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With its spectacular
moorland, rich oak
woodland, clear streams
and dramatic coastline,
Exmoor has a great
variety of habitats.

Where to find out more
We have three National Park Centres, where our
friendly and knowledgeable staff will help you make
the most of a visit to Exmoor. Each Centre has a
range of information, publications and displays.

Although much of Exmoor may appear to be
wild, many of our habitats need to be
maintained by traditional management.
Exmoor’s landscape and habitats have
developed the way they are because of how
they have been managed over thousands of
years, and need regular work to keep them
in good condition. 

Swaling
In late winter, areas of
heather moorland are
carefully burnt in a
process called swaling.
This encourages new
vegetation growth
especially young heather
and helps to keep the
moorland vegetation in balance.

Grazing
Without the grazing of ponies, cattle, deer and
sheep, Exmoor would be a very different place.

Traditional breeds such as
Exmoor ponies, Devon
Ruby Red cattle and
Exmoor Horn
sheep do an
excellent job of
keeping grass
and scrub under
control and
allowing a wider
range of plants to

flourish.

Coppicing
Although
Exmoor’s
woodlands may
feel like untouched
wild places, for
hundreds of years they
would have been busy working environments with
trees being cut back every 15 years or so
(coppiced) and the timber harvested for charcoal
and the bark for tanning. Many species of
woodland plant and butterfly rely on this cycle of
harvesting to allow sunlight onto the woodland
floor and to keep the woodland varied and open.
The heath fritillary butterfly, which is now
restricted to Exmoor’s heathlands, was known as
the ‘woodman’s follower’ as it searched for its
foodplant cow-wheat in newly coppiced areas.  

Hedgelaying
Exmoor’s hedges are one of the elements that make
the landscape unique.  They are
also important for wildlife
providing cover, homes
and travel routes for
many species from birds
and bats to badgers and
bugs. The traditional way
of keeping them in good
shape is to “lay” them.
Laying is the process of cutting
most of the way through small trees and branches
and then laying them horizontally along the
hedgebank where they will continue to grow while
providing a wildlife friendly and stock-proof barrier.

Habitats and Management 

www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk

Find out more about the
plants, animals and habitats
of this special place

Dulverton National Park Centre
7-9 Fore Street, Dulverton, TA22 9EX
Tel 01398 323841

Dunster National Park Centre
Dunster Steep, TA24 6SE
Tel 01643 821835

Lynmouth National Park Centre
The Esplanade, Lynmouth, EX35 6EQ
Tel 01598 752509

Dormouse -  Another nationally
threatened species with good
numbers on Exmoor, the dormouse
needs rich woodlands, scrub and
hedgerows to feed and hibernate.

Alien Invaders

Exmoor National Park is 
an amazing place for wildlife

Red deer - Britain’s largest land
mammal - Exmoor is famous for
its red deer, which have lived free
on the moor for hundreds of years.
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Kingfisher 
John Bridges 
(rspb-images.com)

Scarce blackneck moth
Exmoor’s coastal slopes are

one of only a handful of places where
this rare species can be found. Wood
vetch is its preferred foodplant.

Otter photos by Ian Anderson

Knotweed - one of Britain’s
most invasive weeds, Japanese
knotweed has a major impact
on wildlife, flood defence and
the economic value of the
land where it grows.  The
Exmoor Knotweed Control
Project is now controlling
most knotweed on Exmoor. 
Rhododendron - significant
work has been undertaken on
Exmoor’s coastal slopes,
woodland and moorland to
control this evergreen shrub
which was introduced by the
Victorians
Himalayan balsam - spread
rapidly by seed along
Exmoor’s watercourses, the
pale pink hood-shaped
flowers waving on tall stems
are a common sight. 
Montbretia - this garden
escapee can be seen spreading
along the isolated River Barle
growing in dense clumps
alongside native vegetation. 
Signal crayfish - this North
American species has had a huge
impact on the river ecosystem,
eating invertebrates, snails, small
fish and fish eggs. In addition
their extensive burrows can
cause river banks to collapse.

5 Species introduced from overseas that are
now threatening our native wildlife

Dung beetle - these provide an important part of
the diet of many species including the
rare Greater horseshoe bat. Two rare
species of Dung beetle can be found
living on dung in grasslands which
have not been intensively managed.

Heath Fritillary
Alan Barnes (Butterfly Conservation)

Otter - This once declining species
is now thriving again on Exmoor
and has been recorded using
headwater streams on the
moorland, but you have 

to be lucky to see one.

3 of Exmoor’s most
famous wildlife
highlights...

River jelly lichen - This aquatic
lichen is found in very few places in
the UK, but thrives in the clean
acidic waters of the River Barle.

...And 3 less well known

Where to watch wildlife

3. Porlock Marsh - The flooded tidal marshes
at Porlock are a great place to see waders and 
wildfowl such as the charismatic shelduck and elegant little egret. 
When to go: All year - winter can be the best time

4. Horner Woods - The rich oak woodland at Horner is a great
place to see and hear woodland summer visitors such as wood
warbler, pied flycatcher and redstart, who spend their summers
rearing their young on the many woodland insects. Horner Woods
also have some fabulous veteran trees richly adorned in lichens.
When to go: Spring for the peak of the bird song season -
Autumn is a good time for fungi.

5. Dunkery Beacon - Exmoor’s highest point is also a top
wildlife spot. Ponies and red deer may be

seen on the heather and
whortleberry covered slopes, as

well as birds such as stonechat,
skylark and buzzard. 

When to go: Heather is
at its best in August -
but something all year
round.

1.Watersmeet - The beautiful woodland walk that follows the
West Lyn River from Lynmouth is one of the most popular on
Exmoor. Look out for dippers and wagtails on boulders in the
river and the shadows of brown trout in the deeper pools. 
When to go: All year

2. Brendon Common - A good place to see 
wildlife on the open moorland. red deer and 
ponies as well as birds of prey. 
When to go: All year
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You can see wildlife anywhere on Exmoor - but here are 10 of the best places.

9. Wimbleball - The reservoir at Wimbleball 
is an excellent place to spot wildfowl and there are easily
accessible paths and bird hides. When to go: All year

10. Haddon Hill - One of the best places to see the famous
Exmoor ponies. If you are lucky (and quiet) you may also see
red deer. Also good for butterflies such as the green hairstreak
and some of the fritillaries. 
When to go: August is good to see the heather in bloom. Mid
summer is best for butterflies. Any time is good for ponies.
See inside for more of Exmoor’s seasonal wildlife highlights.

6. Molland Moor - As well as having superb views over much of
Devon, Molland Moor is one of the best places for red deer and
Exmoor pony spotting.  Look out for reed bunting and snipe in
the valley bogs and listen out for cuckoos. When to go: All year

7.Tarr Steps/Barle Valley - Dippers, grey wagtails and kingfishers
are all likely to be seen on the river.  A great place for lichens, fungi
and ferns.  If you are very lucky you may just glimpse an otter.
When to go: Any time of year.

8. Winsford Hill - Another great place to see Exmoor ponies,
which are often to be found grazing by the roadside. You will
probably also hear the characteristic sound of the stonechat or
maybe a grasshopper warbler. When to go: All year.

Green hairstreak

Cuckoo
John Bridges (rspb-images.com)

Shelduck

Fern spiral frond

Snipe

Redstart
© Andy Stuthridge
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These diverse habitats
provide homes for a vast
array of species, including
some of the UK’s rarest
butterflies and bats.

Exmoor is so important
for wildlife that almost a
third of the National Park 
is protected under UK and

European law.
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Swaling
In late winter, areas of
heather moorland are
carefully burnt in a
process called swaling.
This encourages new
vegetation growth
especially young heather
and helps to keep the
moorland vegetation in balance.

Grazing
Without the grazing of ponies, cattle, deer and
sheep, Exmoor would be a very different place.

Traditional breeds such as
Exmoor ponies, Devon
Ruby Red cattle and
Exmoor Horn
sheep do an
excellent job of
keeping grass
and scrub under
control and
allowing a wider
range of plants to

flourish.

Coppicing
Although
Exmoor’s
woodlands may
feel like untouched
wild places, for
hundreds of years they
would have been busy working environments with
trees being cut back every 15 years or so
(coppiced) and the timber harvested for charcoal
and the bark for tanning. Many species of
woodland plant and butterfly rely on this cycle of
harvesting to allow sunlight onto the woodland
floor and to keep the woodland varied and open.
The heath fritillary butterfly, which is now
restricted to Exmoor’s heathlands, was known as
the ‘woodman’s follower’ as it searched for its
foodplant cow-wheat in newly coppiced areas.  

Hedgelaying
Exmoor’s hedges are one of the elements that make
the landscape unique.  They are
also important for wildlife
providing cover, homes
and travel routes for
many species from birds
and bats to badgers and
bugs. The traditional way
of keeping them in good
shape is to “lay” them.
Laying is the process of cutting
most of the way through small trees and branches
and then laying them horizontally along the
hedgebank where they will continue to grow while
providing a wildlife friendly and stock-proof barrier.
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Dormouse -  Another nationally
threatened species with good
numbers on Exmoor, the dormouse
needs rich woodlands, scrub and
hedgerows to feed and hibernate.
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Kingfisher 
John Bridges 
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Scarce blackneck moth
Exmoor’s coastal slopes are

one of only a handful of places where
this rare species can be found. Wood
vetch is its preferred foodplant.

Otter photos by Ian Anderson

Knotweed - one of Britain’s
most invasive weeds, Japanese
knotweed has a major impact
on wildlife, flood defence and
the economic value of the
land where it grows.  The
Exmoor Knotweed Control
Project is now controlling
most knotweed on Exmoor. 
Rhododendron - significant
work has been undertaken on
Exmoor’s coastal slopes,
woodland and moorland to
control this evergreen shrub
which was introduced by the
Victorians
Himalayan balsam - spread
rapidly by seed along
Exmoor’s watercourses, the
pale pink hood-shaped
flowers waving on tall stems
are a common sight. 
Montbretia - this garden
escapee can be seen spreading
along the isolated River Barle
growing in dense clumps
alongside native vegetation. 
Signal crayfish - this North
American species has had a huge
impact on the river ecosystem,
eating invertebrates, snails, small
fish and fish eggs. In addition
their extensive burrows can
cause river banks to collapse.

5 Species introduced from overseas that are
now threatening our native wildlife

Dung beetle - these provide an important part of
the diet of many species including the
rare Greater horseshoe bat. Two rare
species of Dung beetle can be found
living on dung in grasslands which
have not been intensively managed.

Heath Fritillary
Alan Barnes (Butterfly Conservation)

Otter - This once declining species
is now thriving again on Exmoor
and has been recorded using
headwater streams on the
moorland, but you have 

to be lucky to see one.

3 of Exmoor’s most
famous wildlife
highlights...

River jelly lichen - This aquatic
lichen is found in very few places in
the UK, but thrives in the clean
acidic waters of the River Barle.

...And 3 less well known

Where to watch wildlife

3. Porlock Marsh - The flooded tidal marshes
at Porlock are a great place to see waders and 
wildfowl such as the charismatic shelduck and elegant little egret. 
When to go: All year - winter can be the best time

4. Horner Woods - The rich oak woodland at Horner is a great
place to see and hear woodland summer visitors such as wood
warbler, pied flycatcher and redstart, who spend their summers
rearing their young on the many woodland insects. Horner Woods
also have some fabulous veteran trees richly adorned in lichens.
When to go: Spring for the peak of the bird song season -
Autumn is a good time for fungi.

5. Dunkery Beacon - Exmoor’s highest point is also a top
wildlife spot. Ponies and red deer may be

seen on the heather and
whortleberry covered slopes, as

well as birds such as stonechat,
skylark and buzzard. 

When to go: Heather is
at its best in August -
but something all year
round.

1.Watersmeet - The beautiful woodland walk that follows the
West Lyn River from Lynmouth is one of the most popular on
Exmoor. Look out for dippers and wagtails on boulders in the
river and the shadows of brown trout in the deeper pools. 
When to go: All year

2. Brendon Common - A good place to see 
wildlife on the open moorland. red deer and 
ponies as well as birds of prey. 
When to go: All year
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You can see wildlife anywhere on Exmoor - but here are 10 of the best places.

9. Wimbleball - The reservoir at Wimbleball 
is an excellent place to spot wildfowl and there are easily
accessible paths and bird hides. When to go: All year

10. Haddon Hill - One of the best places to see the famous
Exmoor ponies. If you are lucky (and quiet) you may also see
red deer. Also good for butterflies such as the green hairstreak
and some of the fritillaries. 
When to go: August is good to see the heather in bloom. Mid
summer is best for butterflies. Any time is good for ponies.
See inside for more of Exmoor’s seasonal wildlife highlights.

6. Molland Moor - As well as having superb views over much of
Devon, Molland Moor is one of the best places for red deer and
Exmoor pony spotting.  Look out for reed bunting and snipe in
the valley bogs and listen out for cuckoos. When to go: All year

7.Tarr Steps/Barle Valley - Dippers, grey wagtails and kingfishers
are all likely to be seen on the river.  A great place for lichens, fungi
and ferns.  If you are very lucky you may just glimpse an otter.
When to go: Any time of year.

8. Winsford Hill - Another great place to see Exmoor ponies,
which are often to be found grazing by the roadside. You will
probably also hear the characteristic sound of the stonechat or
maybe a grasshopper warbler. When to go: All year.

Green hairstreak

Cuckoo
John Bridges (rspb-images.com)

Shelduck

Fern spiral frond

Snipe

Redstart
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array of species, including
some of the UK’s rarest
butterflies and bats.

Exmoor is so important
for wildlife that almost a
third of the National Park 
is protected under UK and

European law.
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excellent job of
keeping grass
and scrub under
control and
allowing a wider
range of plants to
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Although
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woodlands may
feel like untouched
wild places, for
hundreds of years they
would have been busy working environments with
trees being cut back every 15 years or so
(coppiced) and the timber harvested for charcoal
and the bark for tanning. Many species of
woodland plant and butterfly rely on this cycle of
harvesting to allow sunlight onto the woodland
floor and to keep the woodland varied and open.
The heath fritillary butterfly, which is now
restricted to Exmoor’s heathlands, was known as
the ‘woodman’s follower’ as it searched for its
foodplant cow-wheat in newly coppiced areas.  

Hedgelaying
Exmoor’s hedges are one of the elements that make
the landscape unique.  They are
also important for wildlife
providing cover, homes
and travel routes for
many species from birds
and bats to badgers and
bugs. The traditional way
of keeping them in good
shape is to “lay” them.
Laying is the process of cutting
most of the way through small trees and branches
and then laying them horizontally along the
hedgebank where they will continue to grow while
providing a wildlife friendly and stock-proof barrier.
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Dormouse-  Another nationally
threatened species with good
numbers on Exmoor, the dormouse
needs rich woodlands, scrub and
hedgerows to feed and hibernate.

Alien Invaders

Exmoor National Park is 
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Red deer- Britain’s largest land
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its red deer, which have lived free
on the moor for hundreds of years.
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Kingfisher 
John Bridges 
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Scarce blackneck moth
Exmoor’s coastal slopes are

one of only a handful of places where
this rare species can be found. Wood
vetch is its preferred foodplant.

Otter photos by Ian Anderson

Knotweed- one of Britain’s
most invasive weeds, Japanese
knotweed has a major impact
on wildlife, flood defence and
the economic value of the
land where it grows.  The
Exmoor Knotweed Control
Project is now controlling
most knotweed on Exmoor. 
Rhododendron- significant
work has been undertaken on
Exmoor’s coastal slopes,
woodland and moorland to
control this evergreen shrub
which was introduced by the
Victorians
Himalayan balsam- spread
rapidly by seed along
Exmoor’s watercourses, the
pale pink hood-shaped
flowers waving on tall stems
are a common sight. 
Montbretia- this garden
escapee can be seen spreading
along the isolated River Barle
growing in dense clumps
alongside native vegetation. 
Signal crayfish- this North
American species has had a huge
impact on the river ecosystem,
eating invertebrates, snails, small
fish and fish eggs. In addition
their extensive burrows can
cause river banks to collapse.

5 Species introduced from overseas that are
now threatening our native wildlife

Dung beetle- these provide an important part of
the diet of many species including the
rare Greater horseshoe bat. Two rare
species of Dung beetle can be found
living on dung in grasslands which
have not been intensively managed.

Heath Fritillary
Alan Barnes (Butterfly Conservation)

Otter- This once declining species
is now thriving again on Exmoor
and has been recorded using
headwater streams on the
moorland, but you have 

to be lucky to see one.

3 of Exmoor’s most
famous wildlife
highlights...

River jelly lichen- This aquatic
lichen is found in very few places in
the UK, but thrives in the clean
acidic waters of the River Barle.

...And 3 less well known

Where to watch wildlife

3. Porlock Marsh- The flooded tidal marshes
at Porlock are a great place to see waders and 
wildfowl such as the charismatic shelduck and elegant little egret. 
When to go:All year - winter can be the best time

4. Horner Woods- The rich oak woodland at Horner is a great
place to see and hear woodland summer visitors such as wood
warbler, pied flycatcher and redstart, who spend their summers
rearing their young on the many woodland insects. Horner Woods
also have some fabulous veteran trees richly adorned in lichens.
When to go:Spring for the peak of the bird song season -
Autumn is a good time for fungi.

5. Dunkery Beacon- Exmoor’s highest point is also a top
wildlife spot. Ponies and red deer may be

seen on the heather and
whortleberry covered slopes, as

well as birds such as stonechat,
skylark and buzzard. 

When to go:Heather is
at its best in August -
but something all year
round.

1.Watersmeet- The beautiful woodland walk that follows the
West Lyn River from Lynmouth is one of the most popular on
Exmoor. Look out for dippers and wagtails on boulders in the
river and the shadows of brown trout in the deeper pools. 
When to go:All year

2. Brendon Common- A good place to see 
wildlife on the open moorland. red deer and 
ponies as well as birds of prey. 
When to go:All year

© Exmoor National
Park Authority

13

4

5

2

8 7

9

10

6

You can see wildlife anywhere on Exmoor - but here are 10 of the best places.

9. Wimbleball- The reservoir at Wimbleball 
is an excellent place to spot wildfowl and there are easily
accessible paths and bird hides. When to go:All year

10. Haddon Hill- One of the best places to see the famous
Exmoor ponies. If you are lucky (and quiet) you may also see
red deer. Also good for butterflies such as the green hairstreak
and some of the fritillaries. 
When to go:August is good to see the heather in bloom. Mid
summer is best for butterflies. Any time is good for ponies.
See inside for more of Exmoor’s seasonal wildlife highlights.

6. Molland Moor- As well as having superb views over much of
Devon, Molland Moor is one of the best places for red deer and
Exmoor pony spotting.  Look out for reed bunting and snipe in
the valley bogs and listen out for cuckoos. When to go:All year

7.Tarr Steps/Barle Valley- Dippers, grey wagtails and kingfishers
are all likely to be seen on the river.  A great place for lichens, fungi
and ferns.  If you are very lucky you may just glimpse an otter.
When to go:Any time of year.

8. Winsford Hill- Another great place to see Exmoor ponies,
which are often to be found grazing by the roadside. You will
probably also hear the characteristic sound of the stonechat or
maybe a grasshopper warbler. When to go:All year.
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array of species, including
some of the UK’s rarest
butterflies and bats.

Exmoor is so important
for wildlife that almost a
third of the National Park 
is protected under UK and

European law.



Bluebells 
and other woodland flowers
Bluebells are a timeless example of the
antiquity of our ancient woods.  The best time
to see them is in late April and May.  They prefer
moist, shady and stable conditions so woodlands are
ideal but in westerly parts of Britain such as Exmoor they
can be found in all sorts of habitats such as hedgerows or
bracken slopes. Some estimates suggest the UK has up to half of
the world's total bluebell population.

SnowdropsAs late winter
turns to early spring - some of
Exmoor’s woodlands are
carpeted with snowdrops, one
of our earliest flowering plants
and a real seasonal highlight.

LichenWith the leaves off the
trees,  it is easier to see the
rich communities of lichen
that thrive in Exmoor’s clean,
damp air. Look out for the
distinctive ‘string of sausages’
lichen or the rare lungwort
lichen. 

With the colder weather, Exmoor
can show its wilder side, but
there is still lots to see.

Starlings roosting Throughout the autumn
and winter months, thousands of starlings turn
the sky black as they come together in
huge clouds, wheeling, and swooping in
unison. You can see this amazing
spectacle, known as a ‘murmuration’
over some of the moorland areas
to the west of Exmoor.

Wading birds In winter wading
birds head to our shores to take
advantage of our relatively mild
winters. Porlock Marsh is a great
spot to see them.

For many, Autumn, with its
colours of gold and brown and
mist-filled valleys is the highlight
of the Exmoor year.

Migratory birds return This is an exciting time of the
year when our summer visitors return from the south to
breed.  They spend summer here and then they, and their
new young, return south in autumn. The chiffchaff is one of
the earliest migrants to arrive on Exmoor in March so listen
for its characteristic call. Swallows, martins and swifts can all
be seen soaring in the sky and other migrants to look out for
include warblers, flycatchers, whinchats, wheatears, tree pipits,
nightjars and the charismatic cuckoo.

Rutting deer autumn on Exmoor
is rutting season, when the misty
combes and moors echo with the eerie
sound of the Stag’s roar as they vie for the
right to mate with the hinds.

Fungi and fruit
This is a great time for
discovering the many
species of fascinating
fungi that thrive in
Exmoor’s woods and
pastures.  Why not go
on an organised “Fungal
Foray” with an expert.

Salmon leaping With the
Autumn rains swelling  the
rivers, the Atlantic salmon begin
to return from years out in the
ocean, leaping over any
obstructions in their way in
their drive to return to the
spawning grounds they
hatched from.

Heather in flower By late summer
the high moorlands are transformed
into the “purple headed mountains”
made famous in the popular hymn. Bee
keepers move their hives up onto the
moors where the bees can produce
the famous Exmoor heather honey.

Reptiles
Early autumn is
the last chance to
see Exmoor’s lizards
and snakes before they
hibernate until Spring.

Pied Flycatcher
© Andy Stuthridge

Redshank

Red Deer

Common Lizard

Snowy Waxcap

High Brown Fritillary

The long days of summer are a busy
time for Exmoor’s wildlife with lots to

do before the nights begin to draw in.

Ponies in foal Exmoor ponies
are born between April and August -
after a gestation period of 11months.
You can often see them on the higher
parts of the moor where they graze with
their mothers, building up fat reserves and
condition for the winter ahead.

Beech trees come into leaf In early
summer the brilliant translucent green of the

new beech leaves are a welcome sight in Exmoor’s
high hedges and woods.

Stonechat One of the few
insectivorous birds to tough it out

through the British winters.  They make a call
that sounds like two pebbles being struck

together, which perhaps explains their name. 
Adults are relatively easy to spot with their conspicuous

collars and rusty breasts usually perched on top of a gorse bush.

Butterflies in flight For many species of butterfly high
summer is their flight season when they need to find a
mate and lay eggs. Exmoor supports good numbers 
of fritillary butterflies including the stunning dark
green and silver washed fritillary and the rare
heath and high brown fritillaries. For 
more information see our pocket
guide to Exmoor’s 
Butterflies.

As the weather begins to warm
Exmoor bursts into life.

Birdsong at peak May sees the peak of
birdsong as our resident blackbirds, robins,
song thrushes, and wrens who sing all
year round are joined by an influx of
warblers and migrants to give rise
to the dawn chorus. It is only
ever the male birds which sing
(females may call, and make
alarm calls, but never sing)
and they do it for two
main reasons: firstly to establish and defend
a territory and secondly to attract a mate.

Hares Look out for ‘mad March hares’
this is actually courting behaviour
involving boxing with the unreceptive
females fending off passionate males.
Hares are much longer-limbed and
swifter than rabbits and have
characteristic black ear tips. They
use their powerful hind legs to
escape predators by outrunning
their enemies and have been
known to reach speeds of 72kph
(45mph). Introduced by the
Romans, hares have declined
due to changes in farming
practices but look out for them
on farmland and moorland
areas on Exmoor.
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