
What is lowland heath?  
 

Lowland heath is an an-
cient part of our country-
side with a history that 
stretches back to the 
Stone Age. Shaped by 
thousands of years of 
human activity, this rich 
habitat is characterised 
by a mosaic of heather, 
bare ground, gorse bush-
es and a few scattered 
small trees and shrubs.  
 
It is home to an extraordi-

nary diversity of wildlife, including 
many specialised species of insect 
which rely on plants like heather, and 
bare sandy ground conditions. There 
are 5,000 species of invertebrate 
which live on heathlands in the UK. 
Ground nesting birds like woodlark, 
nightjar, tree and Dartford warbler 
also breed on heaths. 
 
 

Heathland at Weybridge Heath 

 

Managing the heathland at Weybridge 

Secondary woodland and encroaching shrubs and small 

trees have been cleared and the top leaf litter layer has 

been scraped to expose the original, nutrient poor soil which 

provides ideal conditions for heathland regeneration from 

dormant heather seed. Ongoing management will be re-

quired to maintain the open heathland conditions and asso-

ciated biodiversity. Look out for the Elmbridge countryside 

conservation volunteers cutting encroaching saplings on the 

heath during Autumn/Winter.   

Heathland in modern times and the fragility of 

this special habitat 

In modern times, Britain’s heathland is under 

great threat.  With the loss of the traditional com-

moners’ land uses, such as grazing and sustaina-

ble harvesting of natural resources, this habitat 

began to diminish. 

82% of heathland which existed 200 years ago is 

now gone and most (60%) has been lost since the 

1940s.  Losses have also been due to intensive 

agriculture, housing development, habitat frag-

mentation (more and more roads carve up contin-

uous areas of heath) planting for forestry, and 

lack of management. 

Heathland requires careful management to retain 
its value for wildlife.  If left unmanaged it rapidly 
becomes encroached by invasive scrub, such as 
pine and birch as well as bracken.  These scrub 
species tend to dominate, excluding heathland 
communities and producing a sterile habitat of 
little wildlife value. The work we do on this habitat 
ensures it retains this important value for wildlife 
now and in the future. 

Above: Bell heather in flower 

Above: Woodlark 

 
The ancient origins of heathland  
 
Heathlands were formed when people first began 
to clear areas of woodland for timber and live-
stock grazing. Heathers, gorses and grasses 
spread rapidly into these areas and the heathland 
was then kept open by grazing animals and con-
tinuous harvesting of bracken, gorse, and timber. 
 
Over the centuries a variety of plants and animals 
became adapted to live in the harsh heathland 
conditions.  The variety of different heath types, 
ranging from sparsely vegetated dry heaths to 
lush valley mires, has produced a huge diversity 
of heathland fauna, therefore the habitat is pre-
served today by means of manual work, to re-
place the traditional practices of the past. 

Above: heather plants interspersed with bare ground are a key component of heathland. 

Removal of invasive pine trees to restore heathland 

Above: the green tiger beetle ( left) and the spider hunting wasp Anoplius viaticus 

(right) rely on the bare sandy ground of heathland 


