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FOREWORD

For almost 20 years now I’ve been fortunate enough to have the fabulous Long Mynd as my
back garden!

It’s such a diverse and surprising area of outstanding natural beauty, ever changing, ever moving
and consequentially thrilling to ramble over in any season.

I’m no expert by any means, on the birds, the wildlife and flora of this very special tract of wild
countryside, but the authors of this informative book most certainly are. For beginners and experts
alike W ild M ynd is a must read for lovers of the countryside in general and for those who particularly
love this unique and special corner of it, ‘my back garden’ the beautiful Long Mynd among the rolling
Shropshire H ills.

Pete Postlethwaite
April 2007
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THE ENVIRONMENTALLY
SENSITIVE AREA SCHEME

Significant as one of Shropshire’s greatest natural landmarks, the Long Mynd also gained recognition
as an ‘agri-environment scheme’ landmark after entry into an Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA)
management agreement with the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) in 1999. Such
agreements became popular in the Shropshire H ills after the ESA was first designated there in 1994,
offering land managers compensation to farm in a more environmentally friendly manner.

The Long Mynd ESA agreement was significant nationally as the first £ 1million agreement,
referring to the scale of financial package agreed (annual payments in excess of £ 164,000 over the 10-
year life of the agreement). This agreement has successfully reduced damage to the Long Mynd from
overgrazing, by reducing sheep numbers from a peak of around 10,000 to current levels below 3,400
in summer and 1,700 in winter. In addition to this, a further £ 85,000 of ESA funding has been
secured since 1999 to assist The National Trust in a variety of other measures agreed to support the
Long Mynd. These include bracken and scrub control, pool restoration, bird surveys and even a
contribution towards the production of this book!

Today, it is Natural England, the newly established government conservation agency, that
administers and advises on the ESA management agreement on behalf of the Secretary of State for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. H owever, it is rightly acknowledged that the continued success
of this agreement and the environmental benefits that it has brought would not have been possible
without the initial agreement of those Long Mynd Commoners who signed the ESA agreement in
1999 and who continue to deliver the environmental benefits under agreement to this day.

Dave Cragg
Natural England
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INTRODUCTION

The Long Mynd is a wild, dramatic and magical place, with its heathland plateau cut by fast-flowing
streams in steep sided valleys. The National Trust’s land is the centrepiece of the Shropshire H ills Area
of Outstanding Natural Beauty and comprises one of the largest and most visited upland areas in the
West Midlands. It has a rich and varied wildlife and its importance as a nature reserve, nationally and
internationally, is recognised through its designation as a Site of Special Scientific Interest. 

This book grew out of a desire to share the information being collected on the wildlife of the Long
Mynd, and the results of scientific and management work, with visitors, neighbours and wildlife
enthusiasts. The initial intention was to publish the results of detailed research on birds, but the
concept grew and this final publication has evolved into a more general guide, an introduction to the
wildlife of the Long Mynd and the conservation work carried out for its protection.
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Magical autumn colours
on the Long Mynd
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The book is intended for the non specialist and will therefore be of interest to everyone who walks
in the hills and takes an interest in their wildlife, especially National Trust members keen to
understand the importance of its nature conservation work. It will also provide an invaluable general
guide for students, visitors and naturalists and help to promote quiet enjoyment of the countryside.

The wealth of information and scientific data outlined here is already playing a vital role in shaping
The National Trust’s management of the Long Mynd and will contribute to nature conservation work
on upland areas in other parts of Britain.

OVERVIEW
The book covers the 2,230 hectares (5,000 acres) owned by The National Trust. Although this is less
than half the area of the whaleback hill that makes up the Long Mynd, intensive farming and forestry
have considerably reduced the value of the remainder for wildlife.

The next chapter outlines all the contributory factors that have made the Long Mynd what it is
today – the history, geography and geology, the vegetation and wetlands, and the way in which
farming and management have determined the wildlife habitats that exist today.

The following chapters describe some of the interesting birds, plants and animals that live on the
hill, along with details of ecology and where or when to find them. A further chapter includes
recommended walks, with commentary, and a seasonal guide to help visitors see the typical species.
The final chapter outlines challenges facing the Trust and conservationists, which will have to be met if
the area is to continue to be an important haven for wildlife.

The book is superbly illustrated. English names have been used for plants and animals. Scientific
names have been used only when no English name occurs (usually for mosses and lichens). More
detailed information, including a full list of the known birds, mammals, selected plants and
invertebrates, is included in the appendices. The bibliography contains references to more detailed
work and to relevant organisations’ websites and is intended to aid further reading, research,
understanding and learning.

The book will therefore be valuable to local people and visitors, as well as to teachers, students,
birdwatchers and other wildlife enthusiasts and naturalists, whatever their level of prior knowledge.

9
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SETTING THE SCENE

The Long Mynd rises majestically above the Marches town of Church Stretton in Shropshire, 23
kilometres south of Shrewsbury. The town of Bishop’s Castle lies to the southwest and Craven Arms
and Ludlow are to the southeast.

‘Long Mynd’ is believed to mean ‘long mountain’, a derivation of the old English ‘lang’ (long) and
the Welsh ‘mynydd’ (mountain). This refers to the central ridge of the hill, which is eight kilometres
long. An alternative explanation can be found in the Welsh word ‘Mynd’, which means ‘go, overstep,
traverse’.

The Long Mynd and the Stiperstones form the dramatic centrepiece of the Shropshire H ills. The
beauty of this area is widely recognised and has led to its designation as an Area of Outstanding
Natural Beauty (AONB). This designation aims to conserve and enhance the character and landscape
of the area.

As a result of its beauty, the Long Mynd became an important tourism destination in Victorian
times. The landscape of the hilltops is reminiscent of the H ighlands of Scotland, although the name
‘Little Switzerland’ was coined when tourism to the area was first being promoted. The ‘natural’ (semi
natural) vegetation is integral to its beauty and ranges from purple flowering heather to the autumnal
gold of the bracken and trees. From the summit at Pole Bank (516 metres) there are spectacular views
of the Stretton H ills, the Shropshire plain, Brown Clee and the Malverns and the Welsh H ills as far as
the Berwyns, Cadair Idris and The Black Mountains.

Natural England, the government body responsible for nature conservation, has designated the
Long Mynd as a Site of Special Scientific Interest, citing its varied upland vegetation, particularly the
diverse flora associated with mires and flushes, and its ornithological, geological and invertebrate
importance. Today, the area comprises the largest SSSI in the West Midlands.

It is situated on the southeast margin of upland habitats in Britain and as such occupies an
important transitional position in the range of upland communities between sites in the southwest and
those in the north of the country. As a result, the vegetation and associated animal life includes a mix
of species that are typically either upland or lowland in their distribution.

The most prominent habitat on the Long Mynd is heather dominated plateau. This heathland was
once much more widespread and sizeable tracts are still present on nearby Stiperstones National
Nature Reserve and H eath Mynd. The distinction between a heath and a moor is that a heath is
heather on sandy or mineral soils, whilst a moor consists of heather on deep peat.

14
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Flowering gorse and interlocking
spurs in Carding Mill Valley - prime
habitat for Wheatear, Grey Wagtail
and Pied Wagtail
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The key features of wildlife importance are:

•  Upland heath (principally heather and Bilberry)
•  Upland and lowland acid grassland
•  Wet flushes
•  H ill streams
•  Pools
•  Upland birds
•  Invertebrates (particularly those associated with wetlands and pools)
•  Mosses

Some of these habitats and species are nationally or locally important and have their own biodiversity
action plans. The UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) is the British Government’s response to the
Convention on Biological Diversity, agreed by 150 H eads of Government at the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, commonly known as the ‘Rio
Summit’, in 1992. This pledged to tackle the worldwide decline in biological diversity as a result of
human activities and halt the global loss of animal and plant species and genetic resources. Each
country has the responsibility to conserve and enhance biodiversity within its own jurisdiction. Local
(county level) Plans underpin the national BAP.

16

Walkers returning to Carding Mill
Valley - the gateway to the Long Mynd
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Chaired by the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the UK BAP
Steering Group has a wide membership, including representatives of national agencies, local
government, farming and land management, voluntary conservation bodies and industry. The BAP
includes individual Action Plans for a number of species and habitats that are globally threatened or
have declined nationally by more than 50 percent in the last 25 years. At a county level, BAPs also
include locally distinctive species. The BAP is reviewed every five years or so and individual Action
Plans are updated.

The National Trust is dedicated to protecting these important habitats and species on its properties
and, where appropriate, to try to increase habitat areas and population sizes. Survey, research and
monitoring is also undertaken to improve knowledge further.

BAP habitats found on the Long Mynd include upland heathland and lowland dry acid grassland
and the area is home to several National BAP species, including Song Thrush, Skylark, Linnet, Reed
Bunting, Spotted Flycatcher, Tree Sparrow, Bullfinch, European Otter, Brown H are, Great Crested
Newt, Slender Green Feather Moss and Pink Waxcap. The Shropshire BAP has Local Action Plans for
many of these national Target Species, plus additional local Action Plans for Ring Ouzel and Snipe. At
the local level, the Long Mynd holds a high proportion of the county’s Ring Ouzel, Snipe and Slender
Green Feather Moss populations and significant areas of dry acid grassland and heathland.

In recent years, the Long Mynd has become increasingly important as a wildlife refuge, due to the
decline of plant and animal species in the surrounding modern agricultural environment. Species
common even 20 years ago are now becoming rare, but are still found in important numbers here.
These include once familiar birds such as Snipe, Skylark, Redstart and Whinchat.

Their habitats have been created by natural and human influences over very many years. These
influences are described on the following pages.

17Research on Ring Ouzels. Colour ringing, which allows birds to be
identified individually, showed that this bright female fledged on

the Long Mynd in 1996 and returned to breed each year up until
2003, when she was seven years old

©
 L

eo
 S

m
ith



TOPOGRAPHY
The Long Mynd is a dramatic whaleback hill with a heather covered plateau rising from low rolling
countryside. Bounded by a steep scarp slope, the western side of the plateau contrasts markedly with
the eastern side, which is dissected by a series of steep-sided valleys. These valleys contain rocky
outcrops, tumbling streams and waterfalls, mires and flushes, heathland, bracken and grassland which
covers the slopes. The plateau is mainly open heath, often very exposed and windswept, with extensive
wet flushes where the streams rise.

GEOLOGY AND SOILS
The extensive plateau reaches a height of 516 metres at Pole Bank and is bounded along its western
margin by the Long Mynd Fault, which gives rise to the prominent west-facing scarp. On its eastern
side, the Church Stretton valley lies along the Church Stretton Fault. The streams on the west side are
mainly small and short, occupying relatively shallow valleys, whereas those valleys running eastwards
(such as Long Batch, Carding Mill, Townbrook, Ashes H ollow, Callow H ollow and Minton Batch)
are long, deeply incised and, in their lower parts, floored with stony rubble and alluvium.

The Long Mynd provides the thickest (6,500 metres), most complete and most important
exposure in Britain of ancient non-marine sediments, preserving evidence of an advancing delta
system. The material was washed off a land mass and deposited on the adjacent sea bed from 555
million years ago, somewhere close to the current location of Antarctica. Over time, these were
compressed into rock layers (strata), which consist of shales, siltstones, sandstones, grits and
conglomerates.

The strata dip steeply to the northwest, giving good exposure of the older layers in the steep
eastern valleys whilst in the smaller valleys and slopes of the west side of the hill the younger strata are
well exposed. Crossing the hill from east to west, by walking up one of the eastern valleys and crossing
the plateau, highlights a section through the strata and a variety of geological environments are
present, from marine basin plain to alluvial floodplain. Geologists frequently make excursions to this
classic study and research site.

Traditionally, the Long Mynd has played an important role in the study of geology and several of
the great names in 19th century geological research described the area. It has remained the site of
important work, contributing greatly to the recent realisation that many of the so-called
Precambrian_rocks of southern Britain could in fact be of Cambrian age. Now it is listed as a
geological Site of Special Scientific Interest, while Ashes H ollow is designated as a Regionally
Important Geological Site (RIGS).

Soils are derived from the underlying rock and are acidic, stony and shallow. Deficient in nitrates,
phosphates and lime, they provide a low level of fertility that gives rise to vegetation such as heather
and upland (acidic) grassland. They are mainly brown podzolic soils, with iron-enriched sub-surface
horizons, of the Withnell Association type.

The main area containing this soil association is Long Mynd, along with H opesay H ill to the south
and Linley H ill to the west, and a narrow arm extending northwards along Lyth and Sharstone H ill to
H aughmond H ill, east of Shrewsbury. Stagnopodzols with iron panning and impeded drainage occur
sporadically on the summit plateau, on flat areas where organic material has accumulated at the
surface. Areas with rock outcrops or sparsely vegetated screes on steep valley sides have shallow loamy
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brown rankers of the Powys series. Gleyed soils with impeded drainage and humose or peaty topsoil
occur where there are flush sites on the upper slopes.

HISTORY
The Long Mynd is ancient and in its natural form would have been covered with small upland trees
such as birch and heathland shrubs. Its current ‘open’ landscape has been created by human activity.
Clearing, burning and grazing have removed the woodland and prevented its return. Whilst the area is
too high and exposed to have sustained permanent settlement or farming, it has long been important
as a grazing moor, a frontier zone, a trade route, a place of refuge and of burial. Evidence of all these
uses occurs in the form of pastoral enclosures, linear earthworks, the Portway road, Bodbury Ring hill
fort and numerous burial mounds. The trained eye can find signs of human activity printed on the
landscape, from prehistoric times up until the present day.

The ancient monuments here represent one of the richest and best preserved resources for the
understanding of prehistoric society in the region. There are about 80 recognised ancient monuments
on the entire hill, of which English H eritage has scheduled more than 30, including 23 on the part
owned by The National Trust, an indication of their importance.

Many underlying intertwined factors have shaped the Long Mynd and its wildlife habitats,
primarily geology, intrinsic ecology and the human element. The area was never covered with dense
forests, so it was relatively easy for prehistoric man to clear and inhabit. H owever, the geology
influenced the human impact – the soils, exposed conditions and inhospitable nature determined the
vegetation and types of farming, leading to pastoral usage. The lack of human settlements or arable
farming has helped to ensure the preservation of historic monuments.

The following timeline charts some of the ways in which these factors have changed and influenced
each other through time.

Geological Time

c. 570-560 million years ago Volcanic ash and larva form the nearby hills of Caer Caradoc, Lawley
and Ragleth. Some of this ash is incorporated into the sedimentary layers of Long Mynd, suggesting
that the Stretton hills have been in close contact with the Mynd for millions of years.

c. 567-552 million years ago Long Myndian shales, mudstones, siltstones and sandstones are laid
down in shallow seas, close to the present position of Antarctica. Ripples from waves and raindrops
on mud become fossilised.

c. 550-400 million years ago Folding and uplift of sedimentary rocks occur along the Church Stretton
Fault. A good example of this is visible from Carding Mill Valley in side valleys.

c. 24,000- 20,000 years ago Successive ice age glaciers move around the flanks of the Long Mynd.

c. 300,000-5,000 years ago Melting ice in interglacial periods, coupled with years of excessive rainfall
(Pluvial period), creates torrential flows in streams that cut the Long Mynd’s steep valleys.

19



Pre History

c. 8000-5000 BC Mesolithic hunters roam over
the site, leaving evidence in the form of a
perforated mace head.

c. 3500-2000 BC The Portway is used as a
Neolithic trade route passing through open
scrubby thin woodland.

c. 2000-1000 BC Bronze Age farmers clear the
light willow and birch woodland. Stock grazing
and fire prevent regeneration of trees, leaving
heather and bilberry to dominate. The late
Bronze Age probably sees the Mynd cleared of
trees; dykes are created to control movement of
people and trade.

c. 400 BC Bodbury Ring Iron Age hill fort is
constructed. The Long Mynd is grazed in
summer by sheep and cattle belonging to the
Cornovii tribe and the same pastoral farming
system probably continues into the Roman
period. Metal tools allow further removal of
forest from the lower slopes, thus extending the
grazing area and improving visibility for
detecting aggressors.

c. 700 AD Saxon settlements are widespread and
have provided local names such as Stretton,
Acton and Minton.

1070s AD Norman Mott and Bailey Castle built
at Castle H ill.

1300s Norman Manor and Abbey estates are
established. Vast flocks of sheep are grazed on the
hill in summer, coming down to safer pastures
for the winter. Local townships hold common
grazing rights on the hill. Long Mynd ewes help
to make Shropshire wool merchants amongst the
richest in England. Medieval shepherds each look
after a flock of 240 sheep, with extra helpers to
shear, wash and milk the ewes.

1530s-1540s The whole future of the area is in
the balance. Should it remain common land or be
enclosed? Grazing rights are threatened following
the dissolution of the monasteries.

1610 Incensed commoners riot in Church
Stretton to protect their common rights.

1790 Date of the Parliamentary Enclosure Act
for Common and Wasteland. Within the ‘Long
Mount’, the open upland heath is saved from
enclosure by strongly held commoners rights and
the growing popularity of grouse shooting.

1800s Many local people collect Whinberries
(Bilberry) as a cash crop for use as dye, reflecting
high numbers of flowering and fruiting
Whinberries at the time.
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1812 The first carding mill is built to comb
wool fibres from fleeces ready for spinning.
Streams are dammed to form millponds and to
provide power.

1868 The Church Stretton Commoners
Association is formed to combat encroachment
of the common by neighbouring properties.

1880 The local railway is upgraded and the
Long Mynd is promoted as the ‘English
H ighlands’ and ‘Little Switzerland’. Tourism
begins to increase.

1900s Reservoirs are constructed to supply
Church Stretton with drinking water.

1920s West Midlands’ day-trippers flock to
Carding Mill Valley’s promenades and tea rooms,
leading to heavy recreational use and localised
damage to vegetation.

1930s Forestry Commission conifers threaten
the open heathland.

1936 The Midland Gliding Club is established
on the southern end of the H ill.

1958 The Shropshire H ills are designated as an
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

1965 The National Trust buys 2,000 hectares
of heathland from the Manor of Stretton en le
Dale.

1978 The National Trust acquires Carding Mill
Valley, the Batch and Bodbury H ill.

1980 The Common Agricultural Policy leads to
high levels of sheep grazing.

1990 Grouse shooting ends.

1990 Concerns about the ecological impact of
excessive sheep grazing cause The National Trust
and MAFF (Defra) to begin research on
vegetation and sheep numbers.

2000 An agreement is reached to reduce sheep
numbers and actively manage the heather
through burning and cutting. This agreement
between landowners, commoners and
government is the first of its kind on a large
common and triggers similar developments
elsewhere, in places such as Dartmoor.

2001 Foot & Mouth has a massive impact at the
Long Mynd. Large numbers of sheep are killed and
grazing is prohibited on the northern part of the
hill. £1.8 million is lost from the local economy
around Church Stretton as a result of the closure of
the countryside to visitors and the farming
community experiences considerable losses.

2002-2007 Spectacular flowering of heather
and an increase in bilberries sees a return of
whinberry pickers in vast numbers and clear
evidence of the recovery of native vegetation,
with some species returning to old haunts.
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COMMON LAND, ITS ORIGINS AND IMPLICATIONS
The Long Mynd’s status as a common has exerted a large influence on its management, right up until
the present day. It has survived intact, without fences, as a result of commoners’ rights and the
successful guarding of those rights. H owever, its legal status also brings challenges for modern-day
management. Both landowner and commoner are restricted in what they can do on the land; their
rights provide an important part of the management framework for the Long Mynd.

Over 1,000 years ago, when the UK was mostly wooded, the great forests and rivers were open to
everyone. The Norman conquest of 1066 introduced the Manor-based feudal system, in which
common land and common rights have their origins. Under the feudal system, the lord of the manor
protected the serfs and villeins, who worked the land in return for their labours. The manor took a
share of the annual harvest; villeins took their own harvest from individually cultivated strips.

Common rights also applied to poorer quality land, like that found at the Long Mynd. These could
be rights to graze, hunt and gather natural resources, such as wood, fruits, nuts, fungi, bracken and
peat. There might also be mineral extraction, cultivation or fishing rights over this land. Common
rights, which varied from place to place, were part of a legal system, crucial to our ancestors' survival,
but over the centuries, more and more land was fenced off or ‘enclosed’ for private gain and
commoners’ rights were eroded.

22

The open unfenced common is the
result of commoners defending their

rights over 300 years
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Enclosures were achieved through both legal and illegal means and the tensions between land
owners and commoners sparked many flashpoints. Robin H ood fought for the preservation of the
forests of his day; in 1549, Robert Kett led a march of 20,000 people in Norwich, protesting against
enclosure and only a campaign stopped the enclosure of H ampstead H eath and Wimbledon
Common.

The introduction of the Enclosures Acts meant that common rights were legally lost. Following the
enclosure of a piece of common land many people were forced off the surrounding land. Thousands
died of starvation and many others fled to live in the towns and cities. Between 1767 and 1867 nearly
three million hectares were fenced in. Commons now account for only about four percent of the land
in England and Wales, from the moors of Dartmoor and Bodmin in the southwest and the Surrey
heaths and the Norfolk coast, to the fells of the Lake District and the mountains of Snowdonia.

The term ‘common land’ derives from rights of common that certain people hold over the land. It
is a popular misconception that common land is ‘owned’ by everyone. This is not the case. Common
land is usually in private ownership, with rights of common over it, and 80 percent of common land is
not communally owned. Prior to the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 the public had a right
of access to only around 20 percent of common land, although there was informal access to many
other commons. There is now a legal right to walk on all registered commons, subject to certain
restrictions.

More than 20 percent of the total amount of land owned by The National Trust in England and
Wales is registered common land, much of it in upland regions. The legal system that has preserved
our commons brings with it particular challenges for management. Prior to the creation of the
Magistrate Courts, Manorial Courts administered common land. H owever, the Magistrates did not
have the local knowledge of the Manors, so many commons have unresolved issues and remain largely
unregulated.

In 1965, the Government re-registered commoners’ rights; today, these registers are held by the
county councils. Following this registration, further legislation was promised to resolve the
outstanding issues. This is now in place, 40 years later, through the White Paper entitled ‘Greater
Protection and Management of Common Land’. It remains to be seen if it will be useful.

The current legislation governing commons is such that the landowner is unable to carry out
certain management works without the express permission of the commoners. Such works include any
activities that would adversely impact grazing (such as fencing, which would restrict stock
movements), planting of trees, which would shade out grass, and removal of grassland to make a car
park.

From a nature conservation standpoint much of the common land owned by the Trust has had too
high a level of grazing or conversely too low a level of grazing; the former being prevalent on upland
commons, the latter on lowland commons where there has been a steep decline in stock animals.
Nevertheless, where common land is of significance for nature conservation the Trust seeks to work
with commoners and other interested parties to ensure that wildlife interests are fully considered and
the Long Mynd is an example of this co-operation. Real progress is being made.
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HABITATS OF THE LONG MYND TODAY
All these factors have influenced the Long Mynd and have played a part in shaping the habitats that
exist today – habitats that are often erroneously viewed as a product of natural forces alone. Ecologists
describe these habitats as ‘semi-natural’, a term that alludes both to the influence of humans and to the
link with the prehistoric ‘natural’ habitats, which they still resemble to a degree. Almost all of Britain’s
habitats with high wildlife interest are semi-natural.

There are several different semi-natural habitats, and other habitats of more recent origin, which
host the wildlife on the Long Mynd.

Upland Heath
An extensive tract of dry heath dominated by only two species – ling or heather (Calluna vulgaris) and
Bilberry or Whinberry – covers the main part of the plateau. This contrasts with nearby Stiperstones,
where several species of heather are present, along with Cowberry, Crowberry and Bilberry. Traditional
burning and more recent cutting of the heather for grouse management has produced a mix of
different ages in which heathland plants such as Wavy hair-grass, H eath Bedstraw, Sheeps Sorrel and
Tormentil occur.

The lower diversity of Long Mynd heath is not yet fully understood, although experience from
elsewhere suggests that overly intensive burning for grouse management can reduce the diversity of
plant species. In general the plateau is well drained, with wetter areas restricted to a scatter of small
depressions and to the gently sloping ground at Wildmoor. In these poorly drained situations, soft
rush and heath rush are scattered amongst the heather, with Cotton Grass occurring in the wettest
places. Mosses are abundant and spectacular in these areas, with Sphagnum and other species forming
continuous carpets beneath the heather.
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The abundance of heather declines towards the margins of the plateau, giving way to Bilberry
dominated heath with a cover of mosses. The lack of heather here is the result of historical heavy
grazing. Bilberry is more resistant to grazing than heather and therefore persists longer under a heavy
grazing regime. H owever, isolated clumps of tightly grazed heather are dispersed amongst these
Bilberry heaths and are currently showing signs of recovery. It is therefore likely that heather will
spread through some of these Bilberry heaths over the next few years, depending on the grazing level.

Upland Grassland
Grasslands are widespread, in particular on the lower slopes and in the northeast on Plush H ill, H igh
Park, Novers H ill and Bodbury H ill. These areas generally support relatively few species due to a
combination of acidic soils and intensive grazing. Although sheep numbers have fallen since 1990, the
remaining sheep still concentrate here because the grazing is better (given the choice, sheep prefer
grass to heather).

Since 2002, it has been possible to see extensive areas of dead grass that have remained uneaten
over the winter. This is matt grass, a tough grass that sheep avoid if possible. Grass tussocks provide
valuable overwintering habitat for invertebrates such as Grayling caterpillars. On freely draining sites,
other fine leaved grasses and herbs dominate, often invaded by bracken. On poorly drained soils, the
grassland grades into a rush pasture.

Valley Sides
The series of valleys draining eastwards have the same sequence of vegetation. The upper slopes,
particularly those facing north, have upland heath, Bilberry heath or grass-heath (short grass with
abundant lichen), whilst the lower slopes are mostly covered by grassland and bracken. Indeed bracken
appears to dominate many of the slopes and is particularly noticeable in the autumn, when it turns a
rich brown as it dies back for the winter.

Despite this, the valleys support a diverse flora and fauna, including several uncommon species. On
steeper, south facing slopes, short, grazed, open grassland occurs with patchy scrub of Common or
Western gorse often dominating lower slopes. Scattered H awthorn trees are frequent here and Grass
heath can be found. Small areas of the valley sides have patches of flower rich grassland, concentrated
in areas of shallow soils and more base-rich (non-acidic or alkali) conditions around rocky outcrops.

Floristically, these are among the richest parts of the Long Mynd, supporting a mixture of
diminutive spring annuals and other plants, such as Wild Thyme, H arebell and bushy lichens. In
addition the dry rock outcrops have a varied lichen flora typical of hard siliceous rocks.

The mixing or mosaic of habitats is an important feature. There is a mosaic of short gorse and
heather within open grassland, with sparse and rocky areas. The low gorse cushions and the patches of
heather are essential components of the habitat for many species, providing shelter for the grassland
species as well as habitat for the heath and scrub species. Similarly, a mix of open bracken, grass,
wetland and trees, especially the hawthorns, is essential for birds such as Redstart and Tree Pipit. The
scrub on the slopes is important for other breeding birds, including Linnet, Stonechat, Dunnock and
even an occasional Grasshopper Warbler.
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Streams
The steep-sided rocky stream banks provide a suitable habitat for an interesting range of damp-loving
plants and animals. These include a number of distinctive and locally uncommon species such as
Lemon-scented Fern.

The headwaters of the streams and springs, and poorly drained hollows on the plateau, are picked
out by clumps of Soft Rush, which tolerates waterlogged soils but prefers the ground-water to be
moving.

Flushes and Mires
One of the most interesting features here is the variety of mires and flushes. These occur widely on the
hill associated with spring lines and streams. The Long Mynd remains one of the most important
localities in Shropshire for these increasingly uncommon habitats. Botanically, they hold the most
exciting vegetation and contain locally rare or uncommon plants. They include nutrient-poor mires
found mainly around the heads of valleys on thin peaty soils. H ere, rushes and mosses form a major
component of the vegetation, but other locally uncommon peatland plants, such as Round-leaved
Sundew and Bog Asphodel, are also present.

More nutrient-rich conditions are found at the spring heads, supporting a different group of plants
such as Blinks and Round-leaved Crowfoot. Below the spring heads, the ground is continuously
flushed and a very different type of plant community is found, dominated by a mixture of sedges and
mosses and other flowing plants, such as Bog Pimpernel. This is also found on the sloping valley
bottoms beside the streams.

A special feature of the Long Mynd is the presence of base-rich springs and flushes in an otherwise
acidic area. Boiling Well is one of these. The constant flow of cool, clear water maintains a moderate
supply of mineral nutrients, with lime and other dissolved bases present in low amounts. Around such
springs and runnels the droppings of sheep, which gather there to graze, enhance the fertility of the
soil. Base-enrichment also occurs locally further down the valleys where water flushes the foot of a
slope or seeps from exposed rocks; these are important habitats for certain mosses and liverworts.

Pools
The Long Mynd has numerous ponds and shallow peaty pools, which have characteristic plants such
as Bottle Sedge, Common Spike-rush, Bog Pondweed and Bogbean. The ponds and pools support a
wide range of aquatic invertebrates, including nationally scarce and localised species, in particular
water beetles. Locally significant dragonfly populations are also represented, the most important being
Black Darter, a species with very limited distribution in Shropshire. Wildmoor Pool is one of the best
dragonfly pools in the county. 
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especially in Carding Mill Valley

©
 J

oh
n 

Sw
ift



27

Ponies once used in Welsh pits are
important in keeping open water

Active management is required to keep open water
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Woodland, Trees and Shrubs
Tree cover appears very limited, but is actually more significant than it might seem at first glance. A
recent study recorded more than 1,200 H awthorns in Callow H ollow alone.

Individual ancient trees occur and may support scarce invertebrates. Some of the trees have
historically been managed as pollards, cut above stock browsing level, but no evidence of recent
pollarding has been recorded. There are also a number of small stands of woodland on the Wern,
below Ashlet and Open Coppice in the Batch.

H istorical grazing levels have had a severe impact on tree and shrub recruitment. The present tree
age structure suggests that this has been the situation for decades and very few young H awthorn trees
can be found. H owever, large numbers of young Rowan trees are now appearing in stands of tall
dense heather and thick bracken that sheep cannot penetrate to graze. 
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winter thrushes
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Valley-bottom Enclosures in the Batch
The Batch includes a series of enclosed pastures with herb-rich neutral and acidic grasslands and areas
of rush dominated flush communities. These are especially valuable for two main reasons: firstly, the
Batch is not part of the common, so the levels of sheep grazing can be controlled to achieve
conservation benefits, thus permitting good flowering and seed-setting; secondly, herb-rich neutral
grasslands like this are rare elsewhere on the Long Mynd.

Habitat Maps
The distribution and relative sizes of these different habitats can be seen in the H abitats Map in
Appendix 1. A further map also shows the extent and condition of the heather.

RECENT MANAGEMENT HISTORY
Recent decades have witnessed deterioration in the ecological value of the Long Mynd. This is
reflected in the declining populations of some species (and by the extinction of others) and a decline in
the total area and quality of many habitats. Several factors have influenced this deterioration,
including:

•  H eavy grazing by sheep
•  H eavy recreational use, causing damage to vegetation, path erosion in places and disturbance
•  Invasion of bracken
•  Increased dominance of soft rush
•  Acid rain
•  Atmospheric nitrogen
•  Climate change
•  Trends of species loss regionally or nationally
•  Increased predator populations such as Crows and Foxes

Each of these factors has some effect on the ecology, but it is the combined effects that have been most
detrimental to nature conservation interests. Positive management is now reversing some of these
factors, whilst others affect the countryside as a whole and can only be addressed on a regional,
national or even global scale.

Positive or improved management involves heather burning, heather cutting, sustainable stock
grazing, bracken control, pond management and management of recreational usage. These are
described below. Other issues that will affect the development of management policy and practice in
future are described in Chapter 12.

29



Heather Management
H eather has probably been burnt since Neolithic people discovered that fire controlled trees and
produced young heather and that young heather was more productive to grazing animals than old
woody heather. This sporadic burning is likely to have continued until grouse shooting began.
Management for grouse involved more frequent, systematic burning in narrow strips combined with
predator control by gamekeeper. This increased the crop of young grouse in August for shooting.
Narrow burns were preferred because grouse do not like to venture more than 15 metres from cover
to feed on the young heather shoots. Beaters drove the grouse to the guns, which were hidden behind
earth Butts, a term that lives on in the place name Robin H oods Butts.

Prior to National Trust acquisition, the Long Mynd was managed as a grouse shoot for at least 150
years and much of the plateau was burnt on a rotational basis. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the
managed plots took the form of long rectangular strips, 30 metres wide and sometimes several
hundred metres long. This is an efficient shape for ease of management and produces the maximum
population of Red Grouse. There has been no shooting since 1990 and the amount of burning has
declined.

During the 1980s and 1990s grazing pressure was such that small-scale burning failed to
regenerate the heather. Following a burn, all the heather seedlings were repeatedly grazed off by sheep,
which actually converted the ground cover of some burn sites from heather to grass. By the late
1990s, minimal management took over, either by burning or cutting.

Thus the combined effect of burning and grazing in some areas led to heather loss, encroachment
of bracken and rushes and degraded soils. Then, in 2000, the Ministry of Agriculture (now Defra),
The National Trust and the active commoners came together to make an Environmentally Sensitive
Area (ESA) agreement. Since then, sheep numbers have been reduced and heather management
restarted. By 2004, 100 hectares of heather had been managed. The reduced sheep numbers allow
heather seedlings to establish and the new growth benefits wildlife and sheep equally.

Active heather management for wildlife differs from that for productive grouse shoots. The areas
burnt are less uniform and cover a variety of sizes ranging from 0.1 to two hectares. The shape of the
burn is less regular for aesthetic reasons, producing an irregular patchwork pattern of different aged
heather. In time, the straight edges of the old linear cuts and burns should disappear. Also the time
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Main: Cutting and baling bracken. Sales of cut
bracken for compost and baled heather pay for

the cost of management work

Inset: Aerial of management
work showing the ‘mosaic’

structure important for wildlife
and sheep grazing
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interval between burns is increased from less than 10 to between 15 and 18 years. This interval
benefits a wider range of plant and animal species, as well as grouse, but such a regime will not
support the very high grouse densities found on a shooting moor.

In this current management regime, plans are for 60 percent of the heather cap to be burnt or cut
on a 15 to 18 year cycle. This time interval is important because if heather has been unmanaged
during this time the plant stems becomes thick and woody. At this stage dormant buds in the stem
become enclosed in woody tissue and are prevented from sprouting.

When very old heather is burnt, heather recovery takes place from seed dormant in the soil. This
can take up to four years, depending on the level of sheep grazing. H owever, re-growth can appear
within 12 months if the heather is younger when burnt. In this case growth originates in dormant
buds. Intervals between burning on the Long Mynd are longer than on commercial grouse shoots as
the purpose is to provide conditions for a wider range of species to thrive.

The burning takes place between October and the end of March. Regulations allow burning up to
15th April, but this is too late for the ground nesting birds in these latitudes. In recent years The
National Trust has been granted a special licence to burn in September, because a shortage of suitable
weather makes it difficult to carry out sufficient burning each winter to keep up with the management
schedule. The burning process requires several consecutive dry days, followed by a dry light to
medium wind. If the wind speed is too slow the fire will not spread, but if it is too high or gusty the
fire becomes difficult to control and is dangerous for the managers.

A new development in heather management has come through an opportunity to cut and sell old
woody heather for use in bio-filtration. The sale of the heather covers the cost of cutting and
removing the material and the resulting bare ground creates good conditions for seed germination. 
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Heather burning needs plenty of helpers as changing
weather and humidity can cause sudden changes in the
behaviour of the fire.
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This method reduces the staff time needed and also allows old heather, which may be difficult to
burn, to be managed. Such old heather develops a damp mossy understorey, which makes it
particularly wet, so it is even harder to find suitable weather conditions for burning. The effectiveness
of this method is being monitored and so far these cuts are recovering satisfactorily.

In addition to managing existing heather, new heather can be created where opportunities arise.
Two separate initiatives are currently in progress. Firstly, large stocks of heather seed have been
accumulated and are being used to generate new heather in areas where it has been lost. Secondly,
removal of conifers from heathland allows the existing heather seed bank to germinate. Naturally
occurring heather seed will remain viable under conifer plantations for at least 50 years. Plantations on
old heathland can be viewed as potential heathland.

The National Trust purchased the small plantation at H andless from the Forestry Commission in
the late 1990s and the failed crop of conifers was removed. Five years after felling, heather seedlings
burst through the dense carpet of pine needles and much of this area is now returning to heathland
naturally, without any need for active restoration management. Recently, at the Wern, conifers were
removed to allow for the recovery of native grassland and perhaps even heath. There are more such
opportunities for the Forestry Commission to restore heathland in the southwest corner of the Long
Mynd.

32 The Red Grouse - the main beneficiary of
heather burning. Here a female is alert to the

approach of danger
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Stock Grazing
Sheep numbers have been increasing since the 1900s and have been very high since the 1970s, causing
a decrease in the vigour of the heather in many areas. Around the fringes of the heath and in the
proximity of feeding sites, heather had developed a mop-headed or topiaried appearance, characteristic
of high grazing levels, with little or no regeneration of heather or Bilberry.

This in turn increased the likelihood of bracken invasion in localised areas, thereby reducing the
quantity and quality of heathland still further. In addition, as sheep avoid thick bracken, they become
concentrated in the remaining areas and therefore increase the damage to other habitats.

Of the more than 90 commoners with grazing rights in the early 1990s, 18 were active, grazing a
total of 10,344 ewes and 3,265 hoggs (first year sheep) and about 30 to 40 ponies. The only other
stock was a herd of cattle occasionally found on the Wildmoor area. H istorically, most stock had been
removed in the winter, but from around the 1970s, supplementary winter-feeding allowed more stock
to spend longer on the hill. This led to increased grazing on the heather in winter, just when it is most
susceptible to damage.

Supplementary winter-feeding has resulted in local damage to heather stands. Since July 1995 an
annual reduction in stock numbers has taken place and by August 1996 numbers were down to 7,500
ewes. By 2000 this was reduced to 3,341 ewes in summer and 1,670 in winter through the ESA
agreement. In addition 20 to 30 ponies currently graze the hill, descendants of animals traditionally
used as pit ponies.

Since the ESA agreement in 2000 clear evidence of heather recovery has been observed in most
areas. Sheep grazing on heather has, in general, been reduced, leading to the best blooming of heather
in recent times and increased flowering of other plants.
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Bracken
Bracken is an invasive species that is spreading up the valley sides and there is concern that it will
spread further into the heather and shade it out. Bracken has already invaded many heather areas over
the last 50 years, particularly the mature and over-mature stands.

Bracken has been spreading in the British uplands (and indeed worldwide) since the industrial
revolution. It is one of the top six commonest invasive plant species on earth and has spread to every
continent except Antarctica. Its recent spread has been linked to various factors including: a decline in
bracken cutting for stock bedding; less cattle and pony grazing (which damages the bracken); loss of
woodland; overgrazing by sheep; and climate change. It is not widely known that the bracken
covering a whole hillside may be just a single plant, making it one of the biggest organisms on earth.
Once established, it forms a monoculture that is difficult to control.

Recent studies, however, have shown that where the bracken is not dense and is mixed with other
habitats such as open grass, heath, wetland and trees, it is an important habitat for birds and
invertebrates and provides good grazing in drought periods. Good bracken management is therefore
less straightforward than previously thought and must be based on a site-specific survey.

As a result, management of bracken has focussed on the plateau, initially to reduce its competition
with heather whilst the latter is recovering. Full recovery of the heather will prevent, or reduce, the
likelihood of bracken returning. The only method to control bracken, where heather is present, is to
spray with the herbicide Azulox. This chemical kills ferns only, is very effective and has no known
adverse impacts on other plants or animals.

The usual treatment is to use a helicopter to spray, which kills about 95 percent of the bracken
fronds. Some control also takes place on the plateau grasslands, to maintain the sheep grazing value.
Spraying on the steep hillsides has not taken place for fear of soil erosion. Up to 80 hectares are
treated annually.

In some areas, regular cutting controls the bracken. Although this does not eliminate growth, it
prevents it from becoming dense, allowing other plants and grass to grow amongst it and providing
grazing for stock and a better wildlife habitat. This form of management is only suitable in areas
where bracken is not mixed with heather and is accessible to machinery.

An innovative form of bracken management is taking place at H igh Park. Bracken here is being
harvested, turned into bracken compost and then sold as a peat-free garden compost and soil
conditioner.

Ponds
The 64 ponds are mostly man made and were constructed as either stock drinking pools or locations
for shooting duck and Snipe. Many are becoming filled in with sediment or are overgrown. A
programme of cleaning out by hand and occasionally by machine has been instigated since 2000.
Some ponds will be allowed to fill in naturally and new ones will be dug nearby. This provides the full
succession of pond habitats and allows for a wider range of pond and wetland species to use them.
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Bilberry turns scarlet in a dry autumn



Recreational Use
Since 1880, day-trippers have been attracted to the Long Mynd and interest in walking, mountain
biking and horse riding has grown in recent decades. It is estimated that 350,000 visits are currently
made annually. Whilst this has a local economic benefit, there is an environmental cost. Wear and tear
on paths had by the 1990s led to erosion, soil damage and loss of heather.

In 1996, the cost of repairing all the damage was estimated at £ 190,000. Rock scrambling, which
can damage fragile plant communities, and dogs not under proper control, which can disturb nesting
birds and injure or kill sheep, particularly at lambing time, also have a damaging effect. Dog foul and
litter are also problematic in areas with high recreational use, whilst off-road vehicles can cause
disturbance and erosion.

Over the last five years, many of the public rights of way have been repaired and maintenance
programmes instigated. Positive path management reduces damage to surrounding vegetation by both
improving drainage and encouraging people to stay on paths rather than walking along their sides.
Much of this work has been funded jointly with Shropshire County Council and carried out by
enthusiastic local volunteers. In addition, car parking has been restricted to a small number of
maintained car parks, so vegetation alongside the roads that has been damaged by vehicles is
beginning to recover.

The large numbers of people coming here necessitate increased visitor management. Litter is
collected every day; car parks need to be maintained, along with other facilities; regular patrolling is
required to enforce the byelaws. Increasingly this effort is directed at information and education
services and the large number of visitors is seen as an opportunity to increase knowledge and interest,
rather than as a management problem.

The visitor centre at Carding Mill Valley is open daily and a full programme of guided walks by
National Trust staff and local experts takes place throughout the year. Other events are aimed at young
people and families in the school holidays and a Wildlife Watch group exists for children.

The Long Mynd is one of the classic natural teaching resources in the country, attracting 20,000
students of all ages each year. The National Trust runs an education service managed by a Learning
Officer and provides facilities and teaching support, which attracts schools from nearby urban and
rural areas. Thus it is hoped that visitors will become inspired, better informed and better able to
reduce their impact on the Long Mynd and the natural environment. 

GETTING THERE AND GETTING AROUND
Church Stretton is on the Manchester to Cardiff railway line, with connections from Shrewsbury. Bus
services operate from Shrewsbury and Ludlow.

A walkers’ bus, the Shropshire H ills Shuttle, provides environmentally friendly transport.
Currently, it starts from Carding Mill Valley and collects from Church Stretton railway station en route
to several locations on the road across the summit plateau and on to the Stiperstones, on weekends
and bank holidays between April and October, several times a day. This can be used to access (and
perhaps shorten) some of the walks, or start longer walks further a-field, perhaps including lunch in
one of Shropshire’s excellent local pubs. H owever, the timetable is subject to annual agreements on
funding and potential users should check if it is running before setting out.

For many visitors, Carding Mill Valley in Church Stretton is the main starting point for
exploration. By car, the valley is sign posted from the A49 at the outskirts of the town and again in the
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town centre. There is plenty of car parking in what must be one of the most stunningly beautiful
valleys in this part of Britain. The Shuttle Bus can then be used for access to the higher areas if
required.

A visitor Information Centre is open daily, with maps of walking routes and other up-to-date
information.

The Chalet Pavilion is a well-known National Trust tea room and has a family room at the back
with information and games about history and wildlife. Fully accessible facilities are available. The tea
room and shop are open seven days a week from Easter to the end of October and weekends only in
the winter. Both usually open for the winter school holidays, but it is advisable to check locally for
details. The shop sells books, maps, walking guides and leaflets and wildlife field guides to enable
people to get the most from their visit. It also sells a range of other National Trust products.

Several exciting walks start from Carding Mill valley. Three of these have been way marked and
The National Trust has produced self-guided walks leaflets to these trails, which are available from the
shop and the information centre.

Paths onto the top are steep in places, and cross difficult ground, which may be uneven or wet and
slippery. The weather can be severe at times, so windproof clothing and good boots are essential.

The Long Mynd is governed by local byelaws and all visitors are required to:

•  Keep dogs under close control, particularly during lambing season
•  Take your litter home
•  Clean up after your dog

Visitors are asked to keep to well marked paths to avoid undue disturbance to wildlife and to leave
the place as they find it. ‘Leave nothing but footprints. Take nothing but memories.’

37

Well marked paths help visitors to enjoy the
Mynd and reduce disturbance to wildlife

© Pete Johnson



BIRDS

The Long Mynd is probably the most important area for birds in the West Midlands. Geographically,
it lies at the boundary between the wild uplands of the Welsh H ills and the lowland agricultural and
urban plains of central England. The bird populations reflect both types of habitat.

The Long Mynd features in each of the various ‘Where to Watch Birds’ publications; its
importance is recognised at the national as well as regional level.

Nationally, birds that are scarce or in decline feature on the Red List or Amber List in the Birds of
Conservation Concern: 2002-2007. Nine of the species on the Red List and 20 on the Amber List breed
on the Long Mynd. In addition, one species on the Red List and three on the Amber List come here
for the winter and others use it for refuelling during spring and autumn migration.

Six bird species that breed here are included as Target Species in the national Biodiversity Action
Plan (BAP), the Government’s response to the decline in biological diversity generally. Eight are
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The Long Mynd is a stronghold for Whinchats, whose
numbers are declining in most parts of Britain. They
are dependent on  bracken and The National Trust has
altered its bracken spraying policy to help maintain
their habitat
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Target Species in the Shropshire BAP, which has been developed locally by a partnership of the
Statutory and Voluntary Organisations that are committed to wildlife conservation, including The
National Trust. A brief summary of the BAP process is given on page # .

This chapter on the birds of The Long Mynd is divided into six separate sections:

•  A description of 18 species that breed here, most of which are primarily scarce upland birds of
western and northern Britain. These species are illustrated and the descriptions include the best
time and places to see the birds, as well as their breeding timetable, behaviour and habitats. Very
short descriptions of their appearance are also given, but these are neither detailed nor
comprehensive and are not sufficient to identify either these species or those described in the other
sections. A good quality field guide is needed to complement this book (available in The National
Trust Bookshop, if required)

•  A description of eight birds of prey, most of which nest in the vicinity and which forage over the
area whilst hunting

•  A short description of 26 other species that breed here
•  The more unusual passage birds that might be encountered in spring while on migration to their

breeding grounds further north
•  Birds that can be seen in winter – the few residents that remain and others that nest in northern

Europe, Greenland or Iceland, but which come here to escape the harsh frozen conditions in their
breeding grounds

•  The conservation status of the scarce breeding birds and the implications for The National Trust’s
Management Plan are described. Where the appropriate management action has already been
determined and started, this is described in the relevant Species Account in this chapter. In those
cases where decisions have not yet been taken, or action is not yet underway, the relevant issues are
considered in the final chapter: Looking to the Future.

A full list of all birds seen in and around the Long Mynd, along with their status – resident, summer
visitor, passage migrant or winter visitor – and their relative scarcity, is shown in the Bird Species List
in Appendix 2 on page 176. This list also identifies those on the Red List or Amber List in the Birds of
Conservation Concern: 2002-2007 and those that are Target Species in either or both of the national
and Shropshire BAPs.

References to support the statements made about each species are not cited in the text, but all the
relevant information can be found in the publications listed in the Bibliography and Further Reading
Appendix on page 182.

The Long Mynd Breeding Bird Project has gathered most of the detailed knowledge. A systematic
survey, carried out between 1994 and 1998, mapped the distribution of all the species described in the
first section, assessed their population and found out which habitats are important for which species.
The methodology of the Project and its detailed results are summarised in the Appendix.

This Project has continued to monitor the populations of several of these species, particularly Ring
Ouzel, right through to the present date. H owever, if the species account gives a population estimate,
it is for the year 1998, based on the work of this Project, unless it states otherwise. Systematic survey
work has not been carried out on many species since that date, so quantified estimates of subsequent
changes are not available. It is intended to repeat this work in the next few years.
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SCARCE UPLAND BREEDING BIRDS
Teal
Large numbers of migrant Teal overwinter on lowland lakes, along with a much smaller number of
British residents. Breeding pairs return to the Long Mynd in March or April. Shallow water with
emergent or other peripheral vegetation is required for breeding, and this is found at Wildmoor Pool,
some of the other small pools on Wildmoor and several pools at the top of Callow H ollow near to
Pole Cottage.

Pairs, or small parties, can be seen in April and May in the vicinity of these pools, but once the
females start incubating, Teal are seen much less frequently. Care needs to be taken to distinguish them
from the larger number of Mallard that are also seen on these pools.

Teal are the smallest British ducks. At the start of the breeding season, males have a chestnut head
with a broad green stripe behind the eye, a cream breast and patch on the stern and greyish body and
wings, but in eclipse from June onwards they are hard to distinguish from females, which are mottled
dark brown. In flight, the ‘speculum’ (the coloured section on the inner rear part of the upper wing) is
bright green.

Nests are on the ground, in dense vegetation cover close to the pools, and are rarely found. Once
the eggs hatch, ducklings are quickly taken to a pool and hidden in the emergent vegetation. The
incubation period is between 21 and 23 days and the period between hatching and fledging is another
25 to 30 days. Broods are seen occasionally, but they usually remain hidden in the vegetation and their
presence is usually indicated by a distraction display from the female. She approaches any intruder,
flaps her wings wildly on the water or on the ground, feigning injury, and then leads the threat away
from the ducklings.

Broods might be seen any time between the end of May and the end of July. It is not known
whether the later broods are the result of a single pair’s second successful breeding attempt, or
whether they are from replacement clutches for failed earlier breeding attempts. Teal are sometimes
seen at the top of Ashes H ollow, close to Boiling Well, and near Pole Cottage, but these appear to be
feeding areas for the adults – there are no apparently suitable pools for the ducklings and no evidence
of breeding has been found there.

In most years in the 1990s, the population was estimated at four breeding pairs – two at the
favoured site of Wildmoor Pool and the pools immediately south of it; a pair on the upper reaches of
Wildmoor; and another pair in the upper reaches of Callow H ollow. In some years, the population
was higher and in other years lower than four pairs. The lower populations may have been the result
of relatively dry weather in the first half of the year, or hard conditions in the previous winter. In more
recent years, the population has declined, in common with the other larger ground-nesting birds, and
the population now appears to be only one pair.

Teal are widely but thinly distributed in the uplands of western and northern Britain and have
undergone a long-term decline in the breeding population nationally, through contraction of range
into the uplands, almost certainly accompanied by a reduction in density within that range. The Long
Mynd is the only known regular breeding site in Shropshire and the estimated population will include
most, if not all, of the annual total breeding population in the whole County.

H owever, Teal have only been observed on 12 of the total of 64 pools on the Long Mynd. Many
of the unused pools dry out in some years, but other permanent pools are unsuitable, with steep
vertical banks and no emergent vegetation. Ducklings would not be able to hide within, or escape
from, these latter pools if a predator approached. Consideration has been given to carrying out the
relatively simple management work that could transform some of these pools, thus increasing the local
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breeding population and improving their breeding success. Such work would also benefit Snipe and
Reed Bunting and perhaps Whinchat and Stonechat.

As a result, The National Trust is now committed to maintaining the pools that are currently used
and the surrounding vegetation in the best condition for Teal to continue to breed. H owever, further
scientific investigation has revealed that the other pools are important for non-avian wildlife, so it has
been decided to create some new pools and allow some of the existing ones to dry out, slowly and
naturally, to create a continuum of wetland habitats. This will benefit various invertebrate and plant
species, some of which are very scarce, as well as the birds.

Red Grouse
Red Grouse are highly sedentary and are probably the only truly resident bird on the Long Mynd –
they are wholly dependent on heather and do not leave their breeding areas in even the harshest
weather.

They are virtually restricted to the heathland plateau. Pairs can be seen feeding on short heather or
Bilberry until early May and males fly with short whirring wings, or glide, low over the heather,
defending their territories with their characteristic cackling call. H owever, this behaviour ceases once
the nest is made and eggs are laid, and Red Grouse are rarely seen or heard between mid May and the
autumn.

They are about the size of farmyard hens. The plumage is beautifully mottled golden or tawny
brown and black, though they look dark when seen from a distance, and some birds have patches of
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white on the body in winter. The males have a red ‘comb’ above each eye; females are greyer, so they
are better camouflaged when sitting on a nest, which is usually located on the ground under the
shelter of an embankment or heather bush.

Eggs are laid in late April or early May and have an incubation period of between 20 and 24 days.
Chicks leave the nest as soon as they hatch, but take another 30 to 35 days to fledging. They are
extremely well camouflaged and lie still under cover if approached, so they are seen very rarely. Also,
they feed themselves, so the adults are not conspicuous while gathering and carrying food for young
in the way that songbirds are.

The Long Mynd used to be managed for Grouse shooting – as recently as 1975 the season’s bag
was as high as 113 brace, but 32 brace in 1990 was the highest tally since 1980. Shooting has been
banned since 1990 and the heather is now actively managed to try and create optimum breeding
conditions for the small remnant population.
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Recent annual counts of family parties each August have shown very poor breeding success and the
local Red Grouse population appears to be seriously threatened. They used to be common on many of
the south Shropshire H ills, but the population crashed in the second half of last century and they are
now very scarce and virtually restricted to the Long Mynd and the Stiperstones. The estimated County
total is around 50 pairs, of which the Long Mynd has around two thirds.

Although they are restricted to the heathland plateau, Grouse are largely absent from large areas of
heath on H adden H ill, Calf Ridge, Cow Ridge, Long Synalds, Round H ill and Minton H ill. H eather
Condition Surveys show the condition of heather in these areas is poor (i.e. there is not much heather
or it consists mainly of large, old woody plants). Either there is insufficient cover from predators to
provide secure nest sites, or the heather is so dense that both adults and chicks find it difficult to move
around. Most importantly, there are no young shoots on which the Grouse can feed. H eath with
scattered bracken and short grass is a better habitat than heath on its own, but both are much better
than those areas where bracken has become the dominant vegetation type.

The Trust is actively managing the heathland to improve Grouse habitat and increase the area they
can use, to reverse the population decline. This involves spraying the bracken and burning and cutting
sections of overgrown ‘woody’ heather each year, so there is always some new heather growth for the
Grouse. The population would probably die out if this management stopped.
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Snipe
Snipe are the most secretive of all the birds of the Long Mynd. Most, if not all, winter at lowland and
coastal pools and marshes, with the breeding population returning to the area in late March or April.
The larger number of winter visitors departs around this time.

They are medium sized wading birds, a bit smaller than a Lapwing (Peewit), and have a very long
bill, about a quarter of their total length, with which to feed in soft mud. Seen up close, they are richly
patterned in black, brown and rufous, with cream stripes on the head and back; from a distance, they
look dark golden brown.

Snipe are seen only rarely, though they may be found on the margins of some of the pools,
particularly on Wildmoor. They feed in soft ground and mud, using their long bill to find worms.
Sometimes snails and larvae on the surface are taken as well. Snipe are much more likely to be heard
than seen – the drumming display flight, usually at dusk but occasionally during the day, and the
chipping call, emitted from deep cover in the juncus, both carry a long distance in still conditions.
Drumming might be heard at any time between March and the last week in July, but the population is
declining, so this is an increasingly rare occurrence. Parking by Wildmoor Pool between sunset and
dark in late April or early May provides the best opportunity.

First eggs are usually laid at the end of April or the beginning of May, usually in a tussock of grass
or rush. Four is the normal clutch size and incubation takes around 20 days. Snipe suffer from a high
level of nest predation and females will lay repeat clutches until one is successful, up until mid July.
Another clutch might be laid occasionally after successful breeding occurs and one-year-old Snipe
breeding for the first time often lay late clutches. The chicks leave the nest soon after they hatch and
the pair split up, taking half the brood each. Parents feed the young until fledging, about 20 days later.
Thus young Snipe might be fledging from early June right up until the end of July.

Snipe are only found within, or close to, the flushes, pools and streams on Wildmoor and the
heathland plateau. The four regular territories on the one kilometre length of the stream that flows
into Wildmoor Pool suggest a distance between the centres of each territory in optimum habitat of
around 250 metres.

During the 1994 to 1998 Survey, Snipe were found in at least one year in every large stretch of wet
flush on the plateau, except one. The same territories were used with considerable regularity; all were
likely to have been occupied every year and a minimum total of 21 territories were used during the
whole period. On this basis, the population was estimated at 20 to 25 pairs.

H owever, a survey of the whole of the southwest Shropshire H ills in 2004 found only seven or
eight pairs on the Long Mynd, all on and around Wildmoor. None at all were found in the six flushes
south of Shooting Box that were regularly occupied during the earlier survey. This represents a
massive reduction in the population and a contraction of range.

The National Trust regularly monitors the scale and quantity of the wet flushes and no change has
been found, so habitat loss has not contributed to the decline. The major cause is believed to be an
increase in the number of all the main predators of ground-nesting birds since the mid 1990s. This is
due to an increase in the amount of food available to them throughout the Shropshire hills, all year
round – mainly carrion from sheep and pheasants.

Nationally, Snipe is on the Amber List, the result of a significant population decline over the last
25 years. In Shropshire, Snipe is a Target Species in the County Biodiversity Action Plan. H ere, they
are found in two distinct breeding habitats: the wet hollows of the uplands and the damp meadows of
the lowlands. There has been a considerable decline in the latter since the 1950s, largely as a result of
agricultural intensification (drainage, and converting meadows to arable).

The Long Mynd almost certainly held well in excess of 10 percent of the County's breeding
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population in 1998 and perhaps as much as one fifth. Even though the population here has declined
by two-thirds in only a few years, the decline in the rest of Shropshire appears to have been even more
dramatic. The 2004 survey found only 13 to 16 in the whole of the southwest hills – an area of
around 580 square kilometres. Thus the local proportion of the County total is now much higher,
around one third. Concerted action through the County BAP is needed to reverse this decline.

The National Trust will therefore maintain the existing areas of wet flush as breeding areas for
Snipe. H owever, the option of attempting to increase the size of such areas by damming streams has
been ruled out because of the potential impact on other important wildlife. Consideration is also
being given to the issues surrounding predator control, described more fully in the section on the
Ground Nesting Birds Recovery Project on page # .
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Curlew
Curlews return to the uplands from their winter quarters on coastal estuaries during March. The far
carrying, bubbling call, a characteristic of display flights to proclaim territory, is perhaps the most
evocative of all heathland sounds. Curlews are conspicuous during this display flight. The take-off
point is rarely observed and is presumably close to the nest area, but the call starts midflight, which
invariably ends by landing on open ground with short vegetation – grass, Bilberry or burnt heather.
Some of these areas are favoured feeding places, but sometimes the displaying males fly to the furthest
extent of their territory, patrol the edge and then return to the starting point, presumably close to the
nest.

Curlew are large birds, mainly grey-brown, with a white speckled breast. Their body is about the
size of a Woodpigeon, with much longer legs, but their most noticeable feature is the long, thin
down-curved bill. They have a conspicuous white triangular rump in flight. Curlews are restricted to
the heathland on the plateau; they need a habitat mosaic of short damp vegetation to feed and thick
vegetation as cover for nests and chicks.

The best time to see Curlews is the period when display flights are still frequent, up until mid June.
It used to be possible to find them, either during these flights or feeding on the patches of short
vegetation, between Boiling Well and Pole Cottage, or on Round H ill. Now they are only found
between Shooting Box and the Pole Bank trig point and on Wildmoor.

Birds on the ground are very wary and usually fly off when approached. H owever, sometimes a
quiet pair or a single bird is reluctant to fly off and this is probably indicative of a nest close by.
Curlews chasing off Crows or birds of prey also offers evidence of an active nest. When there were
more pairs, each benefited from a strong species support network – if one pair was trying to drive off
Carrion Crows flying over their territory, it attracted those in adjacent territories to come and help.
Three or four (and occasionally six) Curlews attacking a single Crow could be seen regularly 10 years
ago. Afterwards, the home pair would return to the ground, while the pairs from adjacent territories
would drift back there.

The first clutch is laid around the end of April or the beginning of May. Incubation usually takes
from 28 to 30 days. Chicks leave the nest immediately after hatching, but do not fly until 32 to 40
days later. They are well camouflaged and very hard to find. A distraction display by adults confirms
the presence of a brood, even if the chicks are not seen.

In spite of the excellent camouflage, chicks are still vulnerable to predators until they can fly and few
fledged young were seen during the Project Survey. For such a conspicuous bird, this indicates very poor
breeding success. Display flights, which are mainly associated with nests that are still active, usually ended
in May and were rarely seen after mid June. Even at the end of this period, any chicks would only be a
couple of weeks old – another indicator of high predation of nests and unfledged chicks.

Curlews generally suffer from poor breeding success, but they are perhaps particularly vulnerable
on the Long Mynd, where excess sheep grazing may have reduced the available cover for nests and
chicks. Much more importantly, the increased availability of carrion on the heathland and throughout
the Shropshire hills from dead sheep has almost certainly increased the number of predators – Crows,
Foxes and Stoats – considerably.

More than 40 nests were found on the heathland edge in the upper valleys in 2006. Crows now
breed at very high densities and even nest in the small isolated trees at the very edge of the heathland,
as well as in the copse at Pole Cottage (480 metres). The County population of Raven, another
potential but less numerous predator, has increased five-fold in less than 15 years as a result of
increased availability of carrion. This food source will also have benefited the more numerous
predators, to the detriment of Curlew.
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This vulnerability is reflected in the catastrophic decline of the species – the population reduced
considerably, and possibly halved, from nine to 14 pairs in 1995 and 10 to 13 pairs in 1996 to only
seven or eight pairs in 1998. This catastrophic decline has continued since, with only three pairs found
in 2002 and 2003 and only two in 2004 and 2006.

Nationally, Curlew is on the Amber List, because of a significant population decline in the last 25
years. In Shropshire, the species occurs in both the uplands and in lowland wet meadows, but is
suffering from a steady reduction in the area of optimum habitat in the lowlands. In the surrounding
uplands, Curlews are vulnerable to farming operations – rolling and cutting the fields of hay and silage
where they nest – as well as predation and the Upper Onny Wildlife Group found only 35 pairs in an
area of 122 square kilometres between the Long Mynd and the Welsh border in 2005 and 2006.

The Long Mynd almost certainly held considerably more than one percent of the County's
breeding population in 1998. The National Trust is now looking into possible actions to reduce the
impact of predators before Curlew become extinct, as they already have on the Stiperstones. Any such
action, considered in Chapter 12, Looking To The Future, would also benefit other ground nesting
birds, such as Teal and Snipe.

47

Curlew - found on parts of
the heathland plateau



Skylark
Skylarks are resident in Britain, but they move to the lowlands for the winter and are present on the
Long Mynd in significant numbers only between March and October.

They are restricted to the upland plateau, mainly between 375 metres and 516 metres, and require
short vegetation for feeding. While Meadow Pipits are more common, they prefer thicker grass, rather
than short-cropped turf, and Skylarks have replaced them as a result of vegetation changes through
increased grazing pressure.

Skylarks are slightly bigger than H ouse Sparrows. They have brownish upper parts and are buff-
white below, with a streaked breast. The adults have a small crest, but that is usually difficult to see.
The characteristic song of displaying males, fluttering high overhead, can be heard any time between
March and July. Densities on the Long Mynd are so high that, on several parts of the moor, several
can be heard at the same time on good days, around 150 to 200 metres apart.

First eggs are generally laid in early May. The incubation period is usually around 11 days and
adults may be seen carrying food to the nest any time from mid May onwards. The chicks leave the
nest after about nine to 10 days, but they fledge a few days later, so the first young are usually seen in
the last week of May. Replacement clutches and second broods mean that adults might be seen
carrying food or with recently fledged young anytime up until mid July.

The population fluctuates from year to year, depending on breeding success the previous year and
survival levels through the winter. The total population on The National Trust property between 1994
and 1998 was estimated at 185 to 230 pairs in a good year, but much lower (around 140 to 170
pairs) in poor years such as 1996 and 1998.

No systematic survey of the whole area has been undertaken since 1998, but a separate survey of
Skylark and Meadow Pipit, which has repeated a walk of the same eight marked one-kilometre
transects each year, found an estimated 29 pairs of Skylark in 2002, 28 in 2003 and 27 in 2004,
compared with 20 pairs in 1996, 32 in 1997 and 25 in 1998. These transects cover almost 20 percent
of the plateau area, so the results are broadly consistent with the estimated number of breeding pairs
found by the Project and suggest that there has been no significant change in the population in recent
years.

A national Skylark survey in 1997 found an average population density of 2.69 pairs per one
kilometre square in upland landscape and 4.03 pairs per one kilometre square in marginal upland. The
population on the Long Mynd is far higher than that – up to 17 to 20 pairs per one kilometre square.
On the plateau, densities were 14.5 to 17.7 pairs per square kilometre in 1997 and 12.2 to 12.5 pairs
per square kilometre in 1998. These extremely high densities by national standards suggest that the
Long Mynd is prime habitat for the species.

Mixed habitats – heath plus bracken, bracken plus heath, bracken plus grass and grass plus bracken
– all have considerably higher densities of breeding Skylarks than uniform uninterrupted heath. Dense
bracken is the least favoured habitat; bracken initially colonises the heath after grazing creates gaps in
the heather, so when it first appears there are many grass patches between the heather bushes. Skylarks
need these grass patches for feeding throughout their breeding cycle. As the bracken becomes denser,
the grass patches are overgrown and the Skylarks driven out.

The massive national decline in the Skylark population on lowland farmland has been caused by a
similar pattern. The trend from spring to autumn planting of cereals, and increased silage production,
have both led to the height of the vegetation increasing to an unacceptable level during the second half
of the Skylark’s breeding season. This prevents them raising a second brood each year, which is
essential to maintain the population. Similarly, bracken on the Long Mynd plateau grows too high for
Skylarks to tolerate, and they actively avoid it.
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Areas where thick heather dominates are also unsuitable and the Skylark favours areas that have
low heather and Bilberry bushes interspersed with short grass.

Skylark is on the Red List in Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007, and it is a Target Species in
both the national and the Shropshire Biodiversity Action Plans. Its Red List status, coupled with its
high breeding density, has given the species a high priority in The National Trust’s Long Mynd
Property Management Plan. This makes it necessary to maintain mosaics of short grass for feeding and
more substantial vegetation for nest sites on the plateau, as well as preventing the encroachment of
dense bracken. Reduction in sheep grazing may eventually put parts of this existing habitat at risk and
the implications and conflicting requirements of Skylark and Meadow Pipit, which prefer longer
rough grass, are considered in Chapter 12.

49

Skylark - heard singing all over
the heathland plateau in spring

and early summer



Tree Pipit
Tree Pipits spend the winter in Africa, south of the Sahara. Early arrivals return to Britain in the early
part of April, but in most years they are not well established on the Long Mynd until early May.

They are olive-brown above and yellow-buff below, with streaked breast and flanks. Although they
are virtually indistinguishable by eye from the much more common Meadow Pipit, they can easily be
told apart by song. Usually the Tree Pipit sings from the top of a tree; its display flight usually starts
up there and finishes with the bird parachuting down into the same or a nearby tree, with the
characteristic ringing three note ‘pee pee pee’ just before it lands. H owever, only the song is diagnostic
– Meadow Pipits and Tree Pipits both occasionally replicate the other’s behaviour.

Tree Pipits sing frequently, from the moment they arrive until mid June. Where territories are close
together, it is often possible to see males in adjacent territories singing at the same time, separated by
about 100 metres.

Inhabiting hillsides with scattered trees, they are not likely to be overlooked during visits to
suitable habitat in May, but males display a lot less after eggs are laid in the second half of May and
usually stop singing altogether in mid June. The incubation period is usually around 12 to 14 days,
and the chicks fledge around 12 or 13 days later. Some pairs may raise two broods.

The population in 1998 was estimated at between 90 and 100 breeding pairs. This figure excludes
territories in the hedgerow trees that encircle the Long Mynd.

Tree Pipits appear to be wholly dependent upon bracken habitats. Although most territories occur
in dense bracken, a higher density is reached where heath, rather than bracken, makes up the
understorey and a higher density still is achieved where grass reduces the vegetation cover. This result
is consistent with the knowledge that Tree Pipits require feeding areas that have only sparse vegetation
cover.

Trees are also an essential part of the habitat, for use as song posts. H owever, because there is
currently no map of trees on the Long Mynd, it is not known whether tree distribution, rather than
the composition of the ground vegetation underneath, determines the number of Tree Pipits on each
hillside.

Any species or age of tree appears to be suitable. Since the Pipits nest and feed on the ground, they
have no specific requirement for either old trees with holes for nest sites (which Redstarts need) or
trees as a food source (a Yellowhammer requirement). Some regularly occupied territories, such as the
highest territory in Carding Mill Valley, have no trees other than H awthorn, so presumably diversity of
tree species is not vital either.
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Each territory only requires a few trees and Tree Pipits therefore occupy the full length of all the
main valleys, except Colliersford Gutter. The reason for its absence there is unclear – there is no
apparent major difference in the vegetation between this valley and Bilbatch. Perhaps the seven small
scattered hawthorns in Colliersford Gutter are too small or too far apart to support a territory. Tree
Pipits also do not use the isolated trees on the open heathland plateau but sometimes they do breed in
the clump of trees at Pole Cottage.

Nationally, the population has declined in southeast England in the last 30 years and the species is
on the Amber List of the Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007. The Long Mynd holds a
significant proportion of the Shropshire population and consequently it will be encouraged to flourish
here. Maintaining the current population is dependent on sustaining the number of trees. Mapping
their distribution and age is now underway, so any necessary management issues and action can be
considered.

Meadow Pipit
Meadow Pipits are partial migrants and they largely vacate the Long Mynd between October and
March. Most spend the winter in southern Europe.

They are undoubtedly the most numerous bird species on the Long Mynd and may be seen on any
part of the heathland, on both the steep valley sides and the heathland plateau. They also favour the
wet flushes, but are not usually found in the lower valleys, until either heathland or the spring-line are
reached.

Wherever there are scattered trees, the Meadow Pipit shares the upper valleys with the Tree Pipit.
The two species are very difficult to separate by sight, but Meadow Pipits are generally more olive
above and paler below, with denser streaks and pink-brown rather than pinkish legs. H owever, the
males’ song and display flight is very different. Usually the Meadow Pipit song starts and finishes on
the ground, but this is not diagnostic. 
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Meadow Pipits are very active; they do not defend territories by frequent song and they are highly
mobile, so counting them by the normal territory mapping method is difficult. The population and
distribution has therefore been assessed by a project designed to monitor this species and Skylark, by
walking eight separate transects, each one kilometre long, three times each year. Results between 1996
and 2004 suggest little annual fluctuation in the breeding population, which is estimated at 600 to
1,050 pairs.

Nests are on the ground, usually woven into a tuft of rough grass. The first eggs are laid around
mid April. Incubation takes 11 to 15 days and fledging takes another 14 to 16 days. Both parents feed
young birds in the nest. Two broods are raised, but sometimes a nest may be lost through predation or
bad weather. This results in some pairs laying repeat clutches, so some broods are delayed and the
breeding season may be extended until late June.

Nationally, Meadow Pipit has undergone a long-term decline in the breeding population, through
contraction of range, particularly in the lowlands of south and east England. Breeding density has also
declined within that range and the population decreased by almost one third between 1970 and 1999.
Consequently the species is on the Amber List of the Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007 and
upland habitat is increasingly important.

Grass and heather mosaic, created by grazing, provides suitable breeding habitat for Meadow
Pipits. H owever, they prefer rough grass and intense grazing has led to their decline and replacement
by Skylarks. Thus, efforts to reduce the sheep population on the Long Mynd will be beneficial to the
Pipits if the total area of heath is increased and longer grass is interspersed with the heather, but will
be counterproductive if the density of heather increases to the extent that the grass is squeezed out.
The implications of this and the conflicting requirements of Skylark, which prefer short grass, are
considered in Chapter 12.

Grey Wagtail
Grey Wagtails are resident along the fast-flowing streams. Males might be found singing from trees
alongside the water, or from nearby rock outcrops. Pairs can be found foraging along the streams,
particularly when there are young in the nest to feed, and family parties are very conspicuous as they
move together along the stream beds.

They are intermediate in size between H ouse Sparrows and Blackbirds, but have a very long tail, a
grey back and crown, yellow breast, rump and vent and white underparts. Breeding males have a black
throat. Each pair will usually raise two broods, with the first clutch usually laid around mid April. The
incubation period is usually around 13 to 14 days, and the chicks fledge around 15 or 16 days later.
The first family parties are usually seen around the last few days of May and adults may be seen
carrying food up to two weeks earlier. Later family parties might be seen throughout June and up
until the middle of July. Most of the young seen after mid June will be from second broods.

Pairs are evenly spaced along the stream down from Light Spout H ollow waterfall, into Carding
Mill Valley and down to the edge of The National Trust property. There are other pairs in the tributary
that flows down through New Pool H ollow into Carding Mill Valley. Apart from that, there are
territories at the bottom of Ashes H ollow and in small ravines higher up and at the entrances to
Callow H ollow and Minton Batch.

Most nests appear to be located in crevices in rock outcrops, immediately adjacent to the streams,
including one beside Light Spout H ollow waterfall itself. The National Trust buildings also provide
nest sites and one nest was found in a hanging basket of flowers on the Bookshop frontage!
Independent juveniles that have left their parents’ territory are sometimes seen in the upper reaches of
some of the valleys.
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There is no apparent preference for a particular type of ground vegetation. Similar vegetation exists
alongside the streams where they are found and the streams from which they are absent. There are also
trees adjacent to the streams in the upper reaches of the valleys where breeding Grey Wagtails are
absent. Therefore, the limiting factors are likely to be the suitability of the stream itself – relatively
wide and rocky stretches are favoured – and the availability of suitable nest sites. Territories all include
a high stony bank adjacent to the stream. Apparently similar banks exist alongside streams elsewhere,
but perhaps they contain no suitable crevices for nests. The highest nest (375 metres) is at Light
Spout H ollow waterfall, but altitude is unlikely to be a factor since the species nests much higher than
this in Wales and northern Britain.

Although Grey Wagtails inhabit the same fast-flowing steams as Dippers, the latter are dependent
on larvae picked from the stream beds. Grey Wagtails also eat larvae and insects taken from the ground
and trees along the riverbank, especially caterpillars. They are therefore much less vulnerable to
changes in the streams themselves.

There appears to be a total of 12 territories and most or all of them are likely to be occupied each
year. H owever, several of the territories are at the edge of The National Trust land and part of the
territory (and perhaps the nest site itself) will be outside the boundary.

Nationally, the population appears reasonably stable, so the species is not on any list within the
Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007. H owever, the Long Mynd almost certainly holds more than
one percent of the County Population, so accordingly it has a high priority in The National Trust’s
Long Mynd Property Management Plan.
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Pied Wagtail
Pied Wagtails are partial migrants – some remain in their breeding areas all year, while others migrate
south for the winter.

The species is reputed to avoid heathland, so finding any on the Long Mynd was surprising. It was
for this reason, and to compare their distribution with Grey Wagtail, that the species was mapped
during the 1994 to 1998 Survey.

They are similar in shape, size and behaviour to Grey Wagtails, although their tail is shorter, but
they are wholly black, white and grey. The breeding male has much brighter and more extensive black
plumage on the head and breast and a darker back than the female. They are easy to locate along the
stream beds and breeding is easy to confirm through seeing adults carrying food back to the nest,
from early May onwards, or seeing family parties moving along the stream beds, from mid May. Pairs
will usually attempt to raise two or occasionally three broods. The first clutches are laid towards the
end of April and some broods fledge as late as early July. The incubation period is usually around 13
to 14 days and the chicks fledge around 15 or 16 days later.

There are a few regularly occupied territories, but occasionally males can be seen foraging for food
on rock outcrops well away from these territories. Territories all include a building or rock outcrop,
with crevices for a nest and flat open areas with short grass to feed, as well as a stream-bed. This
habitat exists in Carding Mill Valley, below the confluence with Light Spout H ollow, but it is rare
elsewhere.

Nests on the buildings at Pole Cottage and the glider station indicate that a lack of nest sites, rather
than altitude, is the limiting factor on the breeding population. There is a territory in the upper
reaches of Minton Batch, but this can only be occupied because a farmer’s derelict hay cart provides a
nest site.
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The population is estimated at 10 pairs. H owever, several of the territories are at the edge of
National Trust land and, in these cases, the nest site itself and part of the territory might be outside the
Trust boundary. For example, the main feeding area for the regular pair at the bottom of Ashes
H ollow is the short grass and stream bed on National Trust property, but two different nest sites are
used – a rock outcrop adjacent to the stream, which is on National Trust land, and a derelict cottage,
which is just outside the Trust boundary.

Pied Wagtails are increasing nationally and the species is not of conservation concern. The Long
Mynd does not appear to hold a disproportionate share of the county population.

Dipper
Dippers stay on their breeding grounds throughout the year, feeding on larvae on the beds of fast-
flowing streams and never far from such waters. They might be seen in the lower reaches of Carding
Mill Valley at any time, either bobbing up and down on the rocks in the middle of the stream, or
flying low over the water. Dippers are plump, with short tails. They are bigger than Robins, but
smaller than Starlings and Blackbirds, have a dark head, back and wings, a white face and breast, and
chestnut belly. Juveniles are greyer, with a speckled white front.

They breed early, usually laying the first clutch of eggs in late March or early April. Incubation
takes just over two weeks, and the fledging period is around three weeks. Nesting pairs will attempt to
raise two broods and, if they are successful, the first will fledge in late April or early May and the
second from mid June onwards. They are easy to find in the stream bed when they are feeding young
in the nest and recently fledged juveniles fly along the stream, a few yards at a time, while adults still
feed them.
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Dippers are now found only in Carding Mill Valley, though the pair or fledged young might
venture into its tributary, Light Spout H ollow. The nest site is near The National Trust Tea room.
H owever, they are not there every year and are absent from the Long Mynd altogether in some years.

A Biological Survey, prepared for The National Trust in 1984, records Dipper as present in all the
valleys of the Long Mynd and breeding was confirmed in several of the Long Mynd valleys, including
Ashes H ollow and Callow H ollow, between 1985 and 1990. The waterfall at the bottom of Callow
H ollow was a traditional site, with breeding last confirmed there in 1994. H owever, there are no
records in the County Bird Reports of any evidence of breeding in any of the other Long Mynd
valleys since that date, apart from Carding Mill Valley.

The Dipper population in Shropshire declined considerably at the end of the 1980s, attributed to
very dry summers in 1989 and 1990. The resulting low water levels in streams lead to a reduction in
the abundance of the invertebrates on which Dippers feed and possibly also to increased rates of
predation. Dipper populations are usually able to recover quickly from such setbacks in favourable
conditions, but they have not done so on the Long Mynd.

Although Dippers inhabit the same fast-flowing streams as Grey Wagtails, the latter are not
dependent on larvae on stream beds. They also eat larvae and insects taken from the ground and trees
along the riverbank. Dippers are therefore much more vulnerable to changes in the streams
themselves. In other areas where Dipper populations have collapsed, the cause is believed to be
acidification of streams as a result of acid rain and coniferous afforestation. It is not known if the
acidity of the Long Mynd streams has changed in the last few decades, but the Trust intends to
monitor this in future.

Predation by the alien mink, which has escaped (or been irresponsibly ‘liberated’) from fur farms,
has wiped the population out in some areas and this too will affect the potential of the species to
recover and re-colonise the local streams. The current population estimate is one pair (although not
every year).

Redstart
Redstarts winter in West Africa, in the Sahel, and return to the Long Mynd in late April and early
May. Males can be seen and heard singing in the trees from their first arrival right through until late
June, although singing is rare after the end of May. Competing males can be seen defending their
territory, usually singing around 150 metres apart (occasionally as close as 90 metres) on any hillside
with groups of scattered trees. Females are seen much less frequently, until there are well-grown
nestlings or recently fledged young to feed. First eggs are usually laid in early to mid May and the
incubation period is usually around 11 to 14 days. The chicks fledge around 14 to 17 days later. Two
broods are often raised.

Males are handsome, brightly coloured birds, with an orangey-red breast and tail, grey upper parts,
black face and white forehead. Females have the same red tail, but they have brown upper parts and a
pale face. They are the same size as Robins. Family parties are noisy and conspicuous and can be seen
any time after mid June. Although the return migration does not get under way until late August,
Redstarts are rarely seen after the end of June. The adults moult and the juveniles feed on the ground
in preparation for their long journey. Both are obscured by the bracken, which is well grown by this
time.

The 1994 to 1998 Survey found a total of 75 to 85 different territories, excluding those in the
many hedgerow trees favoured by the species on the boundaries to The National Trust property. This
is likely to be the minimum annual population.

All territories are located on steep valley sides, apart from one at Pole Cottage. This is mainly a
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reflection of the distribution of trees on the Long Mynd. H oles in older trees, particularly hawthorns,
provide nesting sites for the Redstart, which feeds on insects and larvae in the foliage of trees, but also
needs short grass for foraging. Most of the trees on the Long Mynd have short grass underneath,
because sheep congregate under the trees, for shade and for shelter from sun and bad weather, so all
the other vegetation there gets eaten. The foliage of the trees also shades out some of the potential
ground vegetation.

Redstarts prefer small groups of scattered trees. They do not extend as far up the valleys as Tree
Pipits, which can use smaller groups of trees, and Redstarts are absent from the upper reaches of
Bilbatch, where the Tree Pipit territories each have only a few trees. This different distribution is not
explained by altitude – Redstarts and Tree Pipits nest in the large group of trees at Pole Cottage (480
metres), 30 metres higher than any Tree Pipit territory found in the 1994 to 1998 Survey.

Most territories are located in dense bracken, but the area of this habitat is much greater than
habitats where bracken occurs with different understoreys. Similar Redstart densities are also found in
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bracken plus heath and grass, but the highest density – more than three times greater – occurs where
the bracken with heath understorey is thin and grass occurs as well.

There is currently no complete map of tree distribution, so it is not known if trees are evenly
distributed across these different Redstart habitats. The number of Redstarts is likely to depend on the
distribution of both mature trees with nest holes and short grass around them.

Redstart is on the Amber List, because of its status as a Bird of Conservation Concern at the
European level. In Britain the population crashed in the early 1970s, in common with other trans-
Saharan migrants that were affected by prolonged drought in the Sahel. H owever, numbers had
recovered to their previous level by the end of the 1980s and there has been a continuing increase in
the British population since. The population has also increased in Shropshire. Throughout Britain, the
Redstart is primarily an upland species and areas like the Long Mynd are prime habitat. Its
conservation is therefore a high priority. The species needs old trees for nest holes and short grass for
feeding and the management issues to ensure that both are available in the long term are being
addressed.

Whinchat
Most Whinchats return from their wintering grounds, mainly in the grasslands of sub-Saharan Africa,
in early May, although a few may be seen in late April in some years. They are slightly smaller than
Robins. Males have a dark brown back and wings, bright buff (almost orange) breast, broad white
stripe just above the eye and white feathers on the outer edges of the tail. Females are similar, but
duller. The eye-stripe and white tail feathers distinguish them from the similar Stonechat, which often
occupies the same hillsides.

They inhabit the higher reaches of all the Long Mynd valleys, each of which has a few pairs
distributed fairly regularly over the steep hillsides. Some territories include the banks on both sides of
a stream, while other parts of the valley have a territory on each side of the stream. There were well
over 100 pairs when the population was last surveyed in the late 1990s, probably around two-fifths of
the Shropshire total.

When they first arrive, the birds feed quietly, flitting around the heather or dead bracken,
rebuilding their energy after their long migration flight. After a short period, the males start singing to
establish breeding territories. Where available, scattered H awthorn trees are favoured song posts, but
any prominent sprig of heather or bracken may be used since many territories contain no trees.

Though the song attracts attention, the bird itself may be difficult to pick out, particularly if it is
singing whilst perched on ground vegetation in the middle of a steep slope.

The first clutch of eggs is laid in mid May and Whinchats are relatively inconspicuous while the
female is incubating. They are easiest to see in early June, when both adults are actively gathering food
for young in the nest, or in the second half of June, when most first broods fledge.

Throughout this period, the adults emit a loud piping ‘tac tac’ alarm call, usually from a prominent
perch on the tallest frond of bracken. This call can be heard from a distance of around 200 metres in
still conditions. They circle around an intruder, calling incessantly, drawing attention away from the
nest or, later, from where the recently fledged young are hidden in thick vegetation. The fledglings are
scattered around the hillside and often the parents will split the brood and separate, so they are not all
vulnerable to a single predator.

Some pairs are still feeding young in late June or early July. They may have lost their first clutch to
predation or bad weather and laid another, but successful Whinchats sometimes raise two broods. The
incubation and fledging periods are both 12 to 14 days, so any newly fledged young seen after late
June may be from a second brood.
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Whinchats rarely sing after late June and they are seen only occasionally after mid July. By then the
young from first broods are independent and feeding quietly in the well-grown bracken, whilst the
adults are either stealthily raising a second brood or hiding away from danger while they moult. They
start migrating south from mid August onwards.

Whinchats are almost wholly restricted to steep hillsides and the Long Mynd Breeding Bird Project
has proved that only hillsides covered with bracken are occupied. The bracken must have an
understorey – dead bracken from previous years, or heather or gorse bushes – presumably to provide a
secure hiding place for the nest. Also, they are never far from water – either near a stream at the
bottom of the slope, or by a spring. Bracken-covered hillsides with no understorey, or with no water,
are not used. Territories are occasionally found on gently sloping areas on the edge of the plateau, near
springs, and sometimes well-grown family parties will venture onto the plateau.

The distribution of breeding territories and association with bracken is shown in the Map on page
170, as an example of the method used by the Project to establish the dependence of each species on
particular vegetation types.

Almost 40 percent of territories are in bracken, with bracken litter understorey. H owever, this
habitat covers more than one third of the hillsides, and the breeding density where bracken is mixed
with heather, or with heather and grass, is twice that of bracken on its own. The proportion and
relative density of breeding territories in the different habitats is given in the Table on page 172.

Bracken is usually perceived as an alien invasive nuisance and habitat management plans often
attempt to eradicate it through expensive spraying. H owever, Whinchats are wholly dependent on
bracken on the Long Mynd and on many other British uplands.

The species is in serious decline, both nationally and in Shropshire. It is largely restricted to the
uplands and is on the Amber List of the current Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007. H owever,
the population density on the Long Mynd is still extremely high by national standards and The
National Trust is leading the way in conservation. Their essential breeding habitat, bracken which has
an understorey and which is located on steep hillsides near water, is being retained. As a result, all
bracken-spraying work has been re-targeted and restricted to the heathland plateau, to meet the needs
of these vulnerable birds.

Stonechat
Stonechats can now be found on the Long Mynd all year, except in periods of prolonged frost or
snow, but numbers are higher in spring and summer when migrants join the residents. Some birds
overwinter in this country, while others migrate to the western Mediterranean, particularly Iberia.
These different survival strategies are a trade-off – residents have to endure higher mortality in harsh
winters, but they can breed earlier and raise three broods, whereas migrants arrive on the breeding
grounds later and can only have two.

Stonechats are slightly smaller than Robins. Males have a striking black head, white cheeks and
orange breast. Females have a brown head, buff cheeks and a duller, browner breast. Both have white
wing-bars, particularly noticeable in flight, and the male has a whitish rump. The absence of both a
white eye-stripe and white tail feathers separate Stonechats from the more common Whinchat. The
song, difficult to distinguish, is heard much less frequently than the alarm call.

The incubation period is usually around 13 or 14 days and the chicks fledge around 12 to 15 days
later. The first brood of resident birds fledges in late April or early May, and those of migrants are
around a month later. The breeding cycle of each pair averages 43 days, so family parties might be
seen anytime in May, June, July or August. There is a second peak of fledged young and noisy agitated
adults in the first week in July and another in late August, when the far-carrying ‘tac tac’ alarm call of
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adult Stonechats, near a nest with well grown chicks, or recently fledged young, can again be heard.
Like Whinchats, Stonechats will circle around an intruder, perch in full view and draw attention away
from the hidden young or nest.

The male is not a persistent songster and sits quietly by the nest, usually out of sight, while the
female incubates. They are easy to overlook at this time, but become much more conspicuous once the
young hatch. Both adults feed the young for around five days after fledging, after which the female
starts to build the next nest, while the male continues to feed the dependent young for another 10
days.

Stonechats are mainly found on the heathery slopes on the steep sides of the upper valleys, usually
near bracken or gorse. Some nest on the plateau, but these pairs are never far away from wet flushes
and it is presumably the absence of water elsewhere that prevents them utilising the majority of the
heathland plateau. Some species are known to breed close to the boundary between different types of
vegetation, so they can get food from more than one source and this is particularly true of Stonechat.

On the Long Mynd, most territories include heather. H ere, the apparent low association of
Stonechat with gorse is perhaps surprising, as it is a favoured habitat on lowland coastal heaths and
also on the Stiperstones, 10 kilometres further west. H owever, the Stiperstones is a dry heath, and the
species of gorse there, as well as on the coastal heaths, is predominantly common gorse. It flowers
mainly in May and June and supports considerable numbers of insects at a time that coincides with the
Stonechats’ breeding season. The ground on the Long Mynd is much wetter and the gorse is almost
entirely western gorse, which does not usually flower until late summer or autumn.

Few pairs were recorded on the Long Mynd in the 1980s, but the population increased steadily
and was estimated at 22 pairs in 1998. Since then, Stonechats have been found breeding at sites they
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did not occupy in the 1990s and the population is now much higher. Altitude does not appear to be a
limiting factor; the highest territories are at 480 metres, at Boiling Well and near Pole Cottage, and
were occupied first. The lower territories only became occupied in later years as the population
increased. This increase is attributed to a long succession of mild winters, one of the consequences of
global warming. Management work already underway, described in Chapter 2, is likely to benefit
Stonechat further.

Wheatear
Wheatears winter south of the Sahara, in Africa, but they are usually the first migrants to return to the
uplands, in mid March. They inhabit hillsides with very short grass, poor soil or scree, where they feed
and they often perch prominently on rock outcrops or boulders. The best place to see them is on the
slopes on the northern and eastern side of the upper reaches of Carding Mill Valley.

Males have a bold black stripe through their eye, the wings are black, the head and back are blue-
grey and the breast and belly are buff coloured; the upper breast may appear almost orange. They have
a distinctive, scratchy song and a spectacular display flight like a giant Whitethroat. Females are much
browner, so there is less contrast in their colouration. Both male and female have a large white rump,
which is the most noticeable feature as they fly away. They are slightly larger than Robins.

Although they arrive early, Wheatears generally do not lay eggs until mid May and they are
conspicuous until then. As they occupy open ground with short vegetation, pairs are usually easy to
locate. The nest is usually made in a rabbit burrow or rock crevice. Once the female starts incubating,
they are more difficult to find until they start feeding young in the nest. Incubation takes 12 to 14
days and young fledge after another 14 to 16 days.

Adults can be seen carrying food from the last week in May until the end of July. Family parties,
which include heavily speckled young, are very conspicuous. Two peak periods for the observation of
family parties, in mid June and again in mid July, suggest that pairs raising two broods is fairly
common.

Wheatear territories are concentrated at around a dozen different locations, on steep grass slopes,
interspersed with scree, scattered bracken and small heather bushes. Some slopes are so badly eroded
that there are areas of bare rock and earth. Sheep and rabbits are responsible for the short grass and
much of the erosion. Occasional observations in other areas usually relate to either late passage
migrants – the larger, more brightly coloured Greenland race pass through the Shropshire H ills on
migration during early May– or to dispersal of juveniles at the end of the breeding season.

Wheatears are now increasingly restricted to upland areas in western and northern Britain, because
of habitat loss in the lowlands. There are probably around 200 to 300 pairs in Shropshire, largely
restricted to the Long Mynd, the Stiperstones, the Clee H ills and well-grazed hills in the west and
southwest.

The Long Mynd population, estimated at 50 to 60 pairs in 1998, appears to represent at least 15
percent of the County total. Conserving this species is therefore a priority in the Long Mynd
Management Plan and policies to reduce grazing pressure from sheep and control Rabbits will be
monitored closely, to ensure that the short grass so necessary for breeding Wheatears is maintained.
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Ring Ouzel
Until recently, Ring Ouzels returned to breed every April. The Long Mynd held the whole of the
known County population – the last confirmed breeding record from any other part of Shropshire
came from the Stiperstones in 1982 – and it is a Target Species in the Shropshire Biodiversity Action
Plan.

Unfortunately the population is declining all over Britain and the local decline has been
catastrophic. Throughout the 1990s there were around a dozen pairs on the Long Mynd, but the
number reduced each year until 2003, when there was one pair. Since then no pairs have been found. 

They are mountain blackbirds and winter in southern Spain and the Atlas Mountains of Morocco.
Male Ring Ouzels are similar to common Blackbirds in shape and size, but they appear a bit more
grey and have a prominent white throat and upper breast, called a ‘gorget’. Females are browner and
usually have a much more dull gorget, but the female seen in Light Spout H ollow for the four years
up until 2003 was very bright and was usually mistaken for a male.

Ring Ouzels usually nest on steep hillsides, broken by crags and scree. Nests are built under
heather bushes and they feed on short grass. In the past, the vast majority of local nests were located
in Carding Mill Valley, Light Spout H ollow, Ashes H ollow and Callow H ollow. A few were found in
Bilbatch and on Wildmoor and the open heathland.

These birds are very elusive – the males sing only sporadically – but occasionally a pair can be seen
feeding together, either prior to egg laying at the end of April or later in the season in the period
between fledging the first brood and laying the next clutch. H owever, when the female is sitting on
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eggs, the male is usually quiet and well hidden, sitting in the middle of a tree or on the ground. When
the pair are feeding young in the nest they forage up to 400 metres, occasionally more, mainly for
worms and grubs. When the young fledge they are still dependent on the adults for food and for these
few days family parties are noisy and conspicuous.

Pairs usually attempt to raise two broods, with the first eggs laid in the second half of April. The
incubation and fledging periods are each around 14 days. The first brood may therefore fledge in mid
May, but if the clutch is predated, this may be delayed until early June. Second broods may not fledge
until the second half of July.

The local population appeared to be isolated from any other. Male Ring Ouzels sing with very
strong local dialects and that heard here was very different from the species’ song in other parts of the
country.

Colour-ringing has shown that the loyalty of individual birds to their natal area, not to mention
their navigation skills, are amazing. One female was caught three years running at the top of Callow
H ollow and another female was seen in Light Spout H ollow for four years running. This latter female
was ringed as a chick in a nest in Ashes H ollow in 1996. She was seven years old in 2003, a ripe old
age for such a bird. In between summers here, Ring Ouzels undertake a round trip migration of 4,000
to 6,000 kilometres, so she must have flown well over 30,000 kilometres in her life.

The population was stable throughout the 1990s, at around a dozen pairs, but it has since suffered
a catastrophic decline. It reduced to eight in 2000, three in 2001, two in 2002 and one in 2003. In
2004, only a single unpaired male returned. No breeding birds were found in 2005 or 2006 and the
species now appears to be extinct as a breeding bird in Shropshire.

This population crash is almost certainly caused by predation. There has been no apparent change
in the quantity and quality of breeding habitat, but the numbers of potential predators (Crows, Foxes
and Stoats) have all increased in recent years and may have exceeded critical threshold levels since
1998.

An RSPB research project compared the success and failure rates of nests found in eight different
study areas around Britain. The loss due to predation on the Long Mynd between 1995 and 1999 was
far higher than that found in any of the other study areas. In practice, nest loss locally must have been
higher than that actually recorded – no evidence of breeding was found and no nests were located for
several of the pairs, or males holding territory, that were located each year. Their nests must have been
predated before they could be found. The proportion of successful pairs that did not raise second
broods was also much higher here than elsewhere.

Breeding success has been worse since 1999 and predation levels have been higher. The only pair
that was located in 2001 built three nests, but young only fledged from one – eggs in one and
nestlings from another were predated. In 2002, the same pair built five nests and eggs were laid in at
least three, but all were predated. No young at all fledged that year. In 2003, one pair managed to
fledge a brood of five. No other nest was found. A high proportion of successful Ring Ouzels need to
raise two broods if the population is to flourish.

A simple population model, based on the rate of nest loss and poor breeding success actually
found, predicted reasonably well the rate of population decline that has occurred. A Feeding Areas
Study showed that there was no shortage of food on the Long Mynd and this situation had not
changed over many years. Colour-ringing of birds for individual identification showed that the
percentage rate of return of the previous year’s birds was usually sufficient to sustain the population,
so other possible cause of the decline – conditions in the wintering areas in southern Spain and
Morocco or on migration – can also be discounted.

It is possible that Ring Ouzels will return to the Long Mynd to breed, but in view of the
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population decline in other parts of the country, this is unlikely for the foreseeable future. It is more
likely that their status will revert to occasional passage migrant, as birds move through from late
March and particularly in the second half of April, while they are travelling to their breeding grounds
further north. It is important that short grass is retained, to provide feeding areas for migrants and
potential breeding birds. Reduction in sheep grazing may affect this and the necessary management
arrangements and monitoring are considered in Chapter 12.

Nationally, the population has suffered a steady decline throughout the 20th century and a massive
decline since 1990. As a result, Ring Ouzel was added to the Red List of Birds of Conservation Concern:
2002-2007. Several possible explanations have been suggested – environmental changes in the
wintering areas (overgrazing by goats destroying the juniper forests, which provide the berries that are
the main winter food source and/or agricultural intensification and irrigation, which reduce the
availability of water adjacent to the juniper forests); changes on the migration routes (shooting in
France and Spain); a loss of heather through overgrazing in the British uplands; and global warming
(higher temperatures and less rainfall in the summer reduce the availability of food).

All have probably contributed to the decline to varying degrees, but no direct evidence has been
produced to prove which are the most important factors. Locally, although these factors may have
contributed to the decline, predation of nests is believed to be the main cause of the crash – all the
other possible causes have been investigated and eliminated.

To help this vulnerable species, The National Trust operates a nest protection scheme. For this to
work, we have to find the nests before the predators! Readers can help by reporting immediately the
location of any of these birds they see from April until the end of July.

Raven
The tumbling display flight of Ravens, accompanied by their loud, far carrying ‘cronk’ call, is the most
evocative sight of the uplands in early Spring. The pair wheel and soar together, their flight so
synchronised that the wings appear to be joined at the tips.

Ravens are highly sedentary and forage here throughout the year. They are often seen and heard
flying overhead, or feeding on short grass, particularly on the top of H addon H ill or Long Synalds.
They are an iridescent jet black colour and the largest member of the Crow family, half as big again as
a Rook or Carrion Crow.

Ravens breed very early. Most nests have eggs before the end of February and hatched young by
the last week in March. Incubation takes three weeks and fledging another six. Young fly at the end of
April or beginning of May and family parties can be seen from mid May onwards. Breeding is timed
to coincide with the lambing season. Ravens are omnivorous and largely eat carrion – as nature’s
refuse collectors, they clear afterbirth and corpses from the open hillsides.

More than half of all young Ravens die before they are two years old and mortality levels remain
high until the few birds that reach full maturity become established in breeding pairs, usually when
they are three to five years old. Once they acquire territories, breeding birds may live until they are 10
years old or more. H owever, there are always many more young non-breeding birds than these older
birds that remain within breeding territories and small roving flocks of young Ravens are now
common. Occasionally, much larger flocks are seen, including one of 53 birds recorded in July 2000.

The population is growing, but breeding Ravens are very territorial and nests are widely spaced.
The Shropshire Raven Study Group estimates that the County population grew from around 50 to
around 175 breeding pairs during the 1990s. It has continued to increase since, to around 250 by
2003. The number of young non-breeding birds in the County is now likely to be well over 1,000
each autumn.
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The growth is attributed mainly to the increase in carrion left lying round the uplands – sheep
carcasses used to be removed and taken to the knackers yard, but the financial incentive for this
disappeared when the Government changed the regulations in the early 1990s and banned the use of
materials reclaimed from carcasses, to combat the spread of BSE (‘mad cow disease’).

The nest is one of the largest made by British birds. The sticks are big and the cup is so deep that
the sitting female is usually invisible below the rim. This provides shelter from the driving storms and
cold biting winds of late winter. Substantial trees or ledges on cliff faces are needed to support these
nests and there are actually very few suitable sites on the Long Mynd.

H owever, as Ravens are omnivorous upland birds and sheep carrion constitutes their staple diet,
the area provides excellent foraging grounds and at least 12 pairs, all of which nest within two
kilometres of the boundary, include part of the Long Mynd in their territory. There have been
occasional nests here in the past, but as the population has grown, three pairs have started nesting on
National Trust land in the last few years.

The Long Mynd is an important foraging area for Ravens, but it may become less significant as the
sheep population is reduced, particularly if sheep (and, indirectly, sheep carrion) are removed during
the winter.
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Yellowhammer
Yellowhammers are resident in Britain, but are unlikely to remain on the Long Mynd all year. They are
at their most abundant in lowland farmland, but the population has suffered a massive decline in the
last 25 years. They are very scarce in upland areas and have disappeared from some altogether. Their
presence on the Long Mynd was unexpected, but as the species is on the Red List of Birds of
Conservation Concern: 2002-2007, information on their distribution was collected at the same time as
the more intensive study of the upland species.

The song is distinctive and provides the best way of locating male birds, which are mainly a
streaked canary yellow, with chestnut brown back, wings and tail. Females are more dull brown, and
much less yellow. The population was estimated at a minimum of 40 to 45 pairs in 1998, excluding
those that utilise the hedgerow trees actually on The National Trust boundary. These trees were not
searched, but are known to hold Yellowhammer.

On the Long Mynd, Yellowhammers are dependent on bracken and grass habitats. More than half
of all the territories found were in dense bracken, although a slightly higher density was reached in
grass plus bracken.

Yellowhammers are also dependent on trees, which provide song posts and sources of food, but it
is not known whether the distribution of trees affects their density in different bracken and grass
habitats. Yellowhammers build their own nests, on or near the ground, so they do not need trees for
nesting. H owever, they are much less common than Tree Pipits here and their breeding range is much
more restricted. Availability of trees is therefore not the limiting factor. They are also found in some
areas where no Redstart were found, apparently associated with large isolated rowan trees, so they
may require either a particular species of tree or a very mature tree.

Altitude may be a limiting factor (no Yellowhammers are found above 350metres, though they do
reach this height in several different valleys), but their striking association with areas of bracken, or
bracken with grass, and their virtual absence from areas that include heath, suggest that on the Long
Mynd they are primarily dependent both on trees, and on insects that live on the bracken.

Yellowhammer is on the Red List of Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007, as a result of a
massive drop (greater than 50 percent) in their UK population in the last 25 years. Thus, although the
Long Mynd is marginal habitat for this species, Management Plans should perhaps take into account
the need not to add to the pressure that the species is already under.
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Reed Bunting
Reed Buntings are resident in Britain and primarily inhabit wet and marshy areas with rank
vegetation, but they leave the uplands in winter. They are late returning and are rarely encountered
before mid May.

The characteristic song carries a considerable distance in still conditions, but the male bird is more
likely to be seen singing from a sprig of bracken or heather, or a tree, rather than from the shorter
vegetation in the wet flushes.

H e has a black head and throat, white collar and underparts, and chestnut brown back and wings.
Females are rarely seen, except when feeding young in the nest, but they have a brown and buff head
and breast, and no white collar. They are slightly larger than Robins.

The vast majority of territories occur on the heathland plateau and the species is wholly dependent
on acid and wet flush habitat that surrounds springs and pools on the Long Mynd. The best place to
see them is in the vegetation surrounding Wildmoor Pool.

The nest is an open cup, usually on the ground. The first clutch, usually of four to five eggs, is
most frequently laid in May. Incubation takes between 12 and 14 days and the young leave the nest 10
to 13 days later. Two (and occasionally three) broods may be raised. The estimated population in 1998
was around 50 to 60 pairs.

Reed Buntings have disappeared from many upland areas in the west and north of Britain and
suffered a reduction in density in the same areas. Reed Bunting is now a Red List species and a Target
Species in both the national and the Shropshire Biodiversity Action Plans.

In Shropshire, the vast majority of breeding Reed Buntings have been found in the lowlands north
and east of the River Severn, with only a few breeding records from the upland rushes and bogs.
These lowland areas have been subjected to agricultural intensification for many years, leading to a
decline in the Reed Bunting population over many years. This is attributed to land drainage, resulting
in the loss of breeding sites and also loss of winter food supplies (grass and herb seeds) as a result of
increased use of herbicides on farms, and the switch to autumn cereals, resulting in starvation and
fewer birds making it through to the next breeding season. As a result, the Long Mynd may account
for five to 10 percent of the County population.

The National Trust is therefore committed to maintaining the acid and wet flush on the Long
Mynd, to help conserve this Red List species. This action will also benefit the other wetland birds,
Teal and Snipe.
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BIRDS OF PREY
The Long Mynd provides the best opportunity for seeing birds of prey in Shropshire and probably in
the whole of the West Midlands. There is a good chance of seeing all four falcons and Buzzard in a
single day visit in May or June, with the possibility of more unusual raptors as well.

Buzzard
Buzzards are the most common of the larger birds of prey and can be seen hunting or soaring over the
Long Mynd at any time of year. They are frequently mobbed by other birds, particularly by other
birds of prey and by Crows and Ravens.

They are about two feet (60 centimetres) in length and have a total wingspan of around four feet
(120 centimetres). Their wings are relatively broad and the tail is short and rounded. The plumage of
different birds varies considerably, with patterns of brown, white, grey and black. Some individuals are
very dark, while others appear almost white. Males and females and young and juvenile birds all
appear very similar and are usually indistinguishable. They have a loud ‘meeew’ call.

There are usually four or five nests on National Trust land, found in the upper reaches of the less
frequented valleys. Most nests are built in the larger deciduous trees, although some of the H awthorn
trees used cannot be described as either large or sturdy. Nests are completed and eggs are laid during
the second half of April. Incubation takes around five weeks and fledging takes a further seven to eight
weeks. One or two young usually fledge from each of the successful nests in early July.

In addition, at least 13 different regularly used nest sites are known in the woods and isolated trees
that surround The National Trust property and Buzzards have also been seen carrying food back to a
nest on Ragleth H ill. There are therefore probably around 20 breeding pairs that include some part of
the Long Mynd within their hunting territory. In addition, as Buzzards do not generally start to breed
until they are two to three years old, immature unpaired birds will also be present in the breeding
season and throughout the year.
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Their main food is young Rabbits and Voles during the summer and worms and carrion during the
winter. H addon H ill, Minton H ill and Round H ill, which all have rabbits, are good places to see them
hunting, although they might be seen anywhere, commuting between nest sites and feeding areas.

Thirty years ago, Buzzards were quite rare and largely restricted to the uplands, as a result of heavy
persecution from gamekeepers and, to a lesser extent, farmers. Such persecution has been illegal since
1954, but Shropshire was a national ‘black spot’. H owever, they have benefited from enhanced
legislative protection and steadily reducing persecution since 1981 and also from an improved food
supply – an increase in sheep carrion since the early 1990s and an increase in the rabbit population
following their recovery from an epidemic of myxomatosis. Their breeding density has therefore
increased considerably and their range has also expanded, out of the uplands, so they may now be seen
anywhere in Shropshire and they now breed in every English county.

As a result, the local population has increased considerably in recent years – the Buzzard is
undoubtedly a conservation success story.

Red Kite
Red Kites have been seen increasingly in the last few years all over the south Shropshire H ills,
including the Long Mynd. Young birds wander widely and cover large distances very quickly whilst
foraging for food and disperse from their natal areas each autumn, so all these recent local sightings
are probably immature Kites.

H owever, breeding birds have spread from the stronghold in mid Wales, near Tregaron and
Rhayader, and there are now several known Welsh nest sites close to the Shropshire border. Two nests
were found in the Shropshire H ills in 2005 and one pair fledged two young in 2006. These are the
first known instances of the species returning to breed in this county since 1876. There are large areas
of suitable breeding habitat in these hills and it appears likely that the population will continue to
increase. Nests are built in large trees, usually oak, beech or larch, on steep hillsides. Because the birds
cover great distances in their hunt for food their nests are difficult to find.

Kites are the same size as Buzzards, but their wingspan is greater, reaching almost two metres (5.5
feet). Kites weigh less, so their flight is more buoyant and graceful and they are also the most
colourful and attractive of our birds of prey. Adults have a pale head and rich mahogany forewing and
body. Seen from below, they have white patches on the wings with black wing tips and a deeply forked
pale tail. Seen from above, the tail is orange and the wing feathers are tawny brown, edged pale with
black tips. They constantly twist and turn whilst foraging, so it is usually possible to see both the
upper and lower plumages at once. Young birds have less bright colouration, and a browner tail.

Around one third die in their first year, but after that the annual survival rate is around 80 percent
and some birds live to 20 or over. Kites usually start breeding when they are two or three years old,
though some start later and the average age of first breeding is just under three.

Mature pairs nest in late March, but pairs breeding for the first time may not have eggs until mid
April or even early May. The usual clutch size is two or three and the incubation period is 31or 32
days, with another 50 to 60 days to fledging, depending on the availability of food and the number of
chicks in the nest. Although the proportion of broods of two or three is slowly increasing, more than
half of the successful nests only produce one fledged young and the average productivity rate is less
than one per breeding pair.

Kites were originally widespread in Britain, but they almost became extinct 100 years ago as a
result of human persecution. Only a few pairs were left in the hills of mid Wales. In the early 1930s
only 11 pairs were known, in spite of intense monitoring, but several of these pairs did not attempt to
breed and in some years only a single chick was raised. Since then numbers have slowly increased,
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assisted by a variety of systematic conservation measures, to 30 pairs in 1972 and more rapidly from
the mid 1980s, finally reaching 100 pairs by 1993 and an estimated 260 pairs in 2000. The
population is now growing much more rapidly and their range has also expanded. By 2004 there were
around 400 to 450 pairs in Wales.

The nest failure rate of Welsh Kites is still high (around 40 percent), particularly amongst birds
breeding for the first time. The eggs were infertile, presumably because of low genetic diversity
(‘inbreeding’) within the base population, in almost one fifth of recorded nest failures and almost as
many failed at around the time the eggs were due to hatch. Egg collecting accounted for a similar
number of failures and poisoning also directly or indirectly accounted for some failed nests. Poisoning
also killed many adult birds, although that, and robbery of nests, is now much more rare.

The original Welsh population has been supplemented from 1989 onwards by birds released from
reintroduction programmes in several parts of England and Scotland, organised by the Royal Society
for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and Natural England. These populations generally have higher
nest success rates and larger clutch and brood sizes than the Welsh population. They do not have the
continuing disadvantage of inbreeding, but, more importantly, they have been located in much more
productive habitat than the barren, cold, wet Welsh hills.

The remnant native population did not chose that location, but managed to survive there because
the very small human population just failed to complete the extermination. As the Welsh population
increases and expands, it too benefits from increased breeding productivity in the more fertile lowland
areas. The various populations should meet up and start inter-breeding in the near future.

Red Kites are mainly carrion eaters in winter and benefit particularly from dead sheep. Small
mammals (voles and rabbits) and earthworms are also an important part of their diet, so the Long
Mynd is a suitable foraging area for the species as it expands. Though there are a few potentially
suitable nest sites on The National Trust property, there are many adjacent woodland areas that appear
to be ideal. As Red Kites have now started to breed in the Shropshire H ills, they should grace the
Long Mynd even more frequently in future.
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Kestrel
Kestrels are resident here and even a short walk in the upper valleys or on the summit plateau is likely
to be rewarded by the sight of one hunting, usually with their characteristic hovering flight. They can
be seen at any time of the year, even in severe winter conditions. H owever, some will move from the
hills into the surrounding lowland areas in winter, so the population then is likely to be less than the
breeding population.

Kestrels are the most conspicuous of the small birds of prey. They are probably the most common
raptor in Britain, and in Shropshire, with a total population size similar to that of the Sparrowhawk,
although on the Long Mynd Buzzards are now more numerous.

Kestrels are around the same size as feral Pigeons. Males have a blue-grey head and tail and a black
tail bar. Females have a brown head and tail, but the tail has black barring. Both sexes have mottled
buffish underparts, but the males’ pronounced black tail bar is also visible from below, whereas the
females’ tail bar is paler and much less pronounced. Juveniles are similar to females. Kestrels are most
easily recognised by the characteristic hovering to catch prey on the ground, giving rise to one of the
ancient names for the species, ‘windhover’.

Kestrels reach breeding condition when they are only one year old. Both males and females can be
seen hunting in April, but females are rarely seen once they start incubating, usually at the beginning
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of May, until they start hunting again several weeks later to help feed well-grown young in the nest.
Males may be seen anywhere at any time, but they do have favoured hunting areas in which they are
seen most frequently. These are areas of heathland with short vegetation at the top of steep banks,
which combine the habitat of favoured prey with up-draughts of air, so Kestrels can see, hover over
and descend on their food.

The usual clutch size is four to six and the incubation period is about four weeks. In common with
other birds of prey, eggs are laid one to two days apart and hatch at the same interval, so the nestlings
are different sizes (see photo). The oldest is dominant and fed first and only when it is full will the
second largest be fed, and so on. Thus at least one young bird should fledge, even in poor food years,
whilst more will survive if food is plentiful. The young fledge about four weeks after hatching, usually
at the beginning of July. Family parties of up to six are seen then, with all birds facing into the wind at
intervals of around 100 metres.

Most nests in the uplands are in old Crows’ nests, usually in H awthorn trees or on crags. Around
seven pairs hunt over The National Trust land in most years. The most common prey of upland
Kestrels is the short-tailed field vole. The diet is supplemented with other small rodents and small
birds. Ring Ouzels used to be seen mobbing Kestrels, so they certainly saw Kestrels as a threat to their
young.

Grazing on the heathland creates heather and grass mosaics, which enable the vole population to
increase, so Kestrels benefit from short grass in the heathland. Nationally, Kestrel is on the Amber List
of Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007, because of a moderate population decline. The Long
Mynd does not appear to hold a disproportionately large part of the County population.
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Merlin
Merlin may be seen occasionally at any time of year, but they are seen more often when their main
prey species, Meadow Pipit, is also present in good numbers, from late March until October.

The male is only the same size as a blackbird and has a blue-grey back and wing, and a buff,
sometimes orange, breast with dark streaks. Females and juveniles are dark brown above and have a
barred tail and heavily streaked underparts. Merlins have a fast, low, direct flight and twist and turn
when chasing other birds.

The Long Mynd is the only known regular breeding site in the County, but the birds are very
elusive. The nesting locations change each year and are kept strictly confidential. Until the end of the
first week in May, Merlins may be seen hunting over any part of the heather heathland and
occasionally a pair will be seen displaying over potential nest sites. After this, the female is rarely seen
until the young are well grown. She sits very tight at the nest, on eggs and small young and may not
even leave the nest if someone passes close by. Males may sometimes be seen perched on a rock
outcrop or tree, close to the nest, but usually they are out of sight or away hunting and they bring
food to the nest only a few times a day.

In common with other falcons, females are significantly larger than males. This is a more efficient
arrangement for feeding growing nestlings. While the young are small, the more powerful female
remains at the nest to guard them and the male brings in small items of food, but when the nestlings
are bigger and need less protection but more food, the female also hunts and brings in larger prey.

Nests are almost always in old Crows’ nests in H awthorn trees on steep hillsides, although
occasionally an old Magpies’ nest may be used. Both male and female defend the nest vigorously
against potential predators, particularly when recently hatched young are at their most vulnerable.
Crows, Ravens, other raptors and even H erons will be vigorously attacked and driven away.

Only one brood is raised, although a second clutch may be laid if the first eggs are lost early. The
clutch is usually four to five eggs. Incubation takes around four weeks and fledging takes around
another four. Merlins are normally most conspicuous in mid July, shortly after the young fledge.
H owever, young from any second, replacement, clutch may not leave the nest until early August. After
fledging, the young birds will be scattered around the hillside near the nest, often perched in other
trees and both adults call loudly to them when bringing in food. The young birds also spend a lot of
time on the wing, developing their aerobatic skills.

The earliest record of confirmed breeding by Merlins on the Long Mynd dates from 1896, but
there is no reason to doubt that nesting occurred on a more or less regular basis both before and after
this date. In more recent times, two pairs were found in most years up until 1990, but only one pair
has been found in most years since then. There was a welcome return to two pairs in 2004 and 2005,
with three pairs found in 2006, the first time this number has ever been recorded.

Merlin is on the Amber List of Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007. Nationally, the
population declined for most of the 20th century and reached a low point of only 550 pairs in the
1960s, a result of the effects of organochlorine poisoning. H owever, it is now making a comeback and
the population has doubled in the last 25 years to its present numbers of around 1,300 pairs.

The Merlins’ main prey is Meadow Pipit. Analysis of prey remains on the Long Mynd in 1985 and
1986 found that the Pipits made up 80 percent and 88 percent respectively and there were no Skylarks
in the 1986 sample. Availability of this prey was thought to be the limiting factor on any potential
increase in the local population, but analysis of prey remains at a plucking post in 2006 found a more
varied diet of small birds, which may account for the welcome increase in population.

Research elsewhere found that sheep grazing had the effect of creating grass areas within the
heather, which provided suitable breeding habitat for Meadow Pipits. H owever, greater levels of
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grazing led to shorter grass and a reduction in the number of Meadow Pipits, which were replaced by
Skylarks. Thus locally the decline to one regular breeding pair is probably due to a reduction in
Meadow Pipits as a result of overgrazing. Although Meadow Pipits are replaced by Skylarks when
overgrazing occurs, this is unhelpful to Merlins, because the Skylarks breed at a lower density and,
more importantly, the Merlins tend not to prey on them. 

Therefore efforts to reduce the sheep population on the Long Mynd will be beneficial for Merlins
if the total area of heath is increased, and longer grass is interspersed with the heather, but will be
counterproductive if the density of heather increases to the extent that the grass is squeezed out and
the Meadow Pipit population is reduced. As the national Merlin population is increasing, there is no
reason why the historic level of two breeding pairs cannot be retained, or even regularly exceeded, if
Long Mynd habitat can be managed to increase the Meadow Pipit population. Monitoring the impact
of the reduction in grazing, including the resulting extent and quality of grassland and consequently
the populations of Meadow Pipit and Skylark, is a key issue that is further considered in Chapter 12.
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Peregrine
Peregrines were seen rarely
10 years ago, but they are
often seen now, most
frequently in the summer
months, but occasionally
throughout the year.
Usually they are seen
hunting over the open
heathland, but sometimes
they can be observed
soaring or perched on
crags. They are the fastest
of birds and feed mainly on
a wide variety of medium-
sized birds, which they
catch in mid air. Pigeons
are their favourite prey and
the lucky visitor may see a
Peregrine ‘stoop’ (dive)
upon or chase a pigeon.

Adults have a white face
with a black moustache
and white breast and wings
with black streaks. The
back and upper wings are
slate grey. Young birds
appear darker, as their
plumage is brownish.

The Peregrine population has increased nationally from its low point in the 1960s, as a result of the
banning of organochlorine pesticides and legal protection from egg collectors and falconers. A
national survey in 1991 found over 1,100 pairs in Britain and the population has continued to grow
since. It is now almost certainly the highest it has ever been.

The first County nest reported to the Shropshire Ornithological Society was discovered in 1987
and the second nest was discovered in 1988. The third nest was not discovered until 1992, but the
number had grown to six by 1994, 13 by 1998 and a few more since. It is rare for one-year-olds to
breed and the number of immature birds seen each year has also increased over the same period.

There are no earlier records of breeding Peregrine in Shropshire. Most nests are on ledges on rock
faces and there are few sufficiently large natural cliffs in the County. H owever, a number of quarries
opened up in the post-war period by the construction and road building industries now provide nest
sites. The usual clutch size is three or four, but young birds breeding for the first time may only lay
two. Eggs are usually laid in early to mid April. Incubation takes around four weeks and fledging takes
another six or so, so young birds may be seen on the wing from mid June onwards.
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Hobby
Several H obbys may be seen in rapid succession on spring passage at the end of April and the first few
days of May, hawking insects over the heather on virtually every warm day.

Their colouration is similar to the Peregrine’s, although from breeding adults having red thighs,
but the H obby is smaller and has a slimmer build. It is slightly larger than the more common Kestrel,
which has a longer tail. In flight, the H obby’s wings are narrower and appear longer and they look
like large Swifts.

Nationally, the population expanded rapidly northwards from lowland heath in southern England
in the last third of the 20th century, but it is still small – probably less than 1,000 pairs. The expansion
of range led to the first confirmed breeding record in Shropshire in 1983. H obbies are very
unobtrusive until young are well grown in the nest, when they become very noisy, so they are easily
overlooked. A displaying pair has been seen locally and nesting is likely in the vicinity of the Long
Mynd, but no evidence of confirmed breeding has been observed to date.

H owever, they nest late and the first clutch, usually of three eggs, is laid in mid June. Incubation
takes four weeks and the young fledge around four weeks later. As the young do not usually hatch
until mid July and fledge in mid August, any H obbies taking prey from the Long Mynd to nearby
nest sites, or calling loudly around the nest when young are well grown, could easily have been
missed, as most fieldwork and birdwatching visits cease by mid July.

Hen Harrier
Although H en H arriers are mainly occasional winter visitors, they are also sometimes seen in May and
in the early autumn, presumably on migration between their winter quarters on coastal marshes and
their breeding moorlands to the north or in Wales.

They are slightly smaller than Buzzards, but the wings are narrower and the tail is longer. Females,
known as Ringtails, are brown with a prominent white rump and juveniles are almost
indistinguishable from them. Mature males are silver-grey, the same colour as Gulls, with a large patch
of black on each wingtip. They are characteristic of heather heathland and marshes and the British
population is supplemented by many winter visitors.

There is now only one remaining regular breeding
site in England and the species is becoming scarce in
Scotland. H owever, in 2006 a pair raised five young in
the Upper Derwent Valley on The National Trust’s Peak
District estate. H en H arrier is now an urgent priority
for conservation and appears on the Red List. The
Long Mynd is undoubtedly suitable breeding habitat if
the population is allowed to increase and expand.

Sparrowhawk
Sparrowhawks, mainly females, are occasionally seen
hunting in most of the main valleys. It is likely that
they have well grown young in the nest at the time, if
they are foraging so far from their preferred woodland
habitat. Pairs certainly breed in the woods at the
bottom of Callow H ollow, Ashes H ollow, Carding Mill
Valley and Stanbatch and they probably breed in many
of the other woods on the perimeter as well. 
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OTHER BREEDING BIRDS
Many other species breed on the Long Mynd. Most of them are common and nest mainly in suburban
gardens, lowland farmland, and/or woodland. As they are not primarily upland birds, the Long Mynd
is not an important part of their habitat. Thus they have not been systematically recorded or studied,
and it is not possible to give an estimate of their population, although some anecdotal comments can
be made regarding the habitat of some.

Some of these species are on either the Red List or the Amber List in Birds Of Conservation
Concern: 2002-2007, and some are Target Species in either the national or the Shropshire
Biodiversity Action Plan, or both. In most cases, the population decline that has led to this listing is
due to loss of habitat in which the species is most abundant, usually lowland farmland. Thus listing of
these species has little relevance to the ecology or habitat management on the Long Mynd. The status
each of these species is given in the Bird Species List in Appendix 2 on page 178, for completeness. If
the Long Mynd is an important part of the habitat of any species, the issues are discussed in the
relevant species account.

The following species have been found to breed on the Long Mynd in recent years:

Canada Goose
Two pairs laid eggs on small islands on the edge of Wildmoor Pool in 1994, which were predated
before they could hatch. Breeding has been attempted subsequently in some years at Wildmoor Pool
and goslings were seen in 1999 and 2006, but Canada Geese have not been seen anywhere else.

Mallard
Pairs are seen frequently on (and flying between) several of the pools on Wildmoor and at the top of
Callow H ollow near Pole Cottage. Nesting attempts have almost certainly been made, but no
ducklings have been seen prior to broods on Wildmoor Pool each year from 2003 onwards.

Red-legged Partridge
The County population is high, as the species is bred artificially on many shooting estates for sport. At
least one pair has taken up residence in Carding Mill Valley, at and above the confluence with Light
Spout H ollow. 

Pheasant
Again, the County population is artificially high because the species is bred for shooting. None were
seen or heard on the heathland plateau, or in the higher reaches of any of the valleys, in the 1990s.
Subsequently, however, Pheasants have spread there and several are now heard on each visit.
Consideration is currently being given as to whether the growing number of this alien species will
have any impact on the other fauna and flora and in particular whether it will impact on the Red
Grouse population.
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Wood Pigeon
Wood Pigeon nest in the lower and middle reaches of many of the valleys. Nests are built in trees,
particularly H awthorns. The species is resident and can be seen at any time of year.

Although no detailed records have been kept, it appears that the population has increased over the
last decade, possibly due to increased availability of Bilberries as food (a direct result of reduced sheep
grazing).

Cuckoo
Cuckoos are heard in late April and May, but less frequently than 10 years ago. They are therefore
likely to breed on the Long Mynd. They are known to parasitise Meadow Pipit, as well as some of the
other species that are common here. H owever, only one young cuckoo was seen during the survey
work of 1994 to 1998, on Round H ill. It had recently become independent of its ‘foster parents’, so
the host species was not observed. No record has ever been submitted to the County Bird Recorder of
Cuckoos breeding on the Long Mynd with a known host and it is likely that fieldwork would have
found more of them if they bred in the upper valleys, or on the heathland, with any regularity.

Green Woodpecker
Green Woodpeckers are regularly seen at the bottom of Callow H ollow, Batch Valley and in Carding
Mill Valley and probably breed there. They nest in holes in mature trees and eat ants on short grass, as
well as insects and larvae taken from trees.

Great Spotted Woodpecker
These Woodpeckers are seen less frequently than Green Woodpeckers.
They too nest in holes in mature trees, but mainly eat insects and
larvae taken from trees. They are therefore more restricted to the
mature woodlands at the edge of The National Trust property, but
probably breed in the gardens in Carding Mill Valley as well.

House Martin
H ouse Martins build nests on some of the houses in Carding Mill
Valley, as well as in the towns and villages surrounding the Long
Mynd. They are seen frequently, hawking for insects on the hillsides
of Carding Mill Valley and Townbrook and sometimes in other
valleys too. Occasionally, they venture onto the heathland plateau.

Wren
Wrens nest in all the valleys, usually in heather bushes. Altitude is not a limiting factor – they can be
found in the upper reaches of Ashes and Callow H ollows, above 400 metres. The species is resident
and can be seen at any time of year.

Dunnock
Dunnock nest in small numbers in many parts of The National Trust property and are usually seen in
the vicinity of gorse bushes, which probably provide both nest sites and sources of food. The species is
resident and can be seen at any time of year.
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Robin
Robins are found in small numbers in all the larger clumps of trees, including the top of Callow
H ollow above 350 metres. The species is resident and can be seen at any time of year.

Blackbird
Blackbirds nest in all the valleys that have groups of scattered trees. They are more common than Ring
Ouzels and are found in the same areas, so care must be taken to separate them. The species is resident
and can be seen at any time of year.

Song Thrush
Song Thrush breed in the gardens in Carding Mill Valley, but are rarely seen or heard elsewhere.

Mistle Thrush
Mistle Thrush almost certainly breed in the trees on the hillsides of many of the valleys. Small family
parties may be seen during June, but in late June and early July large flocks of this species can be seen
moving around the Long Mynd, presumably feeding on Bilberries and Rowan berries. Many of the
reported sightings of Merlin turn out to be Mistle Thrushes.

Grasshopper Warbler
This skulking warbler is rarely seen and is easy to overlook, but it has been heard singing at dusk at the
top of Ashes H ollow and on Wildmoor, in suitable breeding habitat. It almost certainly breeds here.

Whitethroat
Whitethroats are usually found in the trees and
hedgerows of lowland farmland, but the
population on the Long Mynd has been increasing
since the mid 1990s. Five upland territories were
occupied by 1998, in the upper reaches of Ashes
H ollow, Light Spout H ollow, Bilbatch (two) and
Manor Farm Batch, all above 400 metres.
Numbers have increased substantially since then.
They are usually seen in the vicinity of gorse
bushes growing on the heathland, which probably
provide both nest sites and sources of food. They
are summer migrants and can be found on the
Long Mynd between May and September,
although they are rarely seen after mid July.

Willow Warbler
After the Meadow Pipit, Willow Warbler is probably the most numerous bird species on the Long
Mynd. It is dependent on trees, but pairs appear to need only one tree in their territory and a pair
regularly nests at the top of Callow H ollow at 440 metres. Willow Warblers are summer migrants and
can be found on the Long Mynd between April and September, although they are rarely seen after
mid July.
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Goldcrest
Goldcrest are resident in large numbers in the forestry plantation in Minton Batch and in small
numbers in the gardens in Carding Mill Valley. Occasionally they might also be seen or heard in the
scattered deciduous trees on the various valley sides.

Blue Tit
Blue Tits breed in small numbers in the groups of scattered trees in the lower valleys. Occasionally,
family parties can be seen feeding in the scattered trees in the upper reaches of the valleys in the
second half of June, but it is likely that they have recently moved up the valley, rather than bred at the
higher altitude. The species is resident and can be seen at any time of year. 

Great Tit
Great Tits breed in small numbers in the groups of scattered trees in the lower valleys. Like Blue Tits,
family parties can be seen feeding in the scattered trees in the upper reaches of the valleys in the
second half of June, but it is likely that they too have moved up the valley, rather than bred at the
higher altitude. The species is resident and can be seen at any time of year.

Magpie
A few pairs of Magpies nest in the scattered trees on the valley sides. The species is resident and can be
seen at any time of year.

Carrion Crow
Carrion Crows breed at high density. Pole Cottage is a regular site and more than 40 nests were found
in the upper valleys and heathland edge in 2006. There are other nests in the lower valleys. In the
upper reaches of valleys small hawthorn trees are used as nest sites and the nest may be as little as eight
feet or so above the ground. The species is resident and can be seen at any time of year.

Chaffinch
Chaffinches nest in the scattered trees on the sides of all the main valleys and in the clump of trees at
Pole Cottage. The species is resident and can be seen at any time of year.

Goldfinch
Family parties of Goldfinch can be seen from July onwards, feeding on the thistles and other seed-
producing plants that grow in the acid and wet flushes at the spring-line on the heathland edge.
H owever, none are seen there earlier in the breeding season, so the species may not actually breed on
The National Trust property. It does, however, breed in the gardens of Carding Mill Valley.

Linnet
Linnets are partial migrants, and many overwinter in Britain; few, if any, can be found on the Long
Mynd between October and March. They breed in small numbers at the head of some of the valleys,
where trees, heath, gorse and wet flushes are found close together. They are also found in some of the
larger clumps of gorse.

The species is an important component of the upland bird community of the Long Mynd, but it
has not been mapped because it is not territorial – it breeds in small loose colonies and flies large
distances to feed. It is therefore difficult to establish the size and distribution of the breeding
population.
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PASSAGE MIGRANTS

Many birds can be seen during March, April or May as they rest and refuel on the way to their
breeding grounds further north. Some of these have wintered in Britain, while others have come from
much further south – the Mediterranean or Africa. The winter visitors are often seen in very large
flocks prior to departure, but the first Swallows are here before the last Redwings and Fieldfares have
departed.

Often, the migrants that arrive from the south and pass through are seen at the same time as those
that arrive and stay here for the summer to breed. In these cases, the residents and the migrants cannot
be separated.

Wheatears are an interesting exception to this trend. The birds that breed in the Shropshire H ills –
and those that go further north into Britain and northern Europe – arrive from mid March onwards.
Those going to Greenland are a different race; they are slightly larger and have more brightly coloured
plumage. They pass through in mid May and they can be seen feeding on short grass anywhere on the
Long Mynd plateau. Breeding Wheatears are not seen in the same places, because they also need
rabbit holes or rock crevices for nest sites within breeding territories.

Small parties of Ring Ouzel also pass through in mid April. The slopes of Ashes H ollow, where
grass is interspersed with short heather, are the most likely places where they can be found. Two recent
examples have proved that these are migratory birds and not residents.

Firstly, singing male Ring Ouzels have very distinctive local dialects. The song in some parts of the
country is unrecognisable to birdwatchers from other areas. A male heard singing in Ashes H ollow in
2003 had a northern dialect and sounded unlike any Ring Ouzel previously heard singing on the
Long Mynd. Secondly, a one-year-old male seen on the Long Mynd in 2002 had a barely noticeable
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white gorget – the feathers needed to wear more, as they would on the migration further north, for
this bird to acquire its breeding plumage. Subsequent searches did not relocate either of these birds, or
the parties of which they were a part, confirming their status as migrants.

More H obbies are seen in late April and early May than later in May. They hawk the insects over
the heather on the summit plateau and might be seen anywhere between Pole Cottage and Wildmoor.
The number of H obbies seen then increases again in late May and June, when the air temperature rises
and the number of large flying insects makes it worthwhile for H obbies that live in the vicinity to
come up and hunt in the same area.

H en H arriers have been noted on the plateau on passage in May and, several years ago, an Osprey
was seen high over the A49 near Church Stretton, following the road north.

There is a tendency for Red Kites to winter near the feeding stations in central Wales and then
disperse or migrate in March and April. Some of the Kites seen locally in recent years may be such
migrants.

Pride of place as the most spectacular, but scarce, passage migrant must go to the Dotterel. They
are very unusual, because the male incubates the eggs and broods the young and many people believe
this to be the most beautiful of all wading birds. A few pairs breed in the highest parts of the Lake
District, northern Pennines and southern Scotland, but most of the small British population breeds in
the Scottish H ighlands. Considerably more breed in arctic Europe and Asia.

The British population appeared to increase substantially in the 1980s and 1990s and this, perhaps
coincidentally, was accompanied by an increase in records from the Long Mynd. Dotterel were
recorded in three of the 10 years in the 1980s and six years in the 1990s. H owever, none have been
recorded since 1998 (up to 2006), in spite of an intensive daily survey in 2000. The reason for this
change is unknown.

The vast majority of sightings were on the short grass adjacent to the road between the Gliding
Station and Pole Cottage. Almost all were within the period 25 April to 10 May, with 5 May being
the average. There are also a small number of records of Dotterel returning south in late August and
mid September.
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WINTER BIRDS
Fieldfare, Redwing and other Winter Visitors
Winters in Britain are much milder than those in northern Europe, where snow covers the ground for
several months of the year. To avoid these harsh climate conditions, many of the birds that breed up
there spend the winter here.

The winter thrushes – Fieldfare and Redwing – are one of the highlights of a visit at this time of
year. Both move round in flocks that might number several hundred. H owever, they are not restricted
to the uplands and might be seen anywhere in the hills and dales.

Fieldfares are like Mistle Thrushes, but have a grey head and rump, brown wings and back and a
black tail. Redwings are slightly smaller than Song Thrushes, but they have a prominent white eye-
stripe and their underwings and flanks are red. The red colour can sometimes be seen when the bird is
perched or feeding on the ground, but is most clearly visible in flight. Both these thrushes eat berries
and fruit and initially work their way through the Rowan trees on the hillsides.

Around a million of each of these two bird species come to Britain for the winter. The Fieldfare
mainly comes from Scandinavia and Redwing comes from both Scandinavia and Iceland. Both have
characteristic chattering calls (although the Fieldfare is much louder), so finding the flocks is easy.
Flocks usually contain both species and often include our native Thrushes.

Other winter visitors that might be seen around the foothills are Bramblings, which are very
similar to Chaffinches, but with a yellow bill, orange (not pink) breast and white rump. Most of the
Bramblings also come from Scandinavia, but some come from as far east as the Urals. They feed on
beech mast, so the number coming to Britain each year varies considerably, depending on the
abundance of the beech mast both here and abroad, which fluctuates from year to year.
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Perhaps the most attractive winter visitor to the
area, although it is scarce, is Golden Plover, a wading
bird that breeds on wet moorlands to the north. They
mainly come from Iceland, which holds more than
half of the world’s breeding population, although
there are small breeding populations in the uplands of
Wales and northern England and a larger population
in Scotland.

There is usually a small flock on the Long Mynd,
in the H igh Park area, which may be seen wheeling in
the sky or feeding on short grass and the bare wet
ground from recent heather burns. They are almost as
big as Lapwings (bigger than Mistle Thrushes) and
the upper parts (back and wings) are distinctive
speckled gold and black. In winter the breast and belly
are whitish, unlike the summer breeding plumage,
when their face and front are black.

Large numbers of winter visitors supplement the
small resident Snipe population, but they are also
accompanied by small numbers of Jack Snipe. Snipe
have a very long bill (a quarter of the bird’s total
length), but Jack Snipe have a much smaller bill.
Unlike Snipe, they do not call when they are flushed
and they have a slower, more direct flight – they do
not zigzag or fly straight upwards like Snipe.

Snow Buntings occur in ones or twos in some
winters. The really lucky visitor to the Long Mynd
plateau will see a H en H arrier, or possibly a Short
eared Owl. The former are characteristic of heather
heathland and marshes and the British population is
supplemented by many winter visitors from the
Continent. A ringtail has overwintered in the area in
several recent years and, when they were more
common, both male and female passage birds were
also occasionally seen in May.

Short eared Owls are smaller still and are
predominantly a tawny buff colour, with dark patches
on the wings and a whitish typical owl flat face. They
have relatively long rounded wings and hunt in
daylight in winter, mainly for voles and other small
mammals. They travel far and wide and are mainly
birds of open country, breeding on heather moorland
and usually wintering on coastal estuaries. The British
population is supplemented by continental birds in
winter and those seen locally are probably migrants
from northern Europe.
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Resident Birds
Most of the breeding birds desert the
area in winter, apart from Red Grouse,
which stay all year. The cold light of a
winter dawn is one of the best times to
see, hear and count this species.

The males, which have a prominent
red ‘comb’ above each eye, are at their
most conspicuous whilst establishing
and defending their breeding
territories, from October right through
until the start of the next breeding
season. Though they are most active in
the first couple of hours after dawn,
they can be seen and heard any time of
the day on the heather plateau,
especially around Pole Cottage,
Shooting Box and Boiling Well.

The Stonechat population has
increased rapidly, because of the recent
run of mild winters, and a few now
overwinter on the Long Mynd, usually
on the open heathland or heads of the
valleys. Some Meadow Pipit and Wren
also stay on the heathland plateau all
year, unless it is covered with thick
snow. Buzzard and Kestrel, along with
the common woodland and garden
birds, are also usually seen and Dipper
and Wagtails can sometimes be found
in the streams. Finally, small flocks of
non-breeding Ravens can be seen and
heard feeding on and flying over the
open heathland. Early in the new year,
breeding birds can be seen displaying
over their nest site and may already be
building the nest.

Species List
The appendix lists all birds seen on and
around the Long Mynd and gives a
complete picture of what might be seen
on a winter visit. 
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CONSERVATION PRIORITIES FOR THE UPLAND
BIRD COMMUNITY
The detailed research carried out by the Long Mynd Breeding Bird Project is described in Appendix 1
on page 164. It has enabled the population and population trend for each species to be considered
locally and nationally, particularly in relation to the Red List and Amber List in Birds of Conservation
Concern: 2002-2007.

A set of criteria to judge which species should benefit from active conservation measures has been
agreed by The National Trust. This gives priority to those species where a significant proportion of the
Shropshire population breed on the Long Mynd. The Trust has also accepted specific responsibility to
seek to safeguard, and wherever possible increase, the breeding population of these priority species,
primarily though maintaining and enhancing their habitat.

Criteria
The agreed Criteria are:

•  Species that are primarily dependent on upland habitats and for which the Long Mynd is
particularly important
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•  Priority species for conservation action that have already been identified, through Birds of
Conservation Concern: 2002-2007, and the Shropshire Biodiversity Action Plan

•  Amongst the upland breeding bird community for Upland Moorland and Grassland in the criteria
used by Natural England for selecting Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs)

Priorities
The resultant priorities are:

1. Very High Priority
•  Species on the Red List in the Birds Of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007
•  Species on the Amber List in the Birds Of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007
•  Species primarily restricted to the uplands
•  Species targeted in the Shropshire Biodiversity Action Plan
•  And the Long Mynd holds more than five percent of the Shropshire population

2. High Priority
•  Species on the Red List in the Birds Of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007
•  Species on the Amber List in the Birds Of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007
•  And the Long Mynd holds more than one percent of the Shropshire population. The population 

data for each species, application of the criteria, and resulting priority, is detailed in Appendix 1, 
Table 1 on page 165.

Priority Species
Applying these priorities to the population data in the Table in Appendix 1 gives the following list of
Very H igh Priority and H igh Priority Species:

Very High Priority High Priority
Teal Curlew
Merlin Skylark
Red Grouse Grey Wagtail
Snipe Redstart
Tree Pipit
Meadow Pipit
Whinchat
Stonechat
Wheatear
Ring Ouzel
Reed Bunting
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Habitat Management
The descriptions of these Very H igh Priority and H igh Priority species in the earlier parts of this
chapter and the detailed results of the Long Mynd Breeding Bird Project outlined in the Appendix
show that all have particular needs and each occupies a specific habitat niche. Often a combination of
vegetation types must be present in each breeding territory if pairs are to be able to survive and
produce enough fledged young to sustain or increase the population. In some cases, the habitat
requirements of one species conflict with those of some of the others.

Thus any land management that affects the vegetation mix and its condition will benefit some
species and disadvantage others. H owever, doing nothing will equally affect the quality and quantity
of the habitats available.

The National Trust has to strike the right balance between the different habitats and often
conflicting requirements of birds, other wildlife and people. The management work that is already
carried out has been described in Chapter 2 of this book.

The Long Mynd Breeding Bird Project made a series of detailed recommendations to ensure that
the Trust manages the Long Mynd for the benefit of the priority bird species and these have all been
considered. Some required fine tuning of existing management practice, such as better targeting of
bracken spraying, restricting it to the plateau, thereby benefiting Red Grouse, Skylark and Whinchat.
Some required new action, such as creating new pools with shallow margins, to benefit Teal, Snipe
and Reed Bunting. In these cases, where decisions have already been taken and action is underway, the
details have been included in the relevant preceding species accounts.

Some recommendations have been considered and rejected, such as damming springs near the wet
flushes to increase the area of wet ground, as the intended raising of water levels would have an
unacceptable impact on other non-avian wildlife.
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Many recommendations need further research work and analysis, such as establishing the
distribution, age and condition of the existing trees, to see if natural regeneration will maintain the
existing habitats, or if some planting (or clearance) is necessary. All action needs careful monitoring, to
check that the desired outcomes are achieved and there are no unintended and undesirable
consequences.

The reduction in grazing is likely to have a major impact on the habitat and population of many
species, particularly where they have conflicting requirements, such as Meadow Pipit and Skylark. At
this stage the outcome cannot be forecast with any degree of certainty. The issues that have not yet
been resolved and the further work necessary to plan the management of the Long Mynd for the
benefit of scarce upland breeding birds are considered further in the final chapter of this book,
Looking to the Future. 
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MAMMALS

Mammals on the Long Mynd are not well recorded and are little understood. Between September and
October 2002, Sue Evans recorded several species in the Pole Cottage enclosure, including Common
Shrew, Pygmy Shrew, Field Vole, Bank Vole and Wood Mouse. Furthermore unidentified vole runs
and burrows (probably belonging to Field Vole) are present throughout the heather and these animals
form an important food for kestrels and visiting short-eared owls.

The annotated species list below represents a summary of our present knowledge:

Water Shrew
We have a record of one Water Shrew, just outside The National Trust boundary in 2003, in the
stream that flows out of Carding Mill Valley. The aquatic Water Shrew is larger than other shrews and
its black dorsal fur contrasts sharply with its white underparts. Found in all kinds of water habitats,
from fast-flowing, unpolluted streams to stagnant pools, it’s also regularly found some distance from
water and can be a major prey item of hunting barn owls.

Common Shrew
Several records from Pole Cottage in 2002 are the only records.

Pygmy Shrew
Several records from Pole Cottage in 2002.

House Mouse
Recorded in and around buildings in Carding Mill Valley and probably widespread in the district, the
H ouse Mouse was once the third most common small mammal of arable land, but has declined from
its former abundance in the 19th century, due to changes in farming and improved rodent control. It’s
rarely found in open countryside, preferring houses and outbuildings where food is more readily
available.

Wood Mouse
Several records from Pole Cottage in 2002 and recorded recently at Chalet Pavillion.

Yellow necked Mouse
This species has been recorded in and around buildings in Carding Mill Valley, where it can be
destructive. It has also been recorded to the south of the Long Mynd at Brokenstones, H orderley. The
Yellow necked Mouse is uncommon in the UK, preferring areas with ancient woodland and higher
summer temperatures, and is regularly found in the English–Welsh border counties.
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Water Vole
There have been no recorded sightings of Water Vole on the Long Mynd, despite searches of
Wildmoor Pool by Shropshire Mammal recorder John Macintosh. ‘Ratty’ out of Wind in the Willows
is the largest vole and also the fastest declining mammal in the UK, losing over 90 percent of its
former numbers over the past 20 years. Predation by the introduced American Mink and degradation
of its habitats are the main reasons for the decline.

Bank Vole
Several records from Pole Cottage in 2002.

Field Vole
Several records from Pole Cottage in 2002.
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Mole
Widespread around the boundary and also recorded in the enclosed fields in the Batch Valley and on
the summit in the improved grassland around old sheep feeding sites, the Mole is supremely well
adapted to life underground; the head is set into the body and its eyes and ears are concealed by thick
black fur. Moles are not popular with farmers because the soil from molehills results in poor
nutritional value for silage, but they feature highly on the list of prey species taken by owls and herons.

Brown (Common) Rat
To date, we have no records, but the Brown Rat presumably is present. The species only arrived in the
UK around 1782 from the Baltic/Scandinavia regions, displacing the Black Rat, which was
widespread in earlier times. Today, they are found anywhere in the presence of humans and human
waste, especially near farm buildings, refuse tips and waterside vegetation. Where breeding conditions
are favourable they can produce five litters per year, with up to 11 young, but are also preyed upon by
owls, foxes and cats.

Grey Squirrel
Grey Squirrels are abundant around the boundary and in the vicinity of trees. In 2005, two were seen
on the top of the hill from the Portway over a kilometre from the nearest tree. Introduced to Britain in
1828, the Grey Squirrel has successfully invaded most of the UK, displacing our native Red Squirrel
in the process. The latter species is now confined to a few island sanctuaries in the south, the
Lancashire coast and Cumbria and still widespread in Scotland.
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Brown Hare
Brown H ares occur in the farmland surrounding the hill, with occasional individuals recorded on the
hill and amongst the heather. Most likely introduced to Britain during Roman times, the ‘Mad March
H are’ has become a familiar part of our countryside, but is commoner in the lowlands with large open
fields and diverse arable landscapes.

Rabbit
Abundant and the most important wild mammal in ecological terms, the Rabbit is both a major
grazer and an important food source for predators such as Buzzards, Foxes, Weasels and Stoats. The
Rabbit was also introduced into the UK, by the Normans in the 11th century, who farmed them in
warrens for their fur and meat.

The virulent myxomatosis virus was introduced in 1953 and killed 99 percent of the Rabbit
population of 100 million. H owever, as a single female rabbit can produce 25 young, the Rabbit is
making a determined comeback to regain its former numbers.

Weasel
Weasels are present, but their numbers are not known. The smaller counterpart of the Stoat, it lacks
the black-tipped tail of its larger cousin and is a fierce predator of small rodents, especially Voles, who
form a major part of its prey. The larger male also hunts young Rabbits and Rats and when mammal
numbers are low, it is also an efficient predator of birds.

Stoat
Although the Stoat is present on the Long Mynd, its numbers are not known. They are seen more
frequently than the Weasel, however. A family party observed in the vicinity of Narnells Rock, Ashes
H ollow in 2003 is evidence of breeding. Stoats prey on larger mammals, such as Rabbits, Water Voles
and Brown Rats, many of which are caught in their burrows. Their populations vary with the
abundance of prey; the Rabbit’s comeback has been very good news.
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Polecat
Polecat tracks and signs were detected on the hill in 2004 and a corpse was found in Carding Mill
Valley in 2004. Two roadside corpses on the A49 in recent years suggest a local population is present.
Polecats used to be widespread and common across Britain but they suffered heavy persecution and by
1915 were largely restricted to mid Wales. The 1993-1997 Vincent Wildlife Trust survey identified a
slow recovery of their population and an expansion from their range in Wales into the English
Midlands, so their appearance locally is perhaps to be expected.

Mink
Minks have not been recorded, but are probably present along the margins of the Long Mynd. The
American Mink is a member of the Weasel family and a relative of Stoats, Otters, Polecats and
Badgers. The species was introduced into the UK for its fur in 1929 and soon escaped into the wild.
The last decade has seen a decline in numbers, possibly as a result of increasing numbers of otters,
who see them as an alien competitor to be killed at every opportunity.

Otter
Otters are regular visitors from nearby rivers. A set of tracks in the snow was followed for half the
length of Minton Batch in March 2004, an artificial otter holt was constructed in 2005 and fresh
Otter spraints were found around the holt in 2007. A secretive semi-aquatic species that was once
widespread throughout Britain, otters are restricted mainly to Scotland, especially the islands and the
northwest coast, Wales, parts of East Anglia and the West Country.
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In the late 1950s and early 1960s Otters underwent a sudden and catastrophic decline throughout
much of Britain and Europe. The cause was probably the combined effects of pollution and habitat
destruction, particularly the drainage of wet areas. Persistent organochlorine pesticides, which otters
accumulate in their bodies because they are at the top of the food chain, were in widespread use at the
time.

While otters completely disappeared from the rivers of most of central and southern England in
just 50 years, their future now looks much brighter. There is evidence that in certain parts of the UK
the Otter is now extending its range and may also be increasing locally. H owever there is no room for
complacency. Otter populations throughout England are still very fragmented and the animals breed
slowly.

Bats
Bats are present in the valleys and at Pole Cottage. Although there is no information about which
species are present, they probably include the common and widespread species, such the two
Pipistrelles, Brown Long-eared, Daubenton’s, Noctule, Brandt’s and Natterer’s bats. All records of
bats on and around the Long Mynd will be welcomed for future editions of this guide. At the time of
printing a single Lesser H orseshow Bat was found adjacent to the Long Mynd. 

97
Main photo: Otters are returning to former haunts
Inset: Construction of Otter holt

©
 w

w
w

.w
ild

st
oc

k.
co

.u
k

© Pete Johnson



Badger
A common and increasing species on the hill, small sets being used by solitary animals appearing
throughout the hill. Larger family sets usually occur at lower elevations. Badgers are nocturnal and are
rarely seen during the day. When not active, they usually lie up in an extensive system of underground
tunnels and nesting chambers, known as sets.

Badgers live in social groups of four to 12 adults, but only one female in a social group normally
breeds, although occasionally two or more may do so. Litters of two or three cubs are usually born in
February. Badgers are widespread in Britain but are most common in the south west, rare in East
Anglia and only thinly distributed in Scotland. The maximum life expectancy of a badger is about 14
years, though very few survive so long and they are often only seen as road kills.
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