sought by government.

Other issues highlighted in the Partnership Plan include the importance of
continuing to manage invasive species, such as knotweed and Rhododendron,
through co-ordinated programmes of spraying and clearance. A severe
outbreak of the Phytophthora blight on Japanese Larch during 2010 has led to
significant impacts on landscape. This disease and others affecting important
tree and plant species such as ash dieback Chalara are likely to be an increasing
concern and will need close monitoring in future. 

Maintaining in good condition, extending and connecting Exmoor’s important
wildlife habitats, and the species they support, is a priority for the Partnership
Plan. This can only be achieved if it is underpinned by sound research and
monitoring which will enable us to apply appropriate management
prescriptions and to assess whether our goals are being reached. 

7 Biodiversity 2020: a strategy for England’s wildlife and ecosystem services (Defra, August 2011)

Heather moorland on Dunkery
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8  UK Post-2010 Biodiversity Framework (JNCC and Defra on behalf of the Four Countries’ Biodiversity Group, July 2012.)
9  Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011 – 2020 and the Aitchi targets (Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, Oct 2010)
10 Our life insurance, our natural capital : an EU biodiversity strategy to 2020 (European Commission, May 2011)

THE NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY FRAMEWORK
The Exmoor Biodiversity Action Plan 2001-2010 was developed in response to
the UK Biodiversity Action Plans which were written between 1995 and 1998
identifying the most threatened habitats and species. A new UK List of Priority
Species and Habitats was published in 2007, following a 2-year review of the BAP
process and priorities, representing the most comprehensive analysis of such
information ever undertaken in the UK. The list now contained 1150 species and
65 habitats that were listed as priorities for conservation action under the UK BAP. 

On Exmoor, 91 of these species and 29 of the habitats are known to occur on
Exmoor and are included in the Section 41 list of species and habitats which are
of principal importance for the conservation of biodiversity in England (under the
Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act 2006). The S41 list is
used to guide decision-makers such as public bodies, including local and
regional authorities, in implementing their duty under Section 41 of the NERC Act
2006, to have regard to the conservation of biodiversity in England, when
carrying out their normal functions.

As a result of new drivers and requirements, the UK Post-2010 Biodiversity
Framework 8, published in July 2012, has now succeeded the UK BAP. In
particular, due to devolution and the creation of country-level biodiversity
strategies, much of the work previously carried out under the UK BAP is now
focussed at a country level. Additionally, international priorities have changed:
the framework particularly sets out the priorities for UK-level work to support the
Convention on Biological Diversity's (CBD's) Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-
2020 9 and its five strategic goals and 20 'Aichi Targets', agreed at the CBD
meeting in Nagoya, Japan, in October 2010; and the new EU Biodiversity
Strategy10 (EUBS) in May 2011.

The UK BAP lists of priority species and habitats remain, however, important and
valuable reference sources. Notably, they have been used to help draw up
statutory lists of priorities in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and
to develop local lists of priority species. 

Brown hare Dormouse Marsh fritillary
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THE EXMOOR PRIORITY SPECIES AND HABITATS LISTS

The Exmoor Priority Species and Habitats lists have been produced as part of the
development of the Framework and have been derived from the Exmoor
Biodiversity Action Plan. Their purpose is to identify those species and habitats
on Exmoor which are nationally or internationally important in biodiversity
terms, populations that have reduced to levels of serious concern, and/or which
would achieve most for biodiversity conservation if targeted for local action. The
new Exmoor Priority Species list can be found in Appendix 1 and Priority Habitat
list in Appendix 2. 

The Priority Species list will be used as a tool to guide conservation action in the
future, one of the aims of the list being to prevent accidental loss, through the
development/spatial planning process, of species that are not legally protected,
but are of biodiversity importance on Exmoor.  Its publication should promote
greater awareness and understanding of local biodiversity amongst the public,
and encourage greater levels of recording activity. 

The 198 species that appear on this list are a small fraction of those that occur
naturally on Exmoor, but are considered to be the ones that are under the
greatest degree of threat if current trends continue, or for which Exmoor is
particularly important. The species have been selected, with input from local
specialists, because they meet one or more of the selection criteria agreed by
the Panel developing the Framework and which are shown in Appendix 2. The
list is not intended to be an exhaustive checklist of species which occur on
Exmoor. This can be found on the Exmoor Natural History Society website at
www.enhs.org.uk/checklists.htm. It is also important to note that this is not a list
of legally protected species which can be found on the JNCC website at
www.jncc.gov.uk, or all Section 41 species of principal importance. 

The kingfisher is an
Exmoor priority species 
John Bridges (rspb-images.com)
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11 Exmoor National Park Authority Moorland Research Strategy 1997 - 2002 (ENPA, 1997)
12 Exmoor National Park Authority Woodland Research Strategy 1997 - 2002 (ENPA, 1997) 

The Exmoor Priority Species List reflects the knowledge and data held at the
time and will require review at regular intervals to keep it up to date, particularly
when a large number of new species records are acquired or the UK Priority
Species list is reviewed again. The Priority Species List will be reviewed
periodically and updated as required in line with changes to the national
checklists, as published on the NBN gateway: data.nbn.org.uk.

The Priority Habitats list (Appendix 2)  is based on the list of Habitat of Principal
Importance in England (drawn up under the NERC Act 2006) which was derived
from the UK Biodiversity Action Plan and included habitats which continue to
be regarded as conservation priorities in the subsequent UK Post-2010
Biodiversity Framework. The Exmoor Priority Habitats list includes terrestrial
habitats such as blanket bog, upland oak woodland and hedgerows, and
freshwater and marine habitats such as rivers and streams, coastal saltmarsh
and Sabellaria (tube worm) reefs.

WILDLIFE RESEARCH PRIORITIES FOR EXMOOR
Current activity relating to survey, monitoring and research on Exmoor’s wildlife
is summarised in Appendix 3. This list is not meant to be exhaustive but is a
summary of what is happening currently and a source of contacts to find out
further information. For habitats such as moorland there has been an impressive
amount of monitoring and research generated, particularly through the Exmoor
Mires Project which is nationally recognised for the research associated with its
programme of mire restoration. In addition, moorland has received good
attention in relation to its importance for breeding birds - there is an excellent
dataset going back to the 1970s.

Woodland has received a good level of attention with some comprehensive
surveys being carried out of mosses, lichens and rare whitebeams. Meanwhile,
other important areas such as the marine environment have received little
attention partially due to the largely inaccessible coastline and our knowledge of
the importance of marine habitats is therefore limited.

In drawing up new actions for this Research and Monitoring Framework, all
research actions in the Exmoor Biodiversity Action Plan and the Moorland11 and
Woodland12 Research Strategies have been reviewed. To gather input from
specialist recording groups, a workshop event was held in September 2013 to
seek views on priorities for future wildlife research and monitoring. The actions
proposed in the following section are ordered according to habitat but with
species sections contained within them. 
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1. Woodland
Exmoor has a higher proportion of woodland cover than many other parts of
England with about 9,375ha of woodland, representing 13.5% of the area of the
National Park. Of this about 66% (just over 6,000ha) is managed and includes
3350ha of ancient woodland sites, of which about 2,000ha is classified as ancient
semi-natural woodland - usually the most important for wildlife. Exmoor has a
significant proportion of the UK and world total of the remaining western
oakwoods. Exmoor has a higher than average percentage of ancient semi-
natural woodland and the blocks of woodland tend to be large compared to the
rest of the country. The coastal woodlands, which extend from the high cliffs
down to the shoreline in places, are unique in England.

Significant areas of woodland have been designated as SSSIs of which some are also
designated as the Exmoor and Quantock Oakwoods Special Area of Conservation.
The National Trust-owned Horner Woods and National Park Authority woodlands
at Tarr Steps and Hawkcombe are also National Nature Reserves.

Veteran trees, orchards, parklands such as Dunster and Nettlecombe, copses and
individual trees are often distinctive features of the Exmoor landscape and are
often important habitats in their own right - more than 1,600 ancient trees have
been recorded on Exmoor. 

East Lyn Valley
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Research and monitoring actions for woodland

(i) Habitat actions
1. Continue monitoring vegetation change in ENPA-owned woodlands using

permanent monitoring plots as outlined in management plans.

2. Refresh the Veteran Tree Inventory for Exmoor, identifying gaps. Develop
methodology and carry out a survey and monitoring of veteran trees on
Exmoor including an assessment of threats. 

3. Re-assess and update the Ancient Woodland Inventory for Exmoor,
particularly addressing the issue of small woodlands (<2ha).

4. Seek to designate the coastal woods as an SSSI.

(ii) Species actions
5. Collate existing records for all bat species in the National Park, identify gaps

in knowledge and develop and implement a general survey strategy for
bats, including surveys of potential hibernaculum and monitoring of roosts
of selected species particularly as part of national recording programmes
(National Bat Monitoring Programme).

6. Carry out further research into greater horseshoe bat foraging behaviour
and barbastelle ecology in areas within the National Park and use results to
influence planning and agri-environment schemes. 

7. Assess the known distribution of dormice on Exmoor, identify other
potential suitable sites and carry out systematic surveys in these key areas.
Ensure all data collected from national nestbox recording schemes is
disseminated at a local level.

8. Investigate the potential for the re-introduction of relevant Priority Species
into sites where suitable conditions exist, for example, heath fritillary and
pine marten. 

9. Carry out survey and monitoring of lungwort lichens in all important
populations which fall outside of SSSIs. 

10. Undertake further research into the recolonisation of trees by lungwort
lichens.

11. Carry out research on effects of management practices and natural
processes on rare Sorbus (whitebeam) trees. 

12. Develop criteria to guide site selection for re-introducing rare Sorbus
(whitebeam) trees.
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(iii) Environmental impact actions
13. Monitor beech regeneration in native woodlands to support any necessary

management in the light of climate change and potential spread, for
example, on flood plains or around important lichen trees.

14. Support research on effects of red deer in woodlands on Exmoor,
particularly looking at vegetation patterns within deer exclosures.

15. Carry out a literature review on the effects of pheasants on the ecology of
woodlands to improve the existing Exmoor Code of Good Shooting
Practice for wildlife. 

16. Investigate climate change adaption particularly in relation to woodland
expansion. 

17. Continue the Exmoor Phenology Survey to gather information on changes
possibly related to climate change. 

18. Initiate a study of the genetics of Exmoor’s broadleaved trees, particularly in
response to climate change, seeking to identify positive adaption
characteristics from the native tree population. 

19. Investigate the importance on Exmoor’s woods in relation to flood control
in valley systems.

20. Monitor lichen communities on ancient trees in relation to the effects of
nitrogen loading and the potential age gap in trees.

21. Assess the age and suitability of bark conditions for species migration or
transplanting of lichens.

22. Carry out research into the changes in the distribution of lichen species due
to climate change.

Woodland monitoring Noctule tree roost Usnea articulata
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2. Moorland

Exmoor’s c. 19,000 ha of moor and heath, represents 23 out of the 82 nationally
recognised moor and heath vegetation types. It includes some 7000 ha of
upland heath; 4600 ha of upland grass moor; 3900 ha of bracken; 1500 ha of
lowland heath (including coastal heath) and 3000 ha of blanket bog. Exmoor is
at least regionally important for the extent of its upland and coastal heaths,
upland grass moor and blanket bog with the second largest area of moorland in
southern Britain. It is nationally important within England and Wales for the
presence of a wide combination of upland heath types, including two rare types
of heathland - bristle bent (Agrostis curtisii) / western gorse (Ulex gallii) heath
and ling (Calluna vulgaris) / western gorse heath - which are of international
importance. Exmoor’s moors and heaths support nationally important
populations of whinchat, stonechat, Dartford warbler and heath fritillary
butterfly. About 88% of Exmoor’s moor and heath is legally protected through
SSSI status and a large area of this is included within the Exmoor Heaths Special
Area of Conservation. 

Heather moorland at County Gate 
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Research and monitoring actions for moorland

(i) Habitat actions
1. Continue research into diversifying Molinia (purple moor-grass) dominated swards. 

2. Continue research on effectiveness and ecological impact of burning techniques
including size of burns based on trials on Mill Hill and Porlock Common.

3. Continue to monitor vascular plant transects at restored mire sites (beyond
that already scheduled for 2014).

4. Carry out research into techniques to encourage regeneration of Sphagnum
and other mire plants on mire sites.

5. Continue to monitor birds and instigate invertebrate, soil and vegetation
monitoring of selected ‘Natural Links’ reversion sites. 

(ii) Species actions
6. Implement any necessary monitoring or research programmes for selected

declining moorland species including curlew, merlin, ring ouzel, whinchat
and the threatened fritillary butterflies.

7. Continue the 6-yearly programme of Moorland Breeding Bird Surveys across
Section 3 Moorland on Exmoor.

8. Continue to carry out research into Priority Species associated with mires
such as the adder and specialist peatland invertebrates.

9. Carry out a survey of peatland lichens.

10. Carry out research into why Exmoor’s moorlands are poor in lichens
addressing the possible causes of nitrogen or lack of boulders or micro-sites.

11. Carry out feasibility study into marsh fritillary re-introduction in suitable areas
supporting devil’s bit scabious. 

(iii) Environmental impact actions
12. Continue research on heather recovery following heather beetle attacks

based on trials on Withypool Common and East Anstey. 

13. Identify means of controlling tick-borne diseases that are not solely reliant
upon the control or eradication of bracken stands and carry out research
into the effects on tick populations of peatland restoration. 

14. Continue mires monitoring at Spooners and Aclands up to 2020 including
maintenance of stations and support for research outcomes, including
recording of greenhouse gas fluxes, water quality, water storage, biodiversity
changes, agricultural impacts and pests. 
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High brown fritillary caterpillar

Heath fritillary on Grabbist Ridge  

Marsh fritillary ID training

Surveying for moorland birds

Blanket bog at Aclands

Snipe Andy Hay (rspb-images.com)
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3. Farmland

Farmland provides a series of important habitats in the National Park. Less
intensively used farmland is always more valuable for wildlife. For example, the
remaining small areas of unimproved meadows and pastures support a great
variety of wild plants including the scarce mountain pansy and adder's tongue
and moonwort ferns. Unploughed grassland supports ant hills of the yellow
meadow ant, butterflies, the scarce hornet robber fly and rare waxcap fungi, plus
bats, which feed on the insects. An important habitat in farmland is provided by
boundary features such field margins, hedgerows, hedgebanks and verges,
providing refuges for wild plants and shelter and nest sites for birds, mammals
and invertebrates. 

Exmoor supports an extensive area of improved grassland some of which would
have previously been moorland or unimproved grassland. Some attempts have
been made to ‘re-wild’ such areas by allowing to revert back to more tussocky
species-rich grassland particularly where these areas buffer existing high quality
habitat and there needs to be more research into better ways of achieving this. 

View of  farmland across to Dunkery
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Research and monitoring actions for farmland

(i) Habitat actions
1. Repeat Parish hedgerow surveys carried out in Exford and Parracombe to

assess the change in condition of hedgerows in these parishes every 15 years.

2. Collate existing grassland site data including from Farm Environment Plans
(FEPs) and BAP inventories, identify gaps in knowledge and make available
for decision making.

3. Collate existing information on important road verges from Devon County
Council and Somerset County Council and establish the need for further
surveys.

4. Carry out surveys which help to establish the wildlife importance of
traditional orchards on Exmoor and develop a methodology for monitoring
orchards on Exmoor.

Hedgerow survey training 
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(ii) Species actions
5. Continue to monitor farmland bird species every 6 years in the selected 3

sample areas and encourage collation of records and wider recording of
farmland birds in other areas of the National Park.

6. Carry out an audit of key non-avian farmland species such as brown hare
and voles and identify future monitoring needs. 

7. Survey the invertebrate fauna of neutral and acid grassland and identify
important sites. 

8. Complete a grassland fungi survey of Exmoor by adding to the existing
survey work in Somerset and by undertaking a similar survey of Devon
grasslands.

9. Survey important arable weed sites.

10. Carry out a survey of lichens in orchards, on isolated apple trees and
wayside/farm trees. 

11. Ensure that all grassland sites supporting important wildlife including
waxcap assemblages are designated as County Wildlife Sites (CWS) where
they meet the selection criteria.

(iii) Environmental impact actions
12. Monitor the impacts of intensive farming practice on adjacent wetlands

and watercourses.

13. Seek to understand and respond to threats to grassland habitat by carrying
out regular surveys of CWS.

14. Establish if eutrophication is a threat to Exmor’s rich verges as appears
eleswhere, by repeating existing surveys or establishing a new baseline. 

Crimson waxcap Yellowhammer 
Tom Marshall (rspb-images.com)

Violet oil beetle (Meloe violaceus)
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4. Rivers and Streams

Most of Exmoor’s rivers and streams have their source on the high moors and
either head north, plunging only a few miles to the Bristol Channel or combine
to form the River Exe that flows southwards for more than 80 kilometres to the
English Channel. The clean, fast flowing waters of Exmoor support a rich and
varied community of wild plants and animals including luxuriant growth of
algae, aquatic mosses and lichens, such as the rare river jelly lichen. There are
also several internationally rare mosses and liverworts. The moss-covered stones
also provide a habitat for a wide variety of insects including rare beetle species. 

The rivers support healthy populations of brown trout, bullhead and grayling
and the more unusual stone loach and brook lamprey. Exmoor streams are
particularly important for the spawning of salmon and sea trout and the East
Lyn, Exe and Barle are particularly important for these migratory species, the
Barle having the highest densities of young fish of any river in the SW. Many of
Exmoor’s bird species are found along river valleys, as well as the characteristic
species of fast flowing rivers such as the dipper, grey wagtail and kingfisher.
Otters are present on watercourses throughout the National Park. The River Barle
has been notified as being a SSSI from its source virtually to its confluence with
the Exe because it is considered the best example in Britain of an acidic upland
stream grading into a richer river on sandstone. 

East Lyn near Watersmeet
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Otter survey training day

Little Exe - section of  good
habitat for juvenile salmon



 

River corridors are often the only semi-natural habitat in areas of intensive
agriculture and are often important as linear woodland or tall vegetation
providing foraging areas for bats and shelter and food for other species. 

Research and monitoring actions for rivers and streams

(i) Habitat actions
1. Review the importance of the River Lyn complex for wildlife to support

possible SSSI notification.

2. Monitor condition of the River Barle SSSI and management practices affecting it.

(ii) Species actions
3. Continue otter surveys on Exmoor including the annual 2 day survey which

covers all catchments and provides an estimate of the otter population on
Exmoor.

4. Carry out surveys of lesser known groups including river flies.

5. Carry out a feasibility study of water vole re-introduction on Exmoor
including a survey of historical and potential water vole sites, both on
lowland and upland riparian habitats.

6. Continue survey and monitoring of river jelly lichen.

(iii)    Environmental impact actions
7. Continue to monitor the effects of mire restoration on water quality and quantity.
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River jelly lichen Otter



5. Coast and Marine

Exmoor has some of the most unspoilt stretches of coast in England. The
Exmoor cliffs are the highest in England and are high, sheltered and are well
vegetated compared with most Atlantic sea cliffs being covered with bracken,
scrub, grassland, western heath and long stretches of undisturbed woodland.
Many parts are not managed in any way and are, therefore, as close to a natural
condition as is possible in Britain and are of national importance for wildlife.

Due to the relatively slow rates of erosion, slow growing lichen and bryophyte
communities are able to establish themselves on bare rock and these
communities are of international importance. They are particularly well
developed at the Valley of Rocks, which is an important stronghold for nationally
rare species. The rocky cliffs between Lynmouth and Heddon’s Mouth have
breeding fulmar, guillemots, razorbills and kittiwakes, of regional importance and
the cliffs below Glenthorne also support significant seabird colonies. 

Exmoor’s intertidal habitats consist largely of boulders with associated under-
boulder communities. These, together with occasional rocky reefs and stretches
of sand, are backed by steep, and often high, cliffs, making access to beaches
impossible in all but a few places. Where sites have been surveyed, such as Wild
Pear Beach in the far west of the national park, they have been assessed as being
of considerable biological importance. 

Exmoor also marks a transition between different marine wildlife communities,
with groups of plants and animals typical of the open coast and sea giving way
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Star ascidian Sunstar
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Honeycomb reef worm 

Harbour porpoise 
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to those more suited to an estuarine existence from west to east. Foreland Point
marks the western-most point of the transition zone, with a strong boundary
between community types in Porlock Bay. The seas off the Exmoor coast are
home to a number of cetacean species, with harbour porpoise being especially
common and easily seen from coastal headlands.

The importance of Exmoor’s intertidal and marine habitats has been recognised
by local stakeholders, with the area included in the Bideford to Foreland Point
recommended Marine Conservation Zone (rMCZ). Further survey by Natural
England as part of the MCZ process, and by Shoresearch Exmoor will only serve
to uncover more of Exmoor’s fascinating marine wildlife.

Research and monitoring actions for the coast

(i) Habitat actions
1. Implement any research

recommendations from
the Porlock Bay Working
Group.

2. Design a monitoring
methodology, including
indicators of possible
climate change, and
carry out a survey of all
accessible intertidal
areas along the Exmoor
coast.

(ii) Species actions
3. Encourage recording of cetaceans from the Exmoor coast.

4. Carry out monitoring of all breeding seabirds every 15 years as part of the
national survey and at least once in between.

5. Carry out survey of lichens in maritime grasslands and other coastal sites
including Porlock shingle ridge.

(iii) Environmental impact actions
6. Support the protection of key coastal and marine species and habitats

through the designation of Bideford to Foreland Point MCZ.

Surveyor looking for Dartford warblers



 

6. Invasive Species

Some non-native introduced species have contributed to the decline of native
species in the National Park and where these are particularly invasive they
threaten important habitats. Of greatest concern is the increase in certain
introduced plants that support little native wildlife, such as rhododendron
(Rhododendron ponticum) and knotweeds, particularly Japanese and
Himalayan, and replace or destroy existing high value habitats. In woodland
habitats alone, previously 450ha of Rhododendron was affecting a large
proportion of SSSI woodlands. To date, 350ha have been cleared, largely since
2005. Knotweed occurs particularly on river systems such as the Lyn, Heddon
and Barle and also on farmland, hedgerows, verges and gardens and over 1000
sites have recorded, many of which are being treated through the Exmoor
Knotweed Control Project. 

In addition to the invasive knotweed species, there are a number of other non-
native plants which are also becoming problematic on Exmoor.  These include
Montbretia (Crocosmia) which is rapidly expanding along the river Barle and has
been recorded up to 10 metres away from the river in mire habitats. Montbretia
is known to be attractive to grazing cattle and it is thought it is being spread on
the feet of cattle to higher ground in addition to along the river by flooding.
Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) occurs on many river systems
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Japanese knotweed near Porlock



including the River Barle and some experimental pulling was successfully carried
in 2013. Another garden escape, fringe cups (Tellima grandiflora) is threatening
the native woodland flora including some rare species in the Lyn Valley below
Watersmeet and some experimental control is being carried out by the National
Trust. Other known non-native invasive species recorded on Exmoor include
Himalayan honeysuckle and winter heliotrope (Petasites fragrans).  

American signal crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus) are also thought to be having
a fundamental effect on river ecosystems on Exmoor, as they eat invertebrates,
snails, small fish and fish eggs and in addition their extensive burrows can cause
river banks to collapse. The status of the white-clawed crayfish on Exmoor is still
not fully known with a recent survey in the east of the National Park not
confirming their presence. Incidental but regular records of signal crayfish have
been received from the rivers Exe and Barle but the full extent of its distribution
on Exmoor is not known.

Research and monitoring actions for invasive species

1. Assess the effectiveness of the existing Rhododendron control programme
in restoring native flora and fauna.

2. Investigate the need and cost of eradicating rhododendron from cliff
slopes as a necessary step to avoiding reinfestation of less steep areas
already cleared.

3. Continue to survey and collate information on knotweed species on Exmoor.

4. Collate information on other invasive species such as Montbretia,
Himalayan balsam, Himalayan honeysuckle and fringe cups. 

5. Research organic methods of control of knotweed and Montbretia.

6. Research effective methods of control for Himalayan balsam and fringe cups. 

7. Carry out a survey and consider implications of signal crayfish on Exmoor’s
rivers and streams concentrating initially on the River Barle SSSI.
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Monbretia Rhododendron Signal crayfish
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7. Data management and dissemination

Ensuring that data collected on the wildlife of Exmoor is properly stored and
made available, as far as possible, is fundamental to this Wildlife Research and
Monitoring Framework. The National Park Authority currently has Service Level
Agreements with the Devon Biodiversity Records Centre (DBRC) and the
Somerset Environmental Records Centre (SERC) and this ensures regular
updates are received. However, historical data exists which have not been input
into the Local Records Centre; an audit is needed to ensure all ecological data
goes through the respective LRC and is fed back to the National Park Authority
as well as shared with other key partners such as Natural England. This may
include national datasets which include data for Exmoor and which could help
give great insight into the local picture. 

The National Park Authority needs to continue to develop its good relationships
with the LRCs and to encourage all recording of the natural environment to be
managed through them. The National Park Authority needs to hold all relevant
wildlife data in an integrated system covering both the Devon and Somerset
sides of the National Park and this needs to be made available where
appropriate through an Exmoor Natural Environment Record. 

Exmoor National Park Authority, DBRC & SERC recognise that certain species
(and a small number of other biodiversity features) are particularly vulnerable to
collecting, damage, disturbance or commercial exploitation if certain
information about them is released to the general public. Whilst we will
endeavour to provide access to biodiversity information on the National Park
through appropriate channels, there may be some circumstances where access
will be restricted where disclosure would adversely affect the protection of the
environment to which the information relates. 

Due to Exmoor’s relative inaccessibility and its small population, there is not as
much wildlife recording and monitoring happening through local wildlife
recording groups as may be envisaged within a National Park. There needs to be
more encouragement for established wildlife recording groups to become
more active on Exmoor and they should be given support wherever possible to
achieve some of the actions in this Framework. 

Through the promotion of this Framework closer links need to be made with
local academic institutions including the universities in Plymouth, Exeter and
Bristol and colleges such as Cannington, Duchy and Petroc. To bring about a
wider understanding of the natural environment on Exmoor, there should be
more opportunities for the general public to become involved in wildlife
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recording. This could be through opportunities provided through the National
Park Authority’s ‘Get Involved’ programme or through initiatives such as the
Exmoor Moorland Landscape Partnership. Landowners are also a partner to get
more closely involved in wildlife recording as local knowledge is an extremely
valuable asset and landowners may have excellent historical information on
changes in Exmoor’s wildlife.

Key actions for data management and dissemination

1. Carry out an audit of all existing wildlife information on Exmoor including
that held by national organisations and ensure that it is held by the relevant
Local Records Centre as well as centrally by the National Park Authority
working towards developing a Natural Environment Record for Exmoor.

2. Carry out improvements to data storage of wildlife information for Exmoor
making it more publicly available where appropriate.

3. Encourage more wildlife recording on Exmoor both through specialist
wildlife groups and public participation surveys including the use of online
and mobile recording such as phone apps.

4. Encourage new audiences to become involved in helping to record wildlife
on Exmoor for example by working through the National Park Authority’s
‘Get Involved’ programme and with local landowners.

5. Support events and initiatives that increase local people's contact with, and
understanding of, coastal and marine wildlife.

6. Continue to support the development of the Local Record Centres
covering Exmoor by agreeing new Service Level Agreements.

7. Encourage wider data sharing with other organisations such as universities
and colleges where appropriate.

8. Provide input into nationally recording schemes such as Biodiversity Action
Reporting System (BARS).

9. Improve the provision of information on Exmoor’s wildlife on the National
Park Authority’s website.
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Public participation at Bogtastic event



IMPLEMENTING THE FRAMEWORK - NEXT STEPS 

It is hoped that this Framework will encourage greater wildlife recording on
Exmoor and that more people will be encouraged to become involved in some
of the actions within it.  The actions contained in this plan are aimed at a wide
audience - conservation organisations, wildlife recording groups, volunteers,
landowners, academic institutions and the general public. It is a summary of
opportunities for future survey, research and monitoring and the National Park
Authority would like to work closely with anyone who is keen to help take
forward actions in this plan. Progress towards the targets will be monitored on
an annual basis by the Exmoor Nature Conservation Advisory Group with a full
review being undertaken in 2020. Funding of such an ambitious programme will
need to rely on a diverse range of sources ranging from the National Park
Authority’s Partnership Fund, Heritage Lottery Fund programmes, national
conservation bodies, academic funding and voluntary organisations.  Through
commitment, enthusiasm and co-ordination it is hoped that the Framework will
deliver its vision of ‘an effective and targeted research and monitoring
programme covering Priority Species and Habitats which seeks to conserve the
essential elements of Exmoor’s wildlife’. 
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Porlock Marsh
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Broad habitat Habitat name
Arable and horticulture Arable field margins
Arable and horticulture Traditional orchards
Boundary Hedgerows
Coastal Coastal saltmarsh
Coastal Coastal vegetated shingle
Coastal Intertidal mudflats
Coastal Maritime cliff and slopes
Freshwater Ponds 
Freshwater Rivers
Grassland Lowland calcareous grassland
Grassland Lowland dry acid grassland
Grassland Lowland meadows
Grassland Purple moor-grass and rush pastures 
Heathland Lowland heathland
Heathland Upland heathland
Inland rock Inland rock outcrop and scree habitats
Marine Intertidal boulder communities
Marine Sabellaria alveolata reefs
Marine Sabellaria spinulosa reefs
Marine Subtidal sands and gravels
Wetland Blanket bog
Wetland Coastal and floodplain grazing marsh
Wetland Lowland fens
Wetland Upland flushes, fens and swamps
Woodland Lowland mixed deciduous woodland
Woodland Upland mixed ashwoods
Woodland Upland oakwood
Woodland Wet woodland
Woodland Wood-pasture and parkland
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