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Executive Summary

The Moorland Association responded to the consultation on behalf of its members, who own and/or manage more than 700,000 of the estimated 800,000 acres of heather moorland remaining in England and Wales.
“The primary objective of the Association is to prevent the continuing loss of heather moorland and secure its future”

In its response to the review, the MA:

· Accepts that all regulations and codes of practice should periodically be assessed, particularly in relation to the Grass Burning Code as issues are being raised about the wider environmental impact of burning. The Code should be reviewed to ensure it is in line with current scientific understanding, assuming the concerns raised are real and based on sound science.

· The Moorland Association is surprised that English Nature regards the review as contributing to meeting public service agreements target 3. 

If there is cause for concern over burning on SSSIs, EN can withhold consent or take action under the Countryside & Rights of Way Act 2000. Changing the Code or Regulations will make no difference to the ability of English Nature to meet target 3.

The MA’s concern over using The Burning Review Science Panel and Report:

· The issues reported on and the time given was inadequate to provide a full scientific basis against which questions could be considered.

· A review of the current science on burning related issues was broadly acceptable, but had highly personal conclusions and recommendations which received widespread criticism.

· On almost every issue further research is needed and more information required.

· Proper scientific studies should be initiated by Defra and EN to allow various factors to be addressed. Some – carbon sequestration and release, water run off, hydrological management and erosion - have only recently been raised, many without reliable scientific. All require dispassionate, scientific assessment and burning practice should be amended on the basis of such a review.

“We are not satisfied that Defra has the scientific information to implement such a review and it would be appropriate to defer the considerable work required to amend the Regulations and Code”

Two scientific papers cast doubt on some of the reasons given to support the claim that burning is environmentally damaging:

Claim: Ground which has not been burnt for a significant period showed benefits for carbon sequestration when compared to land more recently burnt.
MA Response: Preliminary work by The University of Essex at Mossdale, N. Yorkshire, suggests the rate of sequestration is significantly greater when heather is regularly burnt in the building phase, improving, not threatening carbon lock up.

Claim: Lichen diversity is detrimentally affected by burning.
MA Response: A review by Birmingham University considered by the Panel did not support this view and a new study on the Mar Estate, Scotland, suggests diversity is greater before heather reaches its mature state.

“These examples show unsupported allegation is not a suitable basis for changing established burning practice.

Much more research is required before heather moorland can be properly assessed as being in unfavourable condition because of any particular pattern or frequency of burning.”

The Importance of Burning in Grouse Moor Management

The MA:

· Does not accept that the assessment made of the condition of heather moorland SSSIs by EN is correct or representative

· Does not accept the criteria for assessing condition put forward by the JNCC is correct for England and Wales

The condition was assessed by EN officers based on personal opinion and a handbook compiled without reference to moorland owners, not utilising the evidence available, or the experience of owners and gamekeepers.

The JNCC has produced Common Standards Criteria to remedy that historic subjectivity, but without consulting moorland owners. Differences in Scotland, England and Wales relating to climate, personnel and burning management mean the same standards and requirements cannot be imposed on all.

70% of heather moorland in England and Wales is designated SSSI, the majority is also designated as SAC and/or SPA. The only area where heather remains in England is where it has been maintained by grouse moor owners and their gamekeepers – where there is no incentive to manage or maintain it, heather has been lost.

“The remaining heather moorland comprises a habitat unique in Europe and one regarded as being of the highest international importance”

· Systematic burning to renew heather before it reaches full maturity or degeneration is necessary for maximum grouse production. Such grouse production pays for the moorland management that has created and maintains the SSSI and provides the wider environmental benefit

Failing to ensure a proper burning regime:

· Mature and degenerative heather represents a considerable fire risk in dry periods, intensified by a higher risk of accidental fires caused by increased public access. The risk and consequences of wildfire are reduced if a fire starts in an area under active burning rotation.
“International research shows if the fuel available doubles, the fire’s intensity quadruples”

· NOT burning raises as many questions and represents as many risks as the problems said to arise from inappropriate burning. The consequences and risk of damage from wildfires is likely to be enormously greater

In considering the options for change Defra should not fetter the ability of the gamekeeper to continue traditional responsible mosaic burning which has produced and continues to produce, a habitat which is so highly valued and is assessed as being of ecological importance

Read on or download the Association’s full response

