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1 Introduction 

1.1 The Graze the Moor project is a five-year project that is being supported by the 

Exmoor National Park Authority’s Partnership Fund and a range of partners.  

The project is based on the whole of Molland Moor, which has an area of 681ha 

(1680acres).  The project started in April 2014 and runs until March 2019. 

1.2 This project is a development of a two-year Case Study, which proved the 

validity of the approach, but the short duration produced insufficient information 

to allow robust conclusions to be drawn. 

1.3 The starting point for the project is to introduce changes to the grazing 

management of Molland Moor and to monitor the impact of these changes, but 

other activity, which has been included within the scope of the Project, is 

described below. 

1.4 More detail about the background to the project is provided in Appendix 1. 

1.5 A draft of this report was discussed at a project meeting on 13th April and it has 

been updated to reflect the discussion that took place during the meeting. 

2 Objectives for the project 

2.1 Monitor the impact of changes to the grazing regime on Molland Moor: 

2.1.1 To draw conclusions from this information; and 

2.1.2 Make recommendations for the future grazing management.  

2.2 Provide a focus to implement other best practice moorland management in 

support of the project. 

2.3 Evaluate and further develop the role of the Moorkeeper. 

2.4 Carry out a farm economic study. 

2.5 Continue to monitor animal health issues and coordinate tick control measures. 

2.6 Link to other relevant activity, which is taking place on Molland Moor and 

across Exmoor.  

2.7 Disseminate information from the project across Exmoor and to the other moors 

in the south-west. 

3 Project Partners 

• Molland Estate (& the Moorkeeper) (Landowner, management of the moor) 

• Exmoor National Park Authority (Project development, ranger input) 

• Natural England (Designated site issues, ecological monitoring) 

• Dave Boyce (Ecological Monitoring) 

• The Heather Trust (Project Manager) 

• The Elms Estate Office (Farm Economic Study) 

• The Malcolm McEwan Trust (Funding support) 

• University of Exeter and Duchy College (Upland research) 
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• University of Gloucestershire & Royal Agricultural University (Support for the 

Farm Economic Study, External Evaluation) 

4 Funding 

4.1 Details of the sources of funding for the work are provided in Appendix 2.  This 

shows the split of the total cost of the work between the support provided by the 

project partners and the grant provided from the Exmoor National Park 

Authority’s Partnership Fund. 

4.2 An unexpected consequence of re-introducing winter grazing onto Molland 

Moor as part of this project is that the estate will lose the winter exclusion 

payment, which over the life of the project would have been worth £33,500. 

5 Management Activity 

5.1 Grazing – Cattle & Sheep 

5.1.1 Prior to the start of the project, summer grazing by 100 hill cattle was 

required by Natural England, in conjunction with 400-700 sheep, but no 

grazing was allowed during the winter. 

5.1.2 During the project, grazing by the same number of cattle and sheep will 

continue over the summer months and grazing by up to 60 cattle and up 

to 200 sheep has been introduced over the winter. 

5.1.3 Originally, the intention was to move the cattle in and out of the in-bye 

ground each night, but this risks damage to the area close to the 

gateways, and it is a very labour-intensive activity.  It has been agreed 

that the cattle will stay on the moor, except in bad weather. 

5.1.4 The cattle are being given a concentrate feed in a different area each 

day to minimise the impact on the vegetation and draw the cattle out 

onto different parts of the moor. 

5.2 Grazing – Ponies & Deer 

5.2.1 A herd of ponies are resident on the moor.  During the course of the 

project numbers have been reduced and are now steady at about 30. 

5.3 A genome database is being established so that it will be possible to remove any 

doubt when identifying Exmoor ponies, and this will clarify the situation about 

the registration of the Molland ponies. 

5.3.1 Red Deer are present and move around the local moors.  Numbers are 

stable at about 150. 

5.4 Monitoring 

5.4.1 Natural England is carrying out vegetation monitoring annually on 28 

fixed points across the moor to monitor the impact of the revised 

management regime on the vegetation. 
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5.4.2 Dave Boyce has provided a report on vegetation change over the last 20 

years that is based on survey information.  

5.4.3 The Devon Biodiversity Records Centre, in Exeter, has collated historic 

information about the state of vegetation from aerial photographs.  

Their report is available to download. 

5.4.4 There are concerns about the amount of overgrazing that is being 

picked up by the NE monitoring work.  In 2015, seven of the 28 stops 

were assessed as being overgrazed.  In 2016, the number had increased 

to 11. 

5.4.5 It has been suggested that most of the overgrazing damage takes place 

during the winter.  Small grazing exclusion plots will be established 

during the winter of 2016-17 to test this.   

• Two sets of plots will be used: one set will be closed on 1st 

October, and the other on 1st January 2017.  

• The plots will need to be large enough so that the deer can jump 

into and graze the plots, but cattle & sheep will be excluded. 

• The condition of these plots in March 2017 will allow an 

assessment of winter grazing impact to be made, and the timing 

of any damage. 

 

 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/n0qwrvbn6u3krvy/Molland%20Moor%20Final%20Report.pdf?dl=0
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5.5 Molinia Control Study 

5.5.1 The aim of this study is to establish the technique that is the most 

effective at reducing the dominance of Purple moor-grass Molinia 

caerulea, which covers large areas of the moor in an undesirable 

monoculture. 

5.5.2 Originally, the intention was for Dave Boyce to monitor the impact of 

moving cattle on and off the moor each day on the area close to the 

gateways between the in-bye land and the moor.  As a result of the 

decision to allow cattle to stay on the moor, except in bad weather, the 

requirement for this monitoring was removed. 

5.5.3 This provided an opportunity to use the funding to study the impact of 

different control techniques on areas where Molinia is dominant.  This 

will compare the vegetation recovery of 4 different plots in two separate 

areas.  Different treatments will be applied to the plots: no treatment (to 

provide a control), burning, cutting and spray-burn-reseed (with treated 

heather seed). 

5.5.4 The plots were established in spring 2015, when the cutting and burning 

treatments were completed. 

• On 23rd March, a wildfire burned through the trial plots at 

Splatts, in the SW corner of the moor. 

• The fire had originated on the neighbouring Cussacombe 

Common and it covered about 60ha before the Fire & Rescue 

Service brought it under control. 

• The fire has little impact on the treated plots, as most of the 

vegetation has already been removed, but it removed the 

vegetation from the control plot. 

• It was decided to continue with the trial, but the impact will 

need to be taken into account when reviewing the results. 

5.5.5 The spray-burn-reseed plots had mixed results to spraying.   

• In one of the areas, the Molinia was very thick and the herbicide 

treatment did not appear to be very effective. 

• However, in spite of this, and the wildfire at Splatts, it was 

decided that treated seed should be applied to both plots and this 

was completed on 8th April. 

5.6 Farm Economic Study 

5.6.1 The farm economic study seeks to compare the financial results of 

farms that make full use of the moor using hill stock, with those that 

operate a more intensive, lowland system.   

5.6.2 The results will be discussed with local farmers and the results of this 

work will be used to advise farmers of the costs or benefits of using the 

moor. 
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5.6.3 Data collection has taken place throughout the year.  This is building a 

picture of the actual costs of running beef & sheep enterprises on the 

moor.  These results can be compared with figures from a farm data 

book. 

5.6.4 No sales of stock produced on the moor have taken place yet, and 

therefore it is not yet possible to compare income figures. 

5.6.5 Professor Janet Dwyer (Countryside & Community Research Institute 

of the University of Gloucestershire) and Dr Allan Butler (Royal 

Agricultural University, Cirencester) will be providing some input to 

this work.  In addition to using farm data book figures for comparison, 

the aim is to use the information gathered as part of the Farm Business 

Survey carried out in the south-west of England.  This will add value to 

the information produced by the project. 

5.7 The Moorkeeper Trial 

5.7.1 The Moorkeeper is a tenant farmer on the estate and therefore knows 

the area well and has good links to the local farming community. 

5.7.2 The role of the Moorkeeper will be developed during the project and it 

includes a range of activity: 

• Grazier liaison, stock monitoring, and keeping accurate records 

of stock on the moor. 

• Simple maintenance tasks such as making sure fences and gates 

are in good repair. 

• Helping with or leading workshops on moorland management, 

covering issues such as: grazing, scrub management, swaling, 

heather beetle issues, and the management of Molinia by 

cutting. 

5.8 External Evaluation 

5.8.1 The University of Gloucestershire (CCRI) and the Royal Agricultural 

University will produce a proposal to carry out an External Evaluation 

of the project and the information that has been collected during its final 

year, from 1st April 2018. 

6 Dissemination 

6.1 In September each year, the project hosts a workshop to invite people from all 

the south-west moors to discuss the work of the project and other moorland 

management issues. 

6.2 On 16th September 2015, 28 people attended the workshop.  In the morning, 

presentations were given about the progress of the project, the Molinia control 

work, hill farming by the Exmoor Hill Farming Network, stock management, 

and the economic comparison work (between farming with hill and lowland 

stock.  A site visit took place in the afternoon, where the issues were discussed 

on the moor. 
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6.3 The 2016 meeting will be held on Wednesday, 21st September.  It has been 

proposed to widen the target audience beyond the ‘usual suspects’ and embrace 

people who might not otherwise get to know anything about moorland 

management.  A key theme could be how the whole community should see the 

moor as an asset, not a millstone.  The role of the moor in providing food, or 

how upland farming cares for wild and farm animals are other issues that could 

be addressed. 

6.4 For 2017, the possibility of link the project to the ENPA ‘Big Adventures and 

Family Events’ programme will be explored. 

 

 
 

7 Centre of Excellence 

7.1 In March 2015, Molland Moor was selected as a venue for a workshop by 

Natural England to explain the National Upland Outcomes approach, which 

provides the framework for delivering the agency’s policy in the uplands.   

7.1.1 People with an interest in the uplands from all over the south-west 

attended. 

7.1.2 To further develop this approach, Natural England’s next step is likely 

to be the establishment of pilot moors.  Molland Moor has volunteered. 

7.2 The Uplands Alliance was established in 2015 to bring together practitioners, 

researchers and those involved in policy to better co-ordinate efforts for a 

sustainable future for the uplands.  The establishment of demonstration sites is 

being considered as a means for the Alliance to connect with practitioners.  

Molland Moor is being considered as a possible site. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/273800/pb14111-uplands-outcome-framework.pdf
https://uplandsalliance.wordpress.com/
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8 Conclusions 

8.1 The project is extending the work carried out during the 2-year case study to 

allow robust conclusions to be drawn about the impact of the grazing 

management changes that will be introduced as part of the project. 

8.2 The project will allow Molland Moor to develop as a centre of excellence that 

will influence moorland management throughout the south-west of England, and 

beyond. 

 

 

 

 

Simon Thorp 

Director 
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Appendix 1 

 

BACKGROUND 

1 For many years, the Molland Estate has been concerned about the difficulty of 

managing the moor to a high standard.  Grazing is the main management input to the 

Moor and there is an obligation under a management plan agreed with Natural 

England to graze the moor with cattle during the summer. 

2 It has become increasingly difficult to find graziers with good quality hill stock for a 

range of reasons and these include: 

2.1 The restrictions on income potential resulting from the high labour costs 

associated with extensive grazing and a perceived lack of adequate public 

support for hill farming now that support is no longer on a headage basis; 

2.2 The drop in feed value of the grazing following the spread of gorse, Purple 

moor-grass Molinia caerulea and bracken. 

2.3 The threat to animal health from tick borne diseases and tuberculosis; 

3 The overall impact of these difficulties is that farmers have moved away from hill 

stock and the moor has suffered from a lack of management.  The vegetation has 

become rank, coarse grasses have invaded, and invasive species, such as bracken, 

gorse and scrub woodland, have expanded onto the moor.  The result of these changes 

is that the vegetation has lower food value and this in turn makes it less attractive to 

graziers.  

4 In an effort to justify change to the current management of the moor, and reverse the 

downward spiral of its condition, the Graze the Moor project will gather information 

that will allow management decisions to be made that are based on local evidence. 

5 Much of the guidance that is available from Natural England for moorland and upland 

areas has been developed from evidence gathered in the north of England1.  This was 

discussed with the Chairman of Natural England, Poul Christensen, during a visit to 

Exmoor in October 2011, and this work developed from that discussion.  The Graze 

the Moor project offers the opportunity to collect evidence from Exmoor that can be 

used to develop guidance of relevance on Molland Moor, and the other moors in the 

south-west. 

6 The shortcomings of the existing management regime have been highlighted by the 

report from the Molland Moor Vegetation Survey 2013 that was commissioned from 

David Boyce by the Molland Estate.  This report is available to download from the 

project’s online folder. 

7 Molland Moor is an ideal location for this work: it has a long history of testing novel 

management techniques and it has a detailed vegetation monitoring record that spans 

20 years.  This dataset will allow the impact of changes implemented through the 

project to be fully assessed. 

 
1 MARTIN, D., FRASER, M.D., PAKEMAN, R.J. & MOFFAT, A.M. 2013. Natural England Review of Upland Evidence 

2012 - Impact of moorland grazing and stocking rates. Natural England Evidence Review, Number 006 

https://goo.gl/SgRRpF
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5976513
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SOURCES OF FUNDING 

 

              

  Partner Activity Cost In-kind 

funding 

Partnership 

Fund 

  

  
 Elms Estate Office Farm business study  13,273   6,636   6,636  

  

  
David Boyce, Ecologist Vegetation monitoring  10,247   4,141   6,106  

  

  

Exmoor National Park 

Authority 
Mapping support  500   500   -    

  

  
Heather Trust Project Coordinator  26,546   13,273   13,273  

  

  
Malcolm McEwan Trust Aerial vegetation survey  2,300   1,150   1,150  

  

  
Molland Estate Moorkeeper  25,006   -     25,006  

  

  
Molland Estate 

Loss of winter exclusion 

grant 
 33,500   33,500   -    

  

  
Molland Estate Demonstration days  1,250   -     1,250  

  

  
Molland Estate  

Allowance for input over 

5 years 
 2,500   2,500   -    

  

  
Natural England 

SSSI Management Plan, 

vegetation monitoring 
 2,250   2,250   -    

  

  
University Researchers Evaluation  5,250   -     5,250  

  

  
TOTALS     122,622   63,950  58,671  

  

         

  
 

Funding from the 

Partnership Fund 
     48,521   

  
 

Funding to be obtained 

from other sources 
     10,150    

              

 


	1  Introduction
	2 Objectives for the project
	3 Project Partners
	4 Funding
	5 Management Activity
	6 Dissemination
	7 Centre of Excellence
	8  Conclusions
	Background
	Sources of Funding

