




BLACKDOWN HILLS ESA
This area of lowland rural England is characterised by a landscape of

intimate, interlocking valleys which cut into a high, level plateau. Its

environmental interest, founded on the underlying geology, lies in the

small scale pattern of grass fields enclosed by hedgerows and

hedgebanks with frequent hedgerow trees; interspersed are areas rich in

wildlife conservation value such as rough land and heathland, springline

mires, hay meadows, woodland and watercourses, together with

scattered farmsteads and their traditional buildings. 

The area has a rich heritage of archaeological and historic sites,

including barrows and hillforts, with, in places, the remains of small-

scale industry such as lime kilns, marl pits and mills. 

The area’s environmental value derives from its legacy of low-intensity

mixed livestock farming which has remained largely unchanged until

relatively recently. It is essential that traditional farming practices are

encouraged to ensure that the character of the area is conserved and

protected.

The Blackdown Hills ESA aims to protect and enhance the wildlife,

landscape and historical value of the area through the

maintenance and adoption of traditional management practices

associated with livestock farming systems, particularly those based

on permanent grassland.

This map is illustrative not definitive.
Reproduced from the 1998 Ordnance Survey 1:250,000 mapping with the permission of the Controller of
Her Majesty’s Stationery Office © Crown copyright. Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown copyright and
may lead to prosecution or civil proceedings. DEFRA Licence No: GD272361.
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THE ESA SCHEME
WHAT DOES IT OFFER?

• Voluntary entry.

• Annual payment based on the area of land under agreement.

• Several farm management options.

• Payments reviewed regularly.

• An agreement for ten years with a ‘break clause’ after five years.

• Access to capital grants.

ELIGIBILITY

If you occupy land within the ESA, and it is in

agricultural use, you may be eligible to join

the scheme. The different management

options, or tiers, reflect the traditional farming

methods which have led to the special

environmental interest of the area. This is a

‘whole farm’ scheme. If you submit an

application, you must include all your

agricultural land within the ESA. Eligibility

for the individual tiers is described in the

following pages under the heading

‘Conditions of Entry’.

OPTIONS

As every farm within the ESA is different, you

are able to choose the options, as shown

opposite, that are the most appropriate to

your circumstances. The choice of option can

be made on a field by field basis, having

regard to its environmental interest and

providing the conditions of entry are satisfied.

Management within the more demanding

options includes the requirement to follow all

the prescriptions in a less demanding option.
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For more information contact your Project Officer or complete an enquiry form. Both the Project

Officer’s name and the enquiry form are at the back of this booklet.

ALL LAND

(ARABLE AND LEY GRASSLAND)

Tier 1A

RE-CREATION OF 

HEATHLAND

Tier 3

IMPROVED LONG-TERM

GRASSLAND

Tier 1B

LOW-INPUT

PERMANENT GRASSLAND

Tier 1C

UNIMPROVED PASTURE

AND ROUGH LAND

Tier 1D

SPECIES-RICH

HAY MEADOWS

Tier 2

GRASSLAND FIELD MARGINS
SUPPLEMENT

WOODLAND

TRADITIONAL HEDGE MANAGEMENT SUPPLEMENT

HEDGE RESTORATION SUPPLEMENT



4

COMMON CONDITIONS FOR
ALL LAND RECEIVING

ESA PAYMENTS

Some aspects of land management are fundamental to the objectives of the

scheme and apply to land in all tiers.

COMMON LAND

If you have grazing rights on common land,

you will be encouraged to reach agreement

with other commoners to enter the common

into the ESA, but this is not obligatory in

order to enter your non-common land into

the ESA. 

HEDGE MANAGEMENT

The network of hedges in the Blackdown

Hills is a key component of the landscape

character, providing an important refuge for

wildlife and offering living historic evidence

of man’s influence on the land over hundreds

of years. You will be asked to look after your

stockproof hedges and hedgebanks and

ensure that they are maintained and not

damaged or removed. Non-stockproof hedges

provide environmental benefits and should be

retained. You will also be expected not to

plough or apply fertiliser or pesticides within

one metre of any hedge, wall or hedgebank. 

HEDGEROW TREES

Hedgerow trees are an important feature of

the landscape as well as providing benefits to

wildlife. You will be asked to agree and

implement a tree tagging/planting programme

for the hedgerows across your farm, in order

to increase the number of hedgerow trees on

your holding. The actual number of new trees

you will have to tag/plant will mainly depend

on the number and condition of existing

hedgerow trees on your farm. 

WOODLAND

Woodland and copses are common on most

farms in the ESA and are valuable as wildlife

habitats and landscape features. You will be

required to conserve and protect your

woodlands in a way that will maintain their

wildlife conservation and landscape value.

WATERCOURSES

A number of major rivers and associated

tributaries rise within the Blackdown Hills; in

addition, there is an extensive network of

smaller streams, ditches and ponds. These

watercourses, including their banks and

margins, provide a range of important wildlife

habitats as well as being water resources in

their own right. You will be asked to retain
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TIER

2

SPECIES-RICH HAY
MEADOWS

CULTIVATIONS

In order to conserve the wildlife interest of

these hay meadows, certain management

practices will not be allowed. These include

all cultivations other than use of a chain

harrow or roller (except during the period

1 April to 30 June). 

FERTILISER USE

Wild flowers and herbs cannot tolerate high

soil nutrient levels. You will be asked to

ensure that applications of well-rotted

farmyard manure do not exceed current

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter all or any existing species-

rich hay meadows, or any that have the

potential to develop a species-rich sward.

levels; in any case, no more than 20 tonnes

per hectare should be applied in any three

year period. FYM should be applied once

only in a single dressing. No inorganic

fertiliser or lime should be applied. 

HAY CUTTING

Traditional practices will need to be followed

to maintain the wildlife interest of these

meadows. Each year, stock must be excluded

from 1 May; the hay crop must not be cut

before 1 July, and cut after 15 July at least

once every five years. The meadow must be

cut annually for hay, not silage, and the cut

crop must be removed before the aftermath

growth is grazed with farm livestock. 

Some unimproved grass fields in the Blackdown Hills continue to be managed

as traditional hay meadows, receiving only light dressings of farmyard manure

and being cut later in the season than normal. This has led to the development

of a sward rich in herbs and other flowers, such as knapweed and yellow rattle,

supporting a range of insects and other wildlife. The objective of this tier is to

conserve and enhance the wildlife interest of these hay meadows by

encouraging the continuation of traditional management practices. 
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RE-CREATION OF
HEATHLAND

In the post war years, many hectares of heathland have been converted to

improved agricultural land with the resulting loss of wildlife interest and

landscape value. As a consequence, heathland, which provides a habitat for a

number of rare and scarce species of plants and birds such as stonechat and

nightjar, is now nationally scarce. The objective of this tier is to encourage

the re-creation of heathland on sites that were formerly heathland and

which have the potential to revert.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter into this tier any

appropriate land that has previously been

heathland and which has the potential to

revert to heathland, especially land

adjacent to existing areas of heathland.

MANAGEMENT

You will be expected to implement an agreed

heathland restoration programme to meet the

needs of the site. This will include limited

grazing, no applications of fertiliser, lime or

pesticides and no cultivations. 

TIER

3
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SUPPLEMENTARY PAYMENT
OPTIONS

TRADITIONAL HEDGE

MANAGEMENT

Managing hedges in the traditional manner is

beneficial both for the hedge and for wildlife,

the landscape and protection of the historical

resource. An annual supplementary payment

is available for stockproof hedges that you

agree to manage in this way. It means that

the hedge must be allowed to grow up

without top trimming, and be laid when

appropriate. The sides of the hedge should

be trimmed regularly. A grant under the

Conservation Plan may be available for hedge

laying.

HEDGE RESTORATION

Most farms in the Blackdown Hills have

hedges that are not in a stockproof condition.

An additional payment is available for the

restoration of these hedges subject to

agreement in writing with your Project Officer

of a programme over a minimum of five

years. The restoration work will vary from

hedge to hedge but will typically comprise a

combination of laying, coppicing, planting,

bank restoration and fencing to protect the

work from damage by stock. 

GRASSLAND FIELD MARGINS

(for land in Tiers 1B and 1C)

In order to protect habitats and features of

environmental interest, such as important

hedgerows, watercourses, woodland and

unimproved land, a supplementary payment is

available for the management of grassland

margins in long-term or permanent grass

fields. You will be asked to manage this

buffer margin, averaging at least six metres in

width, without any fertiliser inputs and

without any cultivations. 
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WOODLAND TIER

Woodland on farms is very important for wildlife, but many small areas of

woodland could benefit from more active management. The objective of this tier

is to manage woodland in a way that will enhance its wildlife and landscape

value and conserve archaeological features.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter into this tier individual

areas of non net-income generating

woodland upto one hectare in size.

WOOD-
LAND

TIER

MANAGEMENT PLAN

You must agree in writing with your Project

Officer and implement a programme of

management operations to enhance the

wildlife conservation and landscape value of

the woodland. This will include making and

keeping the woodland stockproof. 

Your Project Officer can advise you on the

additional Conservation Plan grants available

for stockproofing and planting woodland. 
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PUBLIC ACCESS

The access option is intended to enable you to permit new access by the public

along routes across or around your ESA land for the lifetime of your agreement.

The route would take the form of a 10-metre wide strip which is signposted and

available for use by the public at no charge.

SITUATION

New routes are likely to be most appropriate

on sites which are close to towns or villages

where there may be a public need for further

areas for walking within the countryside.

New routes could provide:

• circular walks which link up with existing

Public Rights of Way

• access to a fine viewpoint or historical

feature

• a walk along a riverside or woodland.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter one or more routes on

enclosed land which is also entered into

one of the ESA’s options. Land which is

subject to an existing Public Right of Way

is not eligible. If the proposed route is

likely to damage the ESA’s wildlife or

other objectives, it may not be accepted.

ACCESS

TIER

ELIGIBILITY

Routes should be easy to reach on foot or it

should be possible to park nearby. Payments

are not available where there is an existing

Right of Way or where the public have

traditionally been allowed to walk even

though no rights exist. Where this de facto

access has existed for some time, the courts

might, if required, deem it to be a Public

Right of Way. If however, the existing use by

the public is only occasional, then payment

under the new scheme may be possible. 

Signs and directional arrows will be

provided for you to put up. New stiles,

gates and footbridges may be eligible for

grant under a Conservation Plan.

COUNTRYSIDE AND RIGHTS

OF WAY ACT 2000
Under the Act, the ESA scheme does not

make payment for new access provision on

land that may qualify as ‘Open Countryside’

e.g. mountain, moor, heath and downland.
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CONSERVATION
PLAN

The Conservation Plan provides an opportunity to carry out a variety of capital

works which will enhance the character of the landscape and wildlife habitats,

and will protect historic features. Grants are also available to subsidise the

cost of certain works that are a requirement of the more demanding

environmental options. Prior approval in writing is needed before any

work starts or materials are bought.

This part of the ESA agreement is optional

and can be carried out over a time period that

suits you. Standard payment rates have been

calculated for many eligible items, making it

easy for farmers to carry out work themselves

and claim on a standard basis. These rates

will be used as the basis of payment

calculations where appropriate.

A Conservation Plan can include:

• protection of historic and archaeological

features

• hedge laying

• hedge planting

• control of scrub

• restoration of farm buildings using

traditional materials

• control of bracken

• other works for the restoration or

enhancement of wildlife habitats.

The complete list of eligible items and rates

of grant payable is set out on the

information sheet. 



17

• List of Prescriptions

• Information Sheet

• Enquiry Form


