Cannock Chase AONB
L andscape monitoring

Andy Jukes
Sarah Henshall
Mar ch, 2005

A

wildlife
TRUSTS

STAFFORDSHIRE




Executive Summary
Heathlands are a UK and Staffordshire Biodiversity Action Plan Habitat.

They are a priority habitat for conservation because large areas of heathland
have been destroyed by development, farming and forestry or have not been
managed in a conservation friendly way.

Heathlands support a wide range of plants, mammals, birds, reptiles and
invertebrates including many rare species that cannot be found anywhere else.

Cannock Chase Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) has lots of rare
and unusual invertebrates that rely on the heathland habitat to live and breed.

Many of the invertebrates have very specific habitat requirements in terms of
food, shelter, temperature and moisture. This makes them very sensitive to changes
in their habitat and therefore are a good indicator of habitat management and
change.

Beetles are particularly useful to monitor habitat changes because they are
surface active and can be easily caught using pitfall traps.

To protect these species and the heathland habitat, bracken is being sprayed to
allow slow growing heather to re-establish. Without the spraying it would be
difficult for heather to make a comeback on Cannock Chase.

An assessment of this, and to back up the spraying campaign on Cannock
Chase AONB the Staffordshire Wildlife Trust compared different areas of
heathland to assess whether the spraying was beneficial to heathland invertebrates.

The results were fairly conclusive in supporting the bracken spraying on
Cannock Chase. Specialist invertebrates were recorded from the two heathland
plots but not the bracken dominated area.

Heathland specialists included the Minotaur beetle and beautiful yellow
underwing moth.

Bracken, athough a useful habitat is not so good when in large areas, which is
what has happened on Cannock Chase.

The re-colonising heathland and mature heathland both have more invertebrate
species than the bracken areas and also have more species that are indicative of a
heathland/early successional habitat.

If the bracken is not sprayed then many of the species will die out due to the
bracken out competing other plants and reducing the amount of light reaching the
ground.
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1 I ntroduction
1.1 Thestudy area

Cannock Chase is the smallest inland Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) in
Britain. The AONB consists of approximately 25 square miles of rolling hills covered
with lowland heaths and mixed forests. A large portion of the heathland area is
designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and requires careful
sympathetic management to ensure it is in favourable condition as designated by
English Nature (EN). The Cannock Chase AONB also contains the largest Country
Park in England and is a candidate SAC (Special Area of Conservation).

111 Termsused

Cannock Chase AONB: When referring to the Cannock Chase AONB,
other terms may be expressed though all refer to this area including the Chase
and Cannock Chase.

Heathland: The lowland heathland habitat is the primary open habitat on
Cannock Chase. This is largely H9 lowland heathland dominated by Calluna
vulgaris (Ling). For the purpose of this report heathland refers to the whole
heathland habitat from bare ground to scrub not just the heather (Ericaceous)
component.

Heather/ling/Calluna vulgaris/Calluna: all these words refer to the same
plant species

1.2 Heathlands

Heathlands of varying characteristics such as heather moorland and lowland heathland
are open habitats that occur on nutrient-poor acidic soils. They are usually dominated
by dwarf shrub communities such as heathers (Ericaceus species) and bilberry
(Vaccinium myrtillis). Much of the heathland on Cannock Chase is lowland dry
heathland falling into National Vegetation Classification (NVC) H9 Calluna-
Deschampsia heath.

Heathlands are an important habitat for a wide range of flora and fauna. The most
common animals on heathlands are invertebrates including ten Nationally Notable
beetles and more than fifteen Nationally Notable solitary bees and wasps
(Staffordshire Biodiversity Audit, 2001). Many of the invertebrates rely on the varied
vegetation structure from bare ground to scrub provided by the heathland plants for
some or all of their life-cycle. Many heathland invertebrates are dependant on the
warm conditions created by the shallow, sandy soil and bare ground that heats up
quickly. This is often located in sheltered situations surrounded by heathland shrubs
such as ling (Calluna vulgaris) that acts as a windbreak increasing the micro-climate.
Due to these particular requirements by a large proportion of invertebrates they are
therefore sensitive to changes in habitat.

1.3 Bracken

Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum) is a native plant of the UK and in some instances
becomes dominant over other habitats, particularly lowland heathland where large
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areas of Calluna (ling/heather) heath are under threat by succession through the
invasion of bracken and /or scrub (Snow & Marrs, 1997). Where bracken hasinvaded
heathland, dense stands of bracken shade out less vigorous heathland plants resulting
in low conservation and amenity value due to the inhibition of other plants and thick
growth stopping visitors walking over an area. The litter created by dead bracken
plants form a dense carpet, aso inhibiting plant growth. Whilst being an important
part of heathland florain small quantities, large dense stands are undesirable.

One of the most frequent ways to control bracken is to spray with a fern specific
herbicide. This is generaly carried out in the summer for four consecutive years to
achieve total eradication. If deep litter has developed over a long period it is often
necessary to scrape away the resulting mulch in order to alow heathland plants to
regenerate.  Natural regeneration may be adequate to re-establish a heathland
community; alternatively other management techniques can be used to provide a seed
resource from which heathland establishment can occur.

1.4  Background to the study

The landscape of Cannock Chase will have changed significantly in the past 100
years. Current restoration work on Cannock Chase broadly comprises of heathland
restoration and coniferous plantation felling and restoring more natural woodland
characteristics. This study aims to examine potential biodiversity benefits resulting
from the ongoing bracken control programme being carried out on Cannock Chase by
Staffordshire County Council within the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty
(AONB). By looking at invertebrates (known to be sensitive to habitat change and an
indicator of habitat quality) this study aims to gain a picture of how bracken spraying
influences biodiversity. The study will begin to look at differences in species
diversity, species assemblages and (re)-colonisation between mature heathland,
bracken dominated areas and regenerating heathland (post spraying). It will try to
establish whether the invertebrate species that colonise regenerating areas are typical
heathland species, generalist species or are the same species present prior to bracken

spraying.




2 M ethodology
21 Theplots

Three stages of heathland succession were identified for comparison from discussion
between Staffordshire County Council staff and the Staffordshire Wildlife Trust who
are familiar with Cannock Chase AONB. The areas are:

2.1.1 Bracken dominated area

Located at SJ 974205, this area known as Broc Hill has been dominated by bracken
for a long time, and the bracken is accompanied by a deep layer of bracken litter
beneath the bracken canopy. This area has received no management, including
bracken control for many years, partly due to its difficult topography.

Figure 1: Atypical dominant stand of bracken
2.1.2 Mature typical heathland

Located at SJ 972182 to the northeast of the Oldacre Valley. This area consists of a
mosaic of good quality heathland with ericaceous species and scattered scrub
including gorse (Ulex europeaus). There are a few scattered trees and scrub here, but
otherwise this area represents a reasonable patch of fairly undisturbed heath that has
not received any visible recent management, including bracken spraying.




Figure 2: The typical mature heathland being sampled for invertebratesin September,
2004




2.1.3 Regenerating heather after spraying

Located at SJ 988172 on the slopes of the Sherbrook Valley. This is an area of
regenerating heathland as a result from bracken spraying and removal of bracken litter
in 2000. Heather litter was added in the autumn of 2000 and a second spray of
bracken in this patch was undertaken in 2001. The main species regenerating is
heather with some grasses and bilberry with large amounts of bare ground present that
is not usually found in mature heather-dominated heathland.

Figure 3: Atypical example of the regenerating heathland being sampled for
invertebratesin September, 2004




