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Foreword
by James Stanford, Chairman of the AONB Partnership and Teresa Dent, Chief Executive of the GWCT

James Stanford and Teresa Dent. (Hugh Nutt)

I am delighted to have been asked to write the foreword for this excellent publication.
Not only am I sharing the page with my uncle, James Stanford, but the Cranborne and
West Wiltshire Downs AONB is a very special landscape to me. I have lived and worked
within it almost all of my life. Our rolling hills, wooded valley sides, water meadows and
steep hangings – to me – epitomise all that is beautiful about the English countryside.
There are other family connections as well. James’ father, my grandfather, JK
Stanford, was a prolific author and ornithologist, and many of his books on shooting,
hunting and country life evoke this landscape too. James, brought up in the Woodford
Valley returned to Wessex on his so-called retirement from business and charity
work some 15 years ago and remains an enthusiast supporter and participant in
countryside activities and a great advocate for the AONB and the countryside it
seeks to preserve.
Now that I have the privilege of running the Game & Wildlife Conservation
Trust (GWCT) (formerly The Game Conservancy Trust) we have welcomed this
opportunity to continue the long history of collaboration and friendship between
ourselves and the Cranborne Chase and West Wiltshire Downs AONB. The first
Chairman of the AONB partnership panel was Dr. GR Potts, my predecessor at the
Trust, and he brought in his colleagues to assist the fledgling AONB team with data
acquisition and management in 2002. GWCT then helped start the ‘Raising our
Game’ programme in 2006 by researching game management across the AONB,
and we have since worked together on farmland bird conservation, grey partridge
conservation and communications.
In this document we discuss and describe game management in the AONB. We
bring out the positive contribution that game management makes to the natural
beauty of the landscape, to the sustainability of the community’s businesses, and
culture of the area. We flag up possible negative impacts and show how these can
be tackled without compromising game management success. We also outline how
game could contribute even more positively to both conservation and landscape
with a view to strengthening its position as a prime driver to the future conservation
and enhancement of the Cranborne Chase and West Wiltshire Downs AONB.
Our organisations recognise that the sport of shooting has historically shaped
and carved our landscape. We believe that modern game management should grace
not mar it, and we are determined it should continue to strengthen the character
and function of this, one of the nation’s most precious landscapes.

James Stanford and Teresa Dent

Synopsis

Game management makes a positive contribution
to the landscape. (D. Blake)

In Part 1 the management of game shooting as it occurs within the Cranborne
Chase and West Wiltshire Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB)
is described. Fishing and hunting with hounds are also considered, but due to its
overwhelming predominance as a land use and field sport in this area, it is game
shooting that is the main focus. We describe how the character of the modern
landscape of the Area has been affected by past game management and explain what
is involved in game shooting.
In Part 2 the management of the main quarry species and some of the issues
around that management are discussed in detail.
In Part 3 we pick out the exceptional characteristics of this nationally designated
area as a series of game management landscapes. We give detailed landscape
character descriptions and explain the relevance of game management to the
conservation and enhancement of the areas.
In Part 4 we make suggestions as to how some of the challenges presented
to and by game managers can be overcome to provide better solutions for game
management and the wider landscape within which it takes place.
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Introduction
In the production of Raising Our Game, we have tried to achieve four main aims:

1. To increase levels of awareness and understanding about the impact
and heritage of game management in the AONB.
Game shooting raises emotive issues that many people would rather avoid all
together. In the Cranborne Chase & West Wiltshire Downs we do not have the luxury
of avoiding this issue, nor do we seek it, because game management and the AONB
are, and have been, inextricably linked. We believe that we have a duty to cut through
the emotive issues and present an objective view of what is one of the most significant
land uses in this nationally important area.
In order to achieve this aim we are seeking to raise the level of awareness and
understanding regarding landscape with game managers, and regarding game shooting
with local and national Government, wildlife charities, funding organisations and other
bodies that make or deliver rural policies.
We are also seeking to inform and enhance understanding among those individuals
who may live and work in the area, but who may not necessarily be involved in game
shooting or other field sports, and other folk from further afield who may be visiting
or have an interest in the area.

2. Support good game management practices and associated businesses.
The AONB Partnership recognises the contribution that game management (and
game shooting in particular) can make to the environment, the economy and the
communities of the area. One of the purposes of this document is to differentiate
between practices that support the three pillars of sustainable development
(environment, community and economy) and those practices or omissions that can
detract from them.

3. Broaden views and knowledge of land owners and sporting tenants.
Our previous research has indicated that most game management decisions in the
AONB are taken by the people who own the land. Therefore, it is vital to us that they
understand the impact of their activities and that we demonstrate a deep understanding
of their motivations and aspirations. It is only through mutual understanding that we will
achieve mutually supportive relationships within the AONB.

4. Effect cultural and behavioural change in game managers.
In the everyday duties of a gamekeeper there is much that he or she can do to
conserve and enhance the outstandingly beautiful landscape in which we all live. There
are also examples of poor practice that have the potential to do lasting damage to
wildlife and landscape. Poor practice can also increase the public misconceptions about
game shooting and fail to conserve the extraordinary heritage of game management
that we have inherited.

David Blake and Mike Swan
April 2011
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Part 1. Game management in the history of
the AONB and its effects that we see today
Within the AONB there were three areas recognised as having been Medieval hunting
forests: Selwood Forest in the north-west, Grovely in the north-east and Badbury
in the far south-west. There is also one large hunting chase, the Cranborne Chase,
a geographical name still in modern usage. These ‘hunting rights’ (the special rules
which governed these areas, established in the Medieval period 1066 -1485) have
had a lasting impact on the character of the landscape, the development of land uses
and the appearance of the area as it is seen today. This is especially the case with the
Cranborne Chase which was not disenfranchised until 1829.
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Roe deer kids. (D. Blake)

Taking Cranborne Chase as an example, the Chase as a whole is dotted with Medieval
deer parks and warrens; their relationship with the enveloping Chase (in terms of
status and function) needs further study, however, they are part of the centuries long
hunting tradition of the area

Deer Parks of the AONB

The landscape has also been affected by the history of ownership over Chase rights.
This was in Crown hands in the Medieval period, but was transferred to the nobility in
the post-Medieval period. This period saw five main families vie to control these rights.
The changing political fortunes of these families can be read, not only in the way the
landscape was managed, but in the grand houses and parks these families constructed.
The Inner Chase Bounds, centred on Tollard Royal, form an area in which these
restrictions were most rigorously enforced and were split into a series of five Walks.
Outside of this main area both Chettered Walk and Alderholt Walk were also
important foci within the overall Chase bounds. These walks coincide with surviving
areas of ancient semi-natural woodland and lodges.¹
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Post disenfranchisement, it was fox hunting rather than the pursuit of deer that became
the focus of hunting activity in the 19th Century. Modern fox hunting has many of its
earliest roots in Cranborne Chase. The first pioneers of fox hunting lived and hunted
in this area. Thomas Fownes of Stepleton, was one of the first people to hunt foxes
in the modern manner in England, establishing a pack in the early 18th Century. His
torch was carried on by Peter Beckford, Thomas Grove of Ferne and above all by
James Farquharson who hunted for over 50 years.² The legacy of the heyday of fox
and hare hunting is still visible in the landscape through place name evidence, such as
‘D Covert’ and ‘Hare Covert’ for small woodlands and ‘Kennel Pond’: the places where
coverts were created (woodlands in which foxes and hares might be found) and the
location of kennels. The AONB is now part of three fox hunt ‘countries’: the Wilton,
the Portman and the South and West Wiltshire. It is also part of two hare hunting
countries: the Pimpernel (Royal Signals) Beagles and the Wiltshire and Infantry Beagles.
Fox and hare hunting have now been greatly altered by the Hunting Act 2004 which
came into force on 18 February 2005. Hunting continues with drag hunting and some
forms of exempt hunting, but to all intents and purposes the Medieval par force hunt
and its successors has ended. The Hunting Act may be repealed in the future, but at
the time of writing there are no definite plans to do so.
The emphasis of modern game management is on the shooting of driven pheasants
and red-legged partridges. At least 20 million gamebirds are released into the British
countryside each year³, over 0.5 million of them are released in to the AONB4.Therefore,
between two and three percent of the national total of gamebirds are released into

RAISING OUR GAME | 7

Deer are once more a highly valued sporting
quarry in the AONB. (D. Blake)

about 0.4% of the land area, indicating that this is a nationally important area for the
rearing and release of gamebirds and the business of game shooting.
In recent decades, the deer of the Chase have once again become valued as
quarry and food. Roe deer, although a native species, were reintroduced to southern
England in the 19th Century and are now the most common deer species in the
AONB. The fallow, having been introduced to areas such as Cranborne Chase for
hunting in the Medieval period, are still common; especially on Cranborne Chase.
These species have been joined more recently by muntjac, sika and the occasional
red deer from the New Forest. Modern woodland deer stalking uses knowledge and
techniques imported from continental Europe, particularly Germany, in the 1950s
and 1960s. Many of the architects of that revolution, such as Richard Prior and AJ De
Nahlik, hail from this area. During our research in 2006 we asked respondents about
their deer culling operations. The 33 people in our sample who had shot roe deer in
the past year had accounted for 754 animals between them. The numbers of fallow
culled was less, 183 animals, and most were being taken in the centre of the AONB,
with low numbers on the periphery. The numbers of stalking outings to shoot roe that
were sold, varied considerably across our sample, with a total of 237 outings sold. The
value of the deer stalking is apparent and it is certainly the case that deer are once
more a highly valued sporting quarry in the AONB.

Game shooting: basics and historical background

The Guns are positioned in a valley and Beaters
can be seen appearing over the hill. (M. Swan)
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The concept of shooting driven game is very old, but it really took off in the Victorian
era, when the invention of breach loading guns and ready to use cartridges made
reloading quick and easy. Until this time, muzzle loading guns meant that it took a
relatively long time to ram a succession of components; powder, wadding, shot and
then more wadding, into the muzzle end of a gun. This meant that many birds could
fly past while the shooter was busy reloading.
With the new guns, it was now possible for shooters (the Guns) to keep pace
when relatively large numbers of birds were scared into flight. This quickly led to the
development of driven shooting as we know it today. With royal patronage adding
to its social appeal, driven shooting rapidly became the normal way of pursuing

gamebirds. Gamekeepers would employ teams of beaters to gather up and flush out
the game over carefully placed lines of Guns. People with retrieving dogs would also
be employed to stand behind the guns to retrieve the shot birds, and especially to
hunt for any that were wounded.
The Cranborne Chase and West Wilts Downs AONB area has a history of driven
shooting that mirrors the national trend, but more recently, it has achieved a special
status because of the particular ‘quality’ of the shooting that it offers. This is related
to the character of the landscape, the basic ballistic capabilities of the shotgun, and
the type of driven shooting that has become popular and fashionable over the last
40 years.
Because of its ‘scattergun’ ballistics, the shotgun has a relatively limited range,
and it is generally accepted that it will only kill effectively to a range of about 40 or
45 metres. At the same time, it has always been the case that in driven shooting,
successfully killing a bird at or near the maximum range of the gun has been a cause
for particular congratulation by fellow Guns. This has led to an increasing demand for
birds to be shown as high over the Guns as possible, and the steep chalk valleys of
the AONB have proved particularly well suited to this. Indeed, over the last 40 or 50
years it is probably true to say that some of the shoots in the area have been pioneers
in developing this particular type of shooting.
It is important to remember that the older tradition of walked up shooting lives on
in the AONB too. The majority may use modern breach loading guns and cartridges,
but the basic scheme of an individual shooter or small group hunting for their game
with the aid of their dogs remains unchanged. This type of shooting, which is often
called ‘rough shooting’, may be less of a challenge in marksmanship terms compared
with high driven birds, but it still brings its own satisfaction. It also requires different
skills in terms of ‘hunting’ instinct and gundog training and handling.

Retriever dogs are used to gather dead and
wounded birds. (M. Swan)

The Cranborne Chase and West Wilts Downs
AONB has achieved a special status because of
the quality of the shooting that it offers. (D. Blake)

RAISING OUR GAME | 9

Game shooting is a major land use. (D. Blake)

Socio-economic impact of game shooting within
the AONB
During 2006 and 2007 we carried out research into the socio-economic impact of
game shooting in the AONB. Although this is presented in more detail elsewhere5,
we have summarised some of the findings here. We know that most shoots in the
AONB are small-scale and non-profit making; activities that produce sport rather
than a financial surplus. Therefore, this area benefits from a large number of what are
effectively ‘not-for-profit’ organisations, but privately owned and financed, that deliver
a wide variety of tangible and intangible public benefits; with no draw on the public
purse, but that do make a contribution in terms of local and national taxation and
that trade locally.
We collected basic area data from 82 game shoots which covered just over half the
area of the AONB. Of those respondents, 45 of them gave two hour interviews during
which more detailed information was gathered.These game shoots covered 38% of the
area of the AONB. Some of the key findings were that:

Over 70% of the landowners we spoke to owned and managed the game
resources on their land.
Out of 42 shoots and fisheries, only 10 supported a full-time gamekeeper.
Volunteer gamekeepers cover more area than part-time gamekeepers; nearly
one-third of our sample area. There were a total of 30.5 full-time equivalents
employed as either gamekeepers, river keepers or stalkers: this was spread
over 43 individuals. Of these people, 16 were provided with housing. The
provision of housing enabled 16 families to locate within the villages, send their
children to local schools and take part in community life. These houses, if they
were not occupied by gamekeepers’ families, might not be occupied by land
workers at all and might even be holiday homes.
The majority of shoots are operating on less than 20 days in total. Only one
shoot in our sample operated on more than 40 days a year.
The vast majority of shoots in our sample shot less than 200 birds on a typical
shoot day. Also, two thirds of them were killing less than 100 birds in a day.
Thirty eight percent of guests travelled less than one hour to get to the game
shoot location, 48% travelled between one and three hours. About 10% of
our sampled shoots had guests that travelled from further afield, and these
tended to be the larger shoots.
Of the 40 game shoots who told us about this aspect of their business, only
two did not provide food and other refreshments during the day. Half of the
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sample provided a home-cooked meal while the other half was split between
using a local pub or a local contractor to come in and provide refreshment at
a shoot lodge. Three quarters of the sample said that they always insisted on
locally sourced ingredients.
From this information we were able to reach some key conclusions
regarding the impact of game shooting on the local economy:
The management of game is a major motive for landowners to acquire, retain
and manage land.
Direct full-time employment in game management is small, but part-time
employment and voluntary activity is significant and the provision of housing
is also significant in small communities.
Most game shoots are modest organisations, but there are many of them.
Most shooting guests and clients are local residents or from within the
region, but there is a significant number of people coming from further afield
and overseas.
Game shooting is a significant customer of the local hospitality sector.

Shooting is a genuinely inclusive community activity.
(M. Swan)

The social and cultural importance of game shooting
in the AONB
In addition, our research revealed a great deal about the social impact of game shooting
that seems to have been historically undervalued, in particular regarding the voluntary
contributions of labour that are an important aspect of shoot management.
Beaters (whose role on a shoot is to frighten the birds into flight) and pickers-up
(whose role on a shoot is to retrieve shot birds and use dogs to find the wounded
birds) may be paid a small amount on shoot days to reimburse their expenses and
recognise their contribution, but many of these people take part to learn more
about the countryside, to enjoy a day out with friends and neighbours and to
enjoy the camaraderie of a co-operative activity in the fresh air. There can also be
significant side benefits made available in the form of such things as sport shooting or
fishing opportunities and access to game meat. From the perspective of the AONB
Management Plan, in which there is strong support for volunteering across all age
groups, beating and picking up has a great deal to recommend it. It is an activity that
can bring people in the same locality together, bring people from different generations
together and has no inherent bias towards young or old, male or female. It is a
genuinely inclusive community activity that promotes healthy outdoor exercise, social
cohesion and an appreciation of the landscape and culture of the AONB.
If our game shooting sample is extrapolated to cover the whole AONB and it
is assumed that all shoots are operating on the same day, then there would be 118
shoots, with 1,180 beaters, 354 pickers-up and close to 1,000 people shooting. A total
of 2,534 people, or 8.5% of the population of the AONB.
How does this compare with major sports such as cricket and football? Within the
AONB there were estimated to be 26 football teams. We estimated that each team
required a minimum of pool of 20 participants in order to field 11 players, giving a
total participation of 520 with about 290 people actually playing football on a Saturday
afternoon when all the teams are in action; 0.96% of the population of the AONB.
This indicates that, in this area, shooting includes about eight times more people
than what is regarded by many to be ‘our national game’. It should also be considered
that football has a comparatively narrow participation: predominantly teenage and
young adult men who are relatively physically fit. In contrast, shoot days will include a
greater range of ages, physical abilities and skill levels. It is equally accessible to women
as men and does not require any special expertise at entry level if you start off as a
beater rather than a shooter.

An estimated 2,500 people are involved in
game shooting in the AONB. (D. Blake)
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Habitats managed for game in the Chalke Valley. (D. Blake)

Part 2 Issues associated with game shooting
The impact of game shooting on natural beauty
It is important to recognise that game management has a significant impact on the
landscape of the AONB. As well as being a driver for the retention of many landscape
features, game management is involved in the creation of many new ones such as farm
woods and cover crops. When they are well designed, these features can enhance the
landscape and the characteristics that make this area so exceptional.
On the other hand, such features, when poorly designed, can detract from
both the functional and the aesthetic characteristics of the landscape. Poor design,
of woodlands for instance, can cause long-term damage to the visual quality of
the landscape. The landscape can end up being poorer for wildlife or suffer other
dysfunction as a result of shoot related activities such as game releasing and feeding
when these activities are carried out without due consideration. In this section, we
consider some of the issues around the practice of game shooting.

The Code of Good Shooting Practice
The Code of
Good Shooting
Practice 2008
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The Code of Good Shooting Practice is a voluntary industry standard devised and overseen
by the major game management, shooting and land management organisations of the
UK. It is designed to provide guidance on how shoots are organised, and covers game
management and conservation as well as safe shooting.
The Code first came into being over 20 years ago, and it has been revised and
updated many times. This has taken account of changing times and new scientific
understanding, not least as a result of the research carried out by the GWCT. Most
of the time, the Code is simply there for guidance when needed, but there is also a
procedure for dealing with complaints. Thus, while adherence to the Code is voluntary,
in practice, on the infrequent occasions where significant breaches occur, the Code
Committee is usually able to exert some influence in resolving the problem.
Copies are freely available from The Secretary, Code of Good Shooting Practice,
BASC, Marford Mill, Rossett, Wrexham, Clwyd LL12 0HL. Or can be downloaded from
www.basc.org.uk/en/codes-of-practice/code-of-good-shooting-practice.cfm

Game shooting and nature conservation
The wildlife and habitat management that is carried out by gamekeepers, riverkeepers
and deer stalkers is often held up as one reason why game shooting and other
field sports should not come under further restrictive statutory regulation. In the
2006/2007 AONB research we examined this claim and found that the amount of
nature conservation work carried out by shoots was determined by staff capacity:
almost all the work was being done on larger more commercial shoots that employed
permanent gamekeeping staff. The larger landholdings carried out proportionately
more woodland thinning and larger estates with employed gamekeepers carried
out considerably more work on their rides; an observation repeated in the case of
grasslands and hedgerows. However, it should be borne in mind that the professional
gamekeepers of the AONB do not have a great impact on the strategic management
of the land. It is the shoot owners that tell the gamekeeper what to do and when to
do it, often with little feedback from the gamekeeper. The gamekeepers have great
autonomy about how things are done and the methods used in game management,
but the long-term benefits of habitat management work may not be seen as a priority
by their employer.
Our research revealed that the AONB is an area where shoot managers exist
amongst a rich, diverse landscape of semi-natural and agricultural habitats, where a
great deal of nature conservation work is being carried out through agri-environment
and woodland grant schemes, and where there is a superb inheritance of game
habitat. Therefore, many land managers may not find it necessary to carry out
additional habitat conservation purely for game. In addition, considering the voluntary
nature of much of the game management activity, many small shoots and fisheries have
a low capacity to undertake habitat management works.
In the future, we hope to see much more habitat improvement being carried out by
shoots for game and wider wildlife benefits as well. If game shoots utilised populations
of wild game rather than purely relying on released birds, then there would be a greater
incentive to manage habitats, reduce populations of pests and predators and make a
greater contribution to the conservation of nature in the AONB.
To give an idea of the scale of the reliance on released gamebirds, we estimated
the combined average bag of released pheasants and red-legged partridges across the
AONB to be about 200 per km². However, from our own research we know that the
average bag of wild game species is much lower:

This maize game crop has a wild bird seed mix
alongside it. (AONB)

Wild mallard – 6 per km².
Other wild duck – 3.5 per km².
Brown hare – 4.4 per km².
Woodcock – 1.9 per km².
Snipe – 1 per km².
Although the bag of brown hare is higher than in most parts of Britain, wild game is
a very small part (about 8%) of what game shooting is about and consequently its
conservation does not involve much of a gamekeeper’s annual work.

Game shoots could support the traditional
management of heritage features such as
hedgerows. (M. Swan)
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The feeding of gamebirds

Feeding gamebirds by hand. (M. Swan)

A well chosen feeding site away from sensitive
habitats. (M. Swan)

Poor practice in feeding gamebirds can significantly
increase populations of grey squirrel leading to
higher damage levels to trees. (D. Blake)
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Gamekeepers need to feed their pheasants and partridges. This applies to captive
birds which are being reared for restocking, and to birds in the wild. Developing a
good feeding programme is fundamental to a successful shoot and an essential part
of effective gamekeeping.
Gamekeepers mostly feed wheat to adult pheasants and partridges, although
smaller quantities of other grains like maize, peas, beans and sunflowers may well
be supplied too. For every thousand gamebirds released, about 10 tonnes of food
will be required. This provision of food to gamebirds in the wild presents useful
feeding opportunities to other birds too. So, while most keepers will do their best to
discourage scavenging by the likes of pigeons and rooks, they will be very happy that
smaller seed eating birds such as yellowhammers, greenfinches and reed buntings are
benefiting from their activities.
Historically, most game feeding was carried out by hand with the keeper scattering
corn for his birds on a daily basis as he walked around his ‘beat’. Today, most autumn
and winter feeding is divided between spinning corn out from a moving vehicle,
and the provision of food in ‘self-service’ hoppers. The latter system has become
particularly popular in that it ensures that food is always available to the birds, avoiding
the need for daily scattering.
Feeding of corn to game brings potential problems as well as benefits. Even the
most efficiently cleaned wheat will usually contain some weed seeds. This combined
with the dunging effect from feeding pheasants, and perhaps some poaching or other
soil disturbance, gives perfect conditions for weedy species to flourish. This may not
pose particular problems in cultivated cover crops, but could easily be damaging to
sensitive native flora in habitats like ancient semi-natural woodland or chalk downland.
The easy solution to this is for the keeper to take care to choose less sensitive habitats
for feeding sites.
Where hoppers are used these are usually made from second hand plastic
or metal drums. By the very nature of what is needed for game feeding they are
often sited in prominent positions where they can often conflict with the landscape,
especially if brightly coloured. The simple expedient of painting in a more neutral
colour such as green or brown will make them less obtrusive, and it is also often
possible, and indeed beneficial, to choose more sheltered and therefore less visible
positions for them.
Game feeding can also bring pest problems, with both brown rats and grey
squirrels being attracted to and sustained by feed sites. Advice on management of rat
problems is given on page 36. In the case of grey squirrels it is clear that gamekeeping
activities can bring problems for forestry and woodland conservation interests.
However, they are a nuisance to
keepers through causing damage
to feed hoppers. In practice,
GWCT research has shown that
there is no significant difference
in squirrel populations between
woods with game management
and those without. This reflects
the fact that some gamekeepers
carry out significant squirrel
control, while others do not.
However, it is normally possible
to use the fact that they are
attracted to feed sites to work
up an efficient control plan. This
is clearly an area where game
management interests could be
making a better contribution to
the enhancement of conservation
in the AONB.

Game crops and wildlife
Crops planted for game have value to a range of other wildlife. Because they are left
unharvested through the winter shooting season, they can provide shelter for a wide
range of species in what is otherwise a hostile and bleak winter landscape. In most
cases they also provide a useful food resource. This can vary from the seeds of mature
plants, through valuable growing shoots for various grazers, to insects and invertebrates
which live on, or in the environment provided by the cover crop plants.
Comprehensive studies led by the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT)
and British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) have given a detailed insight into which
species of birds choose which cover crops, and why6. Thus, for example, kale provides
moist soil conditions which encourage worms and other invertebrates, providing
valuable winter foraging for blackbirds and other thrushes. Also, when the plants are
kept for a second year and allowed to seed, the pods attract a range of small beaked
finches and buntings including linnets and the nationally rare tree sparrow. Similarly,
the larger seeds of sunflowers are a great resource for larger beaked species like
the greenfinch.
One of the most commonly grown cover crops in the AONB is maize.This provides
excellent autumn and winter cover for pheasants and partridges, and is essential to the
success of most shoots. However, maize alone has rather limited wildlife value, and it
can also be a problem in providing both food and harbourage for rats. We believe that
many shoots could reduce their maize area to some degree, and choose other more
wildlife friendly alternatives to grow alongside it.
If done imaginatively, this need not compromise the success of the shoot, but would
increase the contribution to biodiversity in the AONB. Also, many of the alternatives
which could be chosen could qualify as Wild Bird Seed Mix under Entry or Higher
Level Stewardship (ELS and HLS), and therefore potentially be eligible for grant aid.
A change of this sort could also be beneficial to breeding birds. By leaving kale
to seed in its second year, for example, shoots can provide both nesting cover and
a summer foraging area for some species. Also, early spring established cereal based
crops can provide excellent brood-rearing cover for pheasants and partridges, as well
as an invertebrate rich foraging area for songbirds like finches and buntings, which also
need insects to feed their chicks.

Chris Bright of Bright Seeds demonstrates a crop
consisting of kale, quinoa and triticale which is an
excellent alternative to maize. (M. Swan)

Crops grown for game are of huge value to other
wildlife including the nationally rare tree sparrow.
(P. Thompson)
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Releasing pheasants and the effects on
woodland conservation

The wood anemone and dog violet, both species
highly susceptible to trampling and other effects
near release pens and feeding sites. (T. Rich)

Wherever possible shoots should avoid
siting pheasant release pens in Ancient
Semi-Natural Woodlands. (T. Rich)
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Large numbers of pheasants are released each autumn within the AONB, and it is clear
that this has the potential to disrupt natural processes. The large majority of pheasants
are released into specially constructed pens in woodland, and the Game & Wildlife
Conservation Trust has studied the impact of this for many years. This work has been
summarised in the GWCT publication Guidelines for sustainable gamebird releasing.
There is no doubt that high densities of birds can have a damaging impact on
woodland flora, both through direct impacts such as trampling and nutrient enrichment,
and also indirectly through the effects of feeding and other management. However, the
GWCT’s work has shown that these problems are kept to a minimum when release
pen densities are kept below 1,000 pheasants per hectare of pen (700 per ha in ancient
semi-natural woods, but see below).
Parallel studies have also shown that game management really does bring an incentive
for improved woodland management7 and that this in turn improves biodiversity in
woods where game management takes place. The GWCT therefore recommends that
pheasant pens should not occupy more than 30% of available woodland area to ensure
that any potential harm from game releasing can be more than balanced by improved
management over the whole woodland area.
There is also a precautionary approach to Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland
(ASNW), and other sensitive sites or habitats. This says that wherever possible shoots
should avoid siting pheasant release pens in these habitats, choosing plantation woodland
or other lower value sites if they can. Ultimately, if ASNW must be used to house a pen,
the recommendation is that this is not stocked above a density of 700 per hectare.
In general the most biologically diverse, and therefore the most sensitive, part of
a wood is the edge. At the same time, woodland edge is the most favoured part by
pheasants, and sunny woodland edge areas are important to the health and welfare
of released pheasant poults. In circumstances where there are not enough sunny rides
or glades within the wood to keep poults healthy, there can be a strong temptation to
take the release pen fence outside the wood to include the only sunny area available.
This inevitably places high pressure on the edge habitat, and may cause significant
damage to biodiversity.
There are further problems when the pen comes out of the wood too. One is
that pheasant poults sunning themselves in this area are particularly prone to attack by
sparrowhawks and other birds of prey. Another is that the pen fence breaks out into view,
where it can only be described as a blot on the landscape. All considered, therefore, it is
far better for shoot managers to address the woodland management issues needed to
provide a good release habitat for their birds within the wood. Providing the right habitat
mosaic for this is also likely to improve the biodiversity of the woods concerned.

Game management and the restoration of our
finest woodlands

Far too many non-native shrubs, such as
rhododendron, have been planted. (P. Thompson)

The AONB has large areas of ancient woodland, well over 7,000 hectares, which are
either left over from the Medieval period or was established before 1750. There are
also large areas of old woodland that have been felled and replanted, often with nonnative species. Although some of this has been planted with game in mind, it is also
important to recognise that much has been established for forestry reasons to help
the national timber resource.
Many of these areas of Plantation on Ancient Woodland Sites (PAWS) still have
remnants of the native shrub and ground flora that have survived under the planted
trees. Today, these sites are widely seen as a target for restoration to a more ‘natural’
tree and shrub cover, with a view to conserving native flora and fauna.
From the game management point of view, many of these PAWS sites are also of
poor quality from the game habitat point of view, with dense canopies, and very little
of the lower growth that gives shelter to gamebirds. So, in many cases, game interests
can work together with broader conservation objectives, to progressively clear the
alien planting, and re-establish more natural cover. Whether this is done by replanting,
or simply allowing nature to take its course once the clearing has been done, depends
upon what remains.
Another key issue that shoots need to address is the planting and maintaining of
alien shrubs for game cover. Far too many areas of native woodland have been planted
with non-native shrubs such as laurel, rhododendron and Japanese honeysuckle (Lonicera
nitida). In most cases these shrubs contribute very little in game cover terms, while
suppressing native species, and potentially spreading to become a serious problem.

The empty understory of a Douglas fir stand in an
ancient woodland in the AONB. (AONB)

Japanese honeysuckle planted alongside an
otherwise beneficial planting. (D. Blake)
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Game covert woodlands - what to do with
poor plantations?

A mature shelter belt at Stockton, showing that
well managed farm woodlands can produce good
timber. (D. Blake)

Isolated game covert woodlands in the landscape.
(D. Blake)
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Alongside the more natural woodlands and forestry areas within the AONB many
small woods have been planted, mostly with their use for game shooting in mind.
In particular, there was a strong period of woodland planting between about 1950
and 1980. At this time, forestry grants were mainly aimed at replacing the denuded
national timber resource, and grant support was particularly strong for planting fast
growing conifers.
This, plus the perception that conifers were particularly useful as pheasant cover,
led to the use of large numbers of non-native trees in new small woods. Most of these
woods were laid out in very angular shapes that do not flow with the landscape, and
this was often accentuated by the use of evergreen conifers, particularly Lawson’s
Cypress, around the outside to give wind shelter. The resulting ‘picture frame’ effect
often accentuated the clash with landscape.
Today, many of these woods pose a dilemma in landscape, forestry and game
conservation terms. Under thinning has meant that many of these woods are now
very difficult to thin, since removal of trees makes what is left very unstable in high
winds. Lack of access for machinery can often make management hard to achieve.
At the same time, with the lower branches now largely lost due to shading from the
canopy, many of these woods offer fairly low shelter value at ground level where the
pheasants live. This means that they are now failing in their prime function as pheasant
coverts, as well as offering limited conservation value and contain no valuable timber.
In many cases these woods were planted with rather limited shrub inclusions
because the grants on offer were aimed at timber production. Also, it was commonly
regarded as good practice to use alien shrubs because they were thought to offer
better pheasant cover than natives.Thus, many game covert woods contain species like
laurel, rhododendron, and Japanese evergreen honeysuckle, all of which can be invasive
in varying degrees. Complete removal of these shrubs may well be too big a step on
many shoots, but progressive reduction and replacement with native shrubs, whether
by planting or natural regeneration is highly desirable. This will stop the introduced
invasive species from taking over natural habitats and spreading out into the wider
countryside. It will have great benefits for species of invertebrates that derive no
benefit from the introduced shrubs, but will thrive in the presence of the natives;
bolstering the base of the food chain that sustains other animals.
Wherever these game covert woods are stable enough to allow progressive
thinning, this is clearly a good course of action, especially where it is possible to favour
native tree species while removing the conifers and ‘picture frame’ evergreens. It is
also very valuable to thin and progressively remove alien invasive shrubs. This in itself

is likely to allow a more valuable native ground flora to develop, as well as helping to
reduce the way in which these woods clash with the landscape.
In many cases it should also be possible to use peripheral planting with native trees
and particularly shrubs, to extend these woods into shapes that follow the contour
and landscape more sympathetically. In this way a more rounded shape of wood is
formed which much more closely mirrors the remaining areas of ancient semi-natural
woodland and scrub.
Scrub planting in this way should also have the advantage of helping to partially
screen the existing trees. Scrub is a habitat that has been removed from many places
and this kind of planting will help to restore this valuable wildlife habitat within the
AONB. The extra shelter offered will also be very beneficial in terms of pheasant
holding too. Such plantings may well also be eligible for grant aid through HLS.
Where thinning of these woods is considered to be too dangerous in terms of
enhanced risk of wind throw, it may be best to accept that they should be clear felled
and replaced with more conservation and landscape friendly plantings. This will mean
that there will be a period of very little cover value until the new trees and shrubs
have established, however, this may be partly offset by imaginative use of cover crops.
When carrying out this sort of replant, serious consideration should also be given
to using shrubs only and avoiding trees. This may be much more in keeping with the
landscape, as well as giving all that is needed in game covert terms.
Another ‘multi-use’ approach that may be worth considering would be to plant
trees to be used in a coppice rotation as firewood. This is likely to be an increasingly
attractive option in future as the desire to use renewable energy increases. Depending
on soil type and situation, ash or sweet chestnut would be particularly appropriate
species to choose. However in both cases it would be important to include shrub
and scrub areas in the planting plan to ensure best value for game and other wildlife.
Also, to avoid mirroring some of the problems faced in existing areas it would be
necessary to ensure that regular coppicing was practiced if game and wildlife value is
to be maintained.

Looking across Roakham Hill there is a strong
visual contrast between the natural woodlands
in the foreground and the planted woods in the
distance. (D. Blake)

Woodland edge management. (M. Swan)

RAISING OUR GAME | 19

Grey partridges and the challenge for game shooting

Grey partridges. (Chris Knight & Simon Smart)

Mark Loader is Cranborne Estate’s first dedicated
grey partridge keeper. (D. Blake)
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The wild grey partridge is native to the AONB and was once a common and
widespread species. Today, in common with much of the UK, the population is much
reduced, and most shoots have stopped shooting them. Much of the decline is
known to be as a result of the same causes as the general decline in farmland birds.
Intensification of agricultural production means that there are fewer insects to feed
chicks, and nesting habitat is often degraded. This in turn makes nesting birds generally
more vulnerable to predation. Also, the populations of many predators have increased,
and this undoubtedly causes greater pressure on the partridges too.
All this has meant that whereas once the average gamekeeper was heavily focused
on caring for grey partridges, today it is reared and released pheasants and red legged
partridges (often referred to French partridges or ‘Frenchmen’) that have become the
key concern. Although most shoots accept this as the reality, they would love to see
a revival of the grey partridge population. This is both for its own sake, and ultimately,
for the prospect that there may be enough partridges present to allow a return to
some modest wild partridge shooting.
The GWCT is the national lead partner in the grey partridge Biodiversity Action
Plan, and it is encouraging to report that there is evidence that the population has
stabilised nationally. It is also true to say that flagship projects in various parts of the
country have shown that it is possible to restore populations.
In 2011, the Cranborne Estate, spanning the Dorset and Hampshire borders,
appointed a full-time gamekeeper dedicated to the conservation of wild grey
partridges. Mark Loader is the first gamekeeper to be dedicated to wild grey partridge
conservation in the AONB for many decades. The estate intends that the existing,
core population of wild partridges on the estate will not gradually slip into extinction
as it has done elsewhere. Eventually, it is intended that the estate will once again be
home to a plentiful and robust population of grey partridge that will sustain one or
two shooting parties each year.
Much of what is missing for partridges can be restored by implementing some
of the options available in the Government’s Entry and Higher Level Environmental
Stewardship Scheme that rewards farmers for implementing habitat creation and
conservation measures. Given an improved environment from this, shoots should
then begin to see significant improvement in population as a result of their efforts
through feeding and predation control. This in turn should also help a range of other
farmland birds, and help the image of game management as a force for more general
conservation within the AONB. Clearly, if this is to work well, it is essential that game

managers understand how to integrate their various efforts successfully, and they
should therefore be ready to seek expert advice to help do this.
Meanwhile, those who still have a few wild greys need to do everything they can
to look after them. In particular, it is essential to understand that wild greys should not
be shot if their autumn population falls below 20 birds per 100 hectares. Developing
a strategy to avoid even the occasional accidental shooting of a wild grey is not easy,
but it is important for this popular gamebird.

Higher Level Stewardship can be used to create
a landscape fit for grey partridges as seen on the
Arundel Estate in Sussex. (AONB)

Releasing gamebirds close to species-rich
chalk grassland
Because large numbers of gamebirds, and especially red-legged partridges, are often
released in the cover crops that crown the chalk escarpments, concern has sometimes
been expressed about possible damage to the sensitive steep slopes below. These
chalk escarpments often carry some of the last remaining ‘unimproved’ species-rich
grasslands in the world simply by virtue of being too steep to plough. Clearly, if release
pens were sited on these escarpment slopes there would be huge potential for
damage, and it is vital that shoots do not do this. Provided that red-legged partridges
are released in the cover crops, or in the case of pheasants in nearby woods, there
is little risk to these valuable and sensitive grassland sites. Other important measures
are to avoid siting feeders on these slopes, and to make sure that vehicles only use
the existing tracks, and that these are not over used.
Detailed research by the GWCT has shown that there is no measurable impact of
gamebird releasing if these key rules are followed. Full details of the GWCT’s work and
guidance on this subject are given in the GWCT publication Guidelines for Sustainable
Gamebird Releasing and also enshrined in the Code of Good Shooting Practice.

Species rich chalk grassland at Barrow Hill,
Ebbesbourne Wake. (T. Rich)
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Tidy gamekeeping

Fence batteries left to decay. (D. Blake)
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Although it is now generally accepted that good gamekeeping helps conservation,
many people are still critical of some aspects of what gamekeepers do. In particular,
there is often criticism of messy or untidy activities. For example, faced with the risk
of predation by the likes of owls and sparrowhawks on pheasant poults in the release
pen, many keepers put up bird scarers. Game feed bags are often printed with big eyes
or other scary features, for the very purpose of being hung near vulnerable poults.
Such devices can have a significant deterrent effect, especially when newly erected.
However, familiarity breeds contempt and the effect will wear off. Double pity then,
that many gamekeepers fail to take these down when no longer needed. First they will
be less effective if needed again, but second, they jar on the eyes of any passer-by who
happens to see them, surely acting as a bad advert for the profession.
There are many aspects of a gamekeeper’s work that can be environmentally
beneficial if done well or detrimental if done badly. In general it is easier and more
efficient to follow the neat and tidy route, or at the very least to tidy up the mess when
it is no longer needed. In the context of the AONB, hill top cover crops are often
chosen for red-legged partridge release sites. The pens that are used are rarely pretty,
and too often they are left out in prominent positions long after they are needed. As
well as being unsightly, this is in breach of The Code of Good Shooting Practice.
Another less visible problem is derelict pheasant release pens and the associated
equipment that get left behind. Although GWCT advice is generally to maintain the
same release sites, and not over stock, some shoots find that they need to move,
perhaps because of disease contamination. When this happens, far too often the old
pen is left to tumble down, perhaps being left ‘in case we need it again in a year or
two’. The result is a gradually decaying fence that is almost bound to act as a wildlife
trap, which gets harder to remove the longer it is left, leaving metal, plastics and other
contaminants that are harmful to wildlife and the environment.

Pest and predator control by gamekeepers

Tools of a gamekeeper’s trade. (M. Swan)

Fox. (D. Blake)

One of the hardest parts of game management for many people to accept is the
control of predators. However, it is essential to recognise that this is a critically
important part of the average game management programme. As well as being
essential to a successful shoot enterprise, good predation control has the potential
to deliver useful conservation benefit to a range of other wildlife species. The GWCT
publication Singing fields, gives an account of just some of the GWCT research that
has shown this to be the case.
Almost all game managers within the AONB will be carrying out at least some
fox control, for example. Without this they would expect to sustain unacceptable loss
rates from their newly released gamebirds that would undermine the viability of their
shoot. Other species which may well need to be controlled will include American
mink, stoats, rats, grey squirrels, magpies and crows. All of these species can have an
impact on game at some stage of the life cycle.
Many keepers fail to realise that scientific research by GWCT and others has
made significant progress in our understanding of predation and how to control it. At
the same time, several of the tools of the trade have also been refined and improved
in many ways, making them more humane and more target specific. As with rodent
control, most keepers could benefit from refresher training of the sort offered by the
GWCT, to improve their effectiveness and increase their understanding of predator
prey relationships.

Tunnel trap. (M. Swan)

Pheasant eggs eaten by a crow. (D. Blake)
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Part 3. The relationship between the
special qualities of the landscape and
game management
What is an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB)?
An Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) is exactly what it says it is: a precious
landscape whose distinctive character and natural beauty are so outstanding that it is
in the nation’s interest to safeguard them. Created by the legislation of the National
Parks and Access to the Countryside Act of 1949, there are 38 AONBs in England
and Wales covering nearly 20% of the two countries. The Countryside and Rights of
Way Act, 2000 (the ‘CRoW’ Act) strengthened their protection, ensuring the future of
AONBs as important national resources. Their care has been entrusted to the local
authorities, Government organisations, local and national charities, community groups
and, most vitally, the individuals who live and work within them.
AONB landscapes range from rugged coastline to water meadows and from
rolling chalk downland to upland moors. Each AONB has been designated by reason
of the area’s special qualities: its ‘natural beauty’. This term may sound odd to some
people, seeing that there are no wholly ‘natural’ landscapes in Britain. However, it is
the term we use to describe not only the scenic qualities of the landscape, but also it’s
flora, fauna, geology, social history and cultural associations. Above all, ‘natural beauty’
describes the function of the landscape and the long interaction between its physical
and biological aspects and the people it supports; the way in which people have
utilised and husbanded the natural resources of the area.
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Introducing the Cranborne Chase and West Wiltshire
Downs AONB
Overview Map

Cranborne Chase AONB

Crown Copyright. All rights reserved.
Wiltshire County Council 100023455. 2006.
Produced by Cranborne Chase and West Wiltshire Downs
AONB office

Map Scale 1:256121
Date: 17 October 2006
Compiled By: HB

26 | RAISING OUR GAME

AONB Office, Castle Street, Cranborne, Dorset, BH21 5PZ
Tel: 01725 517417 Fax: 01725 517916
www.ccwwdaonb.org.uk

The Cranborne Chase and West Wiltshire Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty
is a landscape of national significance. The primary purpose of AONB designation is
the conservation and enhancement of natural beauty. Natural beauty includes wildlife,
scientific, and cultural heritage. In relation to their landscape characteristics and quality,
National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty are equally important
aspects of the nation’s heritage and environmental capital.
Anyone would be forgiven for thinking that ‘natural beauty’ must, by definition,
be in the eye of the beholder. However, the assessment of landscape character is an
objective process that seeks to present a fully integrated view; incorporating all the
features and attributes that contribute to its special and distinctive character. These
include the physical, ecological, visual, aesthetic, historic and cultural forces that have
shaped the present day landscape. ‘Natural beauty’ also recognises that the area is
a living and working landscape and considers the social, economic and recreational
characteristics that contribute to its current character.The assessment of the character
of the AONB, carried out in 20028, brought together a number of different studies,
including research into the socio-economics of the AONB, the agricultural character,
historic character, recreational characteristics, ecology and visual information based on
survey work conducted in the field.
Cranborne Chase and the West Wiltshire Downs is a diverse area. The variations
and differences are represented by eight broad Landscape Character Types. Some
of these landscape types can be further sub-divided into geographically specific
Landscape Character Areas.
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Table 1
Game management landscapes of
the Cranborne Chase & West Wiltshire
Downs AONB

Many game management techniques and practices are common across landscape
types. However, the nature of the landscape provides opportunities for game
shooting and fishing, and determines the limits of what can be achieved in the
management of game species. The landscape character areas of the AONB can be
amalgamated into three broad game management landscapes that have identifiably
different characteristics:

Landscape Character Type

Game Management Landscape

The Open Chalk Downland
The Chalk Escarpments
The Chalk River Valleys

Chalk Hills and Valleys

The Wooded Chalk Downland
The Downland Hills

Wooded Chalk Hills

The Greensand Hills
The Greensand Terrace
The Rolling Clay Vale

The Vale of Wardour, Greensand Hills and Terraces

The open downland of south Wiltshire is excellent
farmland as well as being rich in wildlife habitat.
(D. Blake)
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One of the most intensively managed game landscapes in the world; this area
is particularly well known for superb fly-fishing on the chalk streams and for the
shooting of driven red-legged partridges.

The intimate mix of broadleaved woodland, open ground and deep, dry valleys
makes this area ideal for driven pheasant shooting as well as excellent red-legged
partridge shooting. Deer stalking for fallow and roe deer is also an important game
management activity.

The Nadder Valley, Vale of Wardour and the greensand landscapes around it are a
mix of game habitats that offer a diverse range of sporting opportunities. Coarse
fishing occurs along with world class brown trout fishing. Driven pheasant shooting
is mostly carried out in the larger woodlands, but is not as common as small
scale walked-up shooting for a range of species including wild duck. The conifer
woodlands of the Greensand Hills also offer deer stalking opportunities for roe,
fallow and muntjac deer.

The Chalk Hills and Valleys

East Coombe wood in the Chalke Valley. (T. Rich)

The chalk escarpments, open chalk downland and chalk river valleys of the AONB
are some of its most characteristic landscape features. They cover 60,370ha (61%) of
the AONB.

The open downland comprises the dip-slope and plateau of the Cretaceous chalk; a
gently inclined landform representing the original chalk ‘surface’. It is mostly in arable
production. It is a large-scale landscape of broad rolling hills and undulating land
separated by dry river valleys which, together with the precipitous escarpments make
a substantial contribution to the character of the AONB as a whole.
The steep slopes offer the potential to show some of the best high driven shooting
at both red-legged partridges and pheasants anywhere in the UK. As a consequence
of this high potential, some of the valleys are amongst the most intensively managed
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Game crops sited in perfect positions for game
shooting in the Chalke Valley. (D. Blake)

A game crop on the Stockton Shoot follows the
sweeping line of a fence row. (D. Blake)

Plough damage to a skull in a Bronze Age
burial site. (AONB)
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driven shooting areas in the world. In most cases this involves the planting of game
cover crops on the arable land at the top of the steepest slopes. These crops provide
a habitat much favoured by pheasants and partridges which can then be driven across
the valleys with Guns positioned well below.
The very fact that these cover areas are at the top of the slope makes them
especially visible. Combine this with the fact that crops are often very angular in shape,
but situated in a landscape of smooth curves, and you can have a real conflict between
shooting interests and land form.
Clearly, this prominent siting of crops is essential to the success of the shoot
enterprises involved, and substantial change of position is not possible. However, in
many cases it should be possible to adjust the shape of crops to follow the sinuous
curves of the hills more closely, so that they are better integrated with the landform.
Similar considerations apply to the feeding tracks that are often mown into the crops,
to improve their value for pheasants and partridges. Following the landform helps
them to fit their landscape rather than jar against it.
Screening of cover crops with hedges or other more permanent cover might
also be suggested, but this again brings the risk that the screen itself clashes with the
landscape too. However, linking cover crops to existing landscape features such as pit
holes and patches of scrub can often help them to blend in. In some cases it may
also be possible to add to existing scrub areas, or even plant new ones that both
compliment the landscape and help to link cover crops with landform. Provided that
locally native species are chosen for this, such areas should also enhance biodiversity.
The high visibility of the sites which tend to be chosen for cover crops brings
another possible problem. These prominent sites were often the very ones chosen
by our early ancestors to give good visibility. They therefore often contain hidden
archaeology, and the regular cultivation being carried out for cover crops may well
be damaging this. Wherever shoots are able to do so, we would recommend that
they reduce depth of cultivations, or perhaps even go to minimum tillage to reduce
the risk. For further information, our publication Archaeology on your farm: gaining
from history can be downloaded from the publications page of the AONB website
www.ccwwdaonb.org.uk.
The repeating patterns of rounded spurs and deep coombes afford the visitor,
whether they come to shoot, walk or ride, panoramic views over the countryside. Areas
of unimproved chalk grassland of international importance are found on some of the
steeper slopes.The AONB holds over 14% of the remaining species-rich chalk grassland
in the country, making this area a global stronghold of this threatened habitat.
The AONB still has large areas of open chalk country which are relatively treeless.
In many cases these areas are now largely devoted to arable farming and there is
a common tendency to view them as a low value habitat. However, this ignores
two important points; firstly that there is a wide range of wildlife species which

inhabit open country of this sort, often actively avoiding trees, and secondly that the
light chalky soils on this kind of land were some of the first to be cultivated when
agriculture arrived here. This in turn means that many species of plants and animals
have had several thousand years to evolve and adapt to this habitat.
Conservation of open country is considered to be increasingly important, as more
areas are planted up with trees and shrubs. This even applies to the likes of highway
developments where the default position still seems to be that any new roundabout,
bypass or road widening scheme needs a tree and shrub planting programme even
if there were none present before. Game managers have, in the last 40 years or so,
also planted coniferous blocks and shelterbelts that have an unusual prominence, their
presence making a stark contrast to the gently sloping landscape. These ‘game covert
woodlands’ are discussed on page 18.
Species like skylark, lapwing, corn bunting, grey partridge and stone curlew are
all tied to open country. Although they may be happy to live near the odd shrub or
low hedge, they actively avoid trees and woodlands, especially when choosing nesting
sites. Farmers, foresters and game managers should therefore avoid new woodland
plantings in existing open country sites. Where extra game cover is needed in this
type of countryside it is much better to provide it through the planting of cover crops,
although these may blend into their landscape more effectively if a few clumps of
native shrubs are planted alongside them.
The river valleys of Cranborne Chase and West Wiltshire Downs are a key feature
for which the area was designated as an AONB. The Rivers Wylye, Ebble, Crane,
Sweatfords Water and the Allen River flow into the Hampshire Avon, while the River
Tarrant and River Allen flow into the Dorset Stour. Both Stour and Avon debouch
into Christchurch Harbour.
The valley floors are a classic rural landscape where sheep and cattle graze the
floodplain within irregular fields bound by intermittent hedgerows. This is an intimate
landscape and its variety in texture, colourful villages and country houses provide
visual interest and great tranquillity.
In particular, the rivers which emerge from the underlying chalk strata are a key
element of the landscape. The clear, fast flowing chalk streams are an internationally
important habitat and one of the special qualities for which the area was designated
as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. These chalk streams are truly the stuff of
legend and they draw fly-fishers from all over the world. The area is home to The
Piscatorial Society, one of the oldest angling societies in the world: it was founded
in 1836 and still flourishes today. Fly-fishing combines every kind of sporting skill. To
be successful the angler needs to have guile, physical co-ordination and a detailed
knowledge of the quarry. It requires knowledge of plants, insects and hydrodynamics
as well as of the fish species in the river.

The River Wylye is a managed fishery of world
renown. (D. Blake)

Significant habitat restoration work has been
done on the River Wylye, such as at the Wiltshire
Wildlife Trust’s Langford Lakes. (D. Blake)
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(Above) Wooded Downland landscape between Rockbourne and Breamore. (AONB)

Wooded Chalk Hills
The Wooded Chalk Hills include much of the area’s ancient woodland. This is
one of the key features for which the area is designated as being of national
significance. It is one of the Forestry Commission’s Ancient Woodland Priority
Areas and holds nationally and internationally important populations of woodland
butterflies, woodland birds, woodland plants, ancient trees, lichens and bryophytes.
It covers 12,304ha (12%) of the AONB. For more information about trees and
woodlands in the area, our research and policy document A landscape view of trees
and woodlands can be downloaded from the projects page of the AONB website
www.ccwwdaonb.org.uk.
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The differentiation between the Wooded Chalk Hills and the Chalk Hills and
Valleys lies in the dramatic topography that develops as one moves north from the
gently undulating dipslope of Cranborne Chase, culminating in the deep chalk coombes
which are scooped out of the chalk downs around Tollard Royal. These dry valleys are
an important feature of the AONB.The heads of the valleys cut deeply into the downs
behind the escarpments to the north and west and they offer the opportunity for
some of the best driven pheasant and red-legged partridge shooting. This is a classical
English piece of scenery; a mosaic of downland, woodland and arable land in an
undulating landscape of upstanding chalk ridges and deeply incised coombes. Within
it, the angular patchwork of game cover crops on the most prominent positions can
jar with the flow of the landform and natural features. The comments, suggestions and
observations on the siting and management of cover crops made in the section on
the Chalk Hills and Valleys also apply here (see page 29).
Particularly in the area around Whitsbury, woodland crowns the tops of slopes and
mixed woodland occurs alongside coniferous blocks softening their edges. Scattered
copses and mature hedgerow trees provide a connection between arable fields and
the wooded hilltops. The ploughed slopes and enlarged fields create a vast patchwork
of arable land with isolated remnants of chalk grassland and veteran woodland that
provides significant ecological interest. This is a landscape of contrast with enclosed
areas of woodland opening out to provide extensive views across large fields.
The area includes the core of the historic Medieval hunting area of Cranborne
Chase.The long-term interest in deer as a sporting quarry has meant that many of the
ancient semi-natural woods have survived, and also that this area has a relatively low
human population. This has helped to maintain the wild and remote character of this
part of the AONB. In more recent times, modern game management for shooting has
provided a continued incentive for the retention and management of key habitats and
landscape features by landowners. Game shooting activity, principally for pheasants
and red-legged partridges, has supported positive management of the woodlands
and hedgerows. This can be seen most clearly in the woodlands where coppicing and
other traditional management techniques that have a highly positive effect on wildlife
conservation are carried on more often, not as commercial activities in their own right,
but as ways of enhancing game habitat for pheasants and deer.

This view from Win Green shows the intimate mix
of woodland and downland that is characteristic of
this landscape. (AONB)
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Wardour Castle sits at the foot of the greensand hills. (D. Blake)

The Vale of Wardour, Greensand Hills and Terraces
This area holds some of the great historic parklands of the area. It also supports
much of the conifer woodland and permanent pasture. It covers 25,428ha (26%) of
the AONB.
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The Vale of Wardour is a wide valley that provides a contrast to the adjacent chalk
downland and is characterised by its small scale fields divided by tall, thick hedgerows
and scattered with woods and copses. It is an ideal landscape for small, informal
shooting parties who go in pursuit of a few head of wild game, perhaps supplemented
by some pheasants ‘borrowed’ from a larger shoot nearby. This wooded character
is even stronger in the Greensand Hills where extensive woodland is a unifying
characteristic. The hills are clothed in deciduous woodland and fine coniferous
plantations. In the valleys the fields are predominantly small and of an irregular
form. Extensive landscaped parks surrounding large country houses at Longleat and
Stourhead are among the greatest examples of what is common in the area: large
houses with significant gardens and small parks.
The River Nadder and its tributary, the Sem, wind across the valley floor. The Sem
flows west to east and the Nadder flows south to north before the rivers meet to
the north-west of Wardour Castle. At this point the rivers become one, The Nadder,
which then flows eastwards to its confluence with the Wylye at Wilton. The Sem
and the upper reaches of the Nadder provide good, small scale coarse fishing that
is widely accessible through local fishing clubs such as the Tisbury Angling Club. The
lower reaches of the Nadder are classic chalk stream fisheries that attract customers
from all over the world to the Hurdcott, Compton Chamberlayne and Wilton Estates,
supporting the full and part-time employment of river keepers and the conservation
work they do.
The level terraces that lie between the Greensand Hills and Chalk Hills and Valleys
tend to be composed of large rectangular fields characteristic of late 18th or early
19th Century Parliamentary inclosure.This is perhaps the least productive of the game
landscapes in the AONB, although still rich in wildlife. The lack of topographic diversity
means that it is not as good for modern driven shooting as the areas around it.

View over the greensand terrace towards Longleat
woods. (AONB)

The Donhead villages lie in a landscape of big
hedges and small woods. (AONB)
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Part 4. Good practices in game and
shoot management
Dealing with rats

A rat’s burrow can be seen at the base of this
feed hopper. (M. Swan)

Brown rats are well known to be a serious pest, causing damage to crops and
stored foods, and transmitting both human and livestock diseases. What is less
widely understood is that they can be significant predators of nesting birds (including
pheasants and partridges), taking eggs and nestlings, and even killing incubating birds.
Being good climbers means that they can be a problem to birds nesting well off the
ground too.
Game management brings the potential for significant support for rats both
directly through rats taking food put out for gamebirds, and indirectly through the
food and shelter value of game cover crops. At the same time, these activities can also
focus rats in a way which makes them relatively easy to deal with. Game managers
therefore have the potential to use this to deal with their own problem, and to
contribute to rat control more generally.
Rat control using anti-coagulents has become a focus of particular attention
recently as it has become apparent that low level contamination with these chemicals
is widespread in a range of predatory wildlife such as kestrels, owls, and stoats. This is
believed to happen mainly as a result of these animals taking mice and voles that have
been exposed to baits meant mainly for rats.
Game managers who use anti-coagulents should be aware that they have a legal
responsibility to follow the instructions on the label of the product that they use.
Also, all professional users should have up-to-date training. Our knowledge of how to
control rats is continuously improving, and gamekeepers should take advantage of this
by regularly refreshing their knowledge base.

The use of straw in game management

Pheasant feeder located in ancient woodland
with straw bales causing irreparable harm to
woodland flora. (D. Blake)
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Keepers use straw for two purposes. Firstly, since the very beginning of gamekeeping
it has been well known that pheasants in particular love to scratch in straw for food.
Many keepers still like to scatter some loose straw in feeding areas to make them
more attractive to their pheasants. This is also seen as a way to reduce the amount of
food taken by pigeons and other scavengers since they are less able to rake the straw
over for what is hidden beneath it.
In cover crops and other cultivated habitats, this poses no particular problems.
However, in sensitive habitats such as permanent grassland or ancient woodland this
can easily swamp delicate wild plants. Also the nutrient enrichment, and inevitable
weed seed burden from the straw, means that weedy species can be introduced to
and sustained in habitats where they do not belong.
The other common use of straw is for shelter. In the exposed circumstances of
a hilltop cover crop, a row of big straw bales can provide very effective wind shelter.
They may also be seen as an ‘instant’ solution where a wood has a poor quality edge,
with little ground cover to provide shelter. In both cases, however, this is detrimental
to the landscape, and does nothing for the image of game management. Also, when
rows of bales are sited right beside a wood, they inevitably swamp any remaining
valuable woodland edge flora.
Where extra shelter is needed for a cover crop, it is much better to site bales
within the crop area. In this way they provide shelter within the crop whatever the
wind direction. At the same time they are also partially screened by the crop for most
of the year, and so fit into their landscape more easily. Where they might be seen as a
choice to shelter a wood, the longer-term solution is to improve the woodland edge

habitat, either by coppicing or cutting and laying the outer hedge, or by planting a new
hedge of native species far enough out from the existing edge to avoid shading of the
new plants. In these circumstances, if a row of bales is still seen as essential for shortterm shelter, they should be sited well out from the woodland edge, and removed
once they are no longer needed.

Well sited straw bale in a game crop offering
shelter and cover to birds and small mammals.
(M. Swan)
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