
Thursley, Ockley, Elstead, Royal and 
Bagmoor Commons ï  
 
We want your views on their 
future  

Aflame with purple heather in late  
summer,  these remnants flicker like the 
last symbolic embers of a once roaring 
fireó  
James Parry 

The three organisations managing these commons ð Surrey  Wildlife Trust, Natural        
England and the Ministry of Defence/Defence Estates are holding a public consultation and 
would like your views on their long -term management to ensure both people and wildlife 
benefit.  
 

¶ These commons have been part of the history of the area for centuries, once providing local 
people with a source of income and a livelihood. The heathland provided them small wood and 
heather turves for fuel and grazing for their sheep and cattle. 

¶ . 
¶ They hold the largest block of heathland in the Weald.  
 
¶ They are internationally important for their wildlife and immensely valuable wild open spaces for 

people to enjoy. 
 
¶ Over the last 250 years, nearly 90% of UK heathland has been lost so areas like these       

Commons are especially precious today, as they are a unique and cultural landscape formed 
and maintained by generations of local people.   

 
¶ People no longer use the commons for their daily needs so scrub, trees, bracken and coarse 

grasses are now encroaching on the heathlands and thus swamping out heathland habitats and 
the special species they support. The open heaths and mires are also threatened by airborne 
pollution from transport, industry and agriculture which encourages coarse grasses and  
bracken to replace heathland plants.   

 
¶ The Commons can only survive as open spaces for people and wildlife if they are        

actively managed.   



The Commons are an internationally important wildlife site and much loved local amenity. However a 
rich, diverse tapestry of mini -habitats dominated by a varied heather sward, with some bare ground, 
wetland and scrub is best for wildlife, so in order to prevent decline of these Commons we need to 
manage them for both people and wildlife in practical, sustainable ways to keep the open heath. This 
could be through a combination of management techniques which include:  
 
Controlled winter burning removes more nutrients than cutting and can encourage heather regeneration. If 
carried out at 20-25 years for wildlife management, burning can maintain heather dominance. However     
frequent burning encourages grasses and can damage wildlife and is also heavily dependent on time and 
weather conditions.  
 
Turf -cutting strips off the surface vegetation down to the mineral soil and removes most nutrients. Heather 
regenerates from the seed bank but turf-cutting can cause erosion, can often damage archaeological and 
historical features and be extremely expensive. 
 
Summer grazing by livestock suppresses grasses and encourages heathers. Light grazing and trampling 
creates a varied vegetation structure which benefits wildlife. Grazing helps stop further nutrient build up, but 
will not reduce levels already in the plant litter and soil. With cutting, burning and turf-cutting, grazing helps 
prevent grass dominance and assists in scrub control. However, visitors can be wary of stock, a careful 
choice of the right breed is necessary and grazing requires shepherding or containment by fencing. 
 

People bring many benefits to the Commons from the incidental creation of wildlife habitat such as bare 
ground, to the reporting of fires, vandalism and other problems and in the support of volunteers. 
The Common needs to be managed for the majority of users and for wildlife, landscape, health and safety 
and amenity. There are inevitably choices to be made and we need to know the views of users and local 
communities before deciding on how to proceed so would like to discuss the options with you. 
 
The Trust has produced a short background paper which explains the issues in more detail and a fuller     
report on management of heathland and the commons. Both are available on the website at  
www.surreywildlifetrust.org/. Alternatively, the background paper can be obtained from Zoe Grainger at    
Surrey Wildlife Trust, School Lane, Pirbright, Woking, Surrey, GU24 0JN. Zoe.Grainger@surreywt.org.uk. 
 
Surrey Wildlife Trust in partnership with Natural England will be holding a number of drop-in days in local venues and 

on the commons to discuss the issues and seek your views at the following locations, times and dates: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Elstead Village Hall   Saturday  June 19th  10am-4pm  

Royal Common car park  Tuesday  July 13th  2pm-7pm  

Shackleford Village Hall  Saturday  July 17th  12.30-4.30pm  

Royal Common car park  Tuesday  July 20th  8am-1pm  

Thursley Common Moat car park  Tuesday  July 27th  8am-1pm  

Thursley Common Moat car park  Wednesday  August 11th  2pm-7pm  

Milford Village Hall  Saturday  August 14th  12.30-4.30pm  

Thursley Village Hall  Saturday  August 21st  12.30-4.30pm  
We hope to complete these consultations by the end of September, after which we will decide on our preferred 
approach to future management and contact all who have given views to us. 

Without management, heathland can quickly be taken over by trees as these photographs taken from the 
same point over a six-year period show.   
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