Revised definition for wood-pastures.

Scope.  This definition was produced for the Advisory Group for the Parkland and Wood Pasture HAP by the Definitions Sub-Group Meeting.  The terms of reference were to produce: ‘a practical set of working definitions for different types of wood-pasture systems (both upland and lowland) to guide implementation of the HAP’.

It can include parkland although this can usually be defined by its distinctive features involving enclosure of a set area to maintain deer or for landscape effect.  This definition is intended to mainly cover semi-natural wood pastures on unenclosed rangeland, relics of these and other similar habitats.  In recent years it has become increasingly clear that wood pastures occur and occurred much more widely and in more varied forms than had previously been widely appreciated.  These are linked by some basic features and are rich in rare and declining species but can be found in many different landscapes.  As such there is a need for a loose definition that can accommodate very different types of wood pasture. 

Synonymy & the Problem.  Wood pasture and pasture woodland are taken to be synonymous here.  This has not always been so, the latter term has been used to cover both trees and shrubs over pasture (savanna) and the denser cores of trees over grazed woodland communities (grazed high forest), this structure encourages the survival of rich epiphytic lichen floras.  The New Forest exemplifies this structure, which is produced by patchy natural regeneration in the presence of grazing.  Many definitions of wood pasture confine it to savanna, regarding all closed canopy woodland as wood, anciently grazed or not.  Open savanna is a more conducive habitat for warmth loving dead wood invertebrates than for lichens and the pure savanna habitat is typical of wood pasture suffering from regeneration failure and planted parkland.  The inclusion of the New Forest within the HAP, however means that any definition based on pure savanna habitat with all closed canopy woodland being excluded as wood is untenable.

Definition. Wood-pastures are areas that have been managed by a long-established tradition of grazing allowing, where the site is in good condition, the survived of multiple generations trees, characteristically with at least some veteran trees or shrubs.  The tree and shrub component may have been exploited in the past and can occur as scattered individuals, small groups, or as more or less complete canopy cover.  Depending on the degree of canopy cover other semi-natural habitats, including grassland, heath, scrub etc may occur in mosaic with woodland communities.  While oak, beech, alder, birch, ash, hawthorn, hazel or pine are often dominant, a wide range of other tree and shrub species may occur as part of wood-pasture systems. 

The following diagram may help judge whether a site is/was a wood-pasture.  Wood-pastures in good condition are likely to have most factors scoring towards the central circle.  Sites with a wood-pasture history (relic wood pastures) that have not been managed as such recently may be lacking some of the characteristic features.  Landuse is fluid and just as relic wood pastures are evolving into different woodland types, other woodlands, or formerly open ground, may be evolving towards wood pastures with increases in grazing pressure or tree/shrub invasion respectively.  Again these will not score as closely to the centre of the diagram.

Boundaries.

Some wood-pastures have very clearly defined boundaries; in others it may be difficult to set limits and many may simply be part of a much larger range landscape. In the same way that a mire will be only part of a larger moorland ecology with the heath and grassland on drier ground wood pasture is often intimately linked to non treed land.  While it may be pragmatic to distinguish the area that represents the tree component of the wood-pasture from the broader grazing unit, this should not lead to the treed area being regarded as uniquely separate from the rest of the ecological unit.

Consequences

This is intended as a guide to the identification of high quality relic and evolving wood pasture.  Identification does not mean that all areas identified as such should be managed as wood pasture but it is vital that its existence is appreciated and the possibility of maintaining or enhancing wood pasture features considered.  The positive features of grazing in woodland and the role of wood pasture in planning ecological restoration needs recognition.
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Notes (clockwise from top left):

1.  Old maps, these are variable across the country, but many do indicate unclosed grazed woodland as different from enclosed woodland, as is seen if one compares known wood pastures with known enclosed woods.  A very useful source, especially in the uplands, is the 1st series 6 inch OS maps dating from 1860s & 1870s.  At this time most coppices will still be shown as enclosed, any wood shown as unenclosed, with dense stands irregular in shape and with areas of open scattered trees is likely to be an ancient pasture woodland.  Enclosed relic stands will, however often have been enclosed in the lowlands by this time.

2.  The term veteran tree includes both ancient (massive limb loss and large visible hollows) and post mature trees (or shrubs) (thinning of crown and hollowing starting but not very visible yet).  Old trees are a strictly a consequence of wood pasture management and not part of the definition, but they do indicate sites likely to be of great biodiversity interest.  The more the better but any are significant.

3.  Significant numbers of herbivores must be present in a working pasture woodland but these may have been long gone in relic sites.  Presence in past  can be significant in relic sites, if significant numbers of trees originated under grazing pressure survive. 

4. & 5.  Structure is a complex factor and can be very different between woods and between regions, but characteristic features are irregular boundaries, very uneven stocking, frequent glades and areas with scattered trees.  In healthy and expanding wood pastures scrub and thickets of infilling young trees are also to be expected but are normally patchy in working pasture woodlands, only where all enveloping due to the cessation of grazing are these negative features.  Closed canopy stands are also typical in many wood pastures but these will be in mosaics with more open stands, uniform even aged closed canopies are a negative feature, but not closed canopies per se.  Non-boundary pollards nearly always indicate grazing but not all pasture woodlands have pollards.  Alder pollards are highly indicative of summer grazed upland wood pasture but unprotected Alder coppice on wet soils is characteristic of lowland pasture woodlands. Open grown trees and shrubs are typical but this does not mean just fully open grown individuals but also includes tall partially open grown ones with irregular growth forms in low density grazed high forest.  No fixed boundaries with open vegetation. 

6.  Archaeological features will vary regionally and can include the total absence of features, as in many New Forest pasture woodlands, in particular an absence of boundary banks is a positive feature.  Charcoal can be made from pollards or unenclosed Alder coppice, so a few charcoal heaths does not indicate enclosed coppice but a high density may. 

7.  Useful for 20th century, not usually before this.

