
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ongoing scrub encroachment is causing the quality of some the important ecological 

and landscape features at Ditchling Beacon to slowly deteriorate. 

It is considered likely that the site’s important areas of chalk grassland in particular will 

be lost within a generation if targeted management is not enacted.  

A range of options are available to safeguard the site’s important features, using a 

variety of techniques, and we are therefore seeking views on the future management of 

the site from all interested parties.  

This background paper forms part of the initial stage of a public consultation about 

the future management of Ditchling Beacon within the South Downs National Park.  

The consultation process is being funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund and 

is part of the Changing Chalk Partnership. 

Details of consultation events can be found at the end of this document. 



Chalk downland is a special landscape of southern England, 

supporting a range of habitats and with a rich cultural history. 

Its rolling hills result from the gradual erosion of the 

underlying chalk substrate. The chalk itself is extremely 

porous, leading to a fluctuating water table and generally very 

dry, thin, soils.  

Historically, downland characteristically supported extensive 

areas of floristically diverse chalk grassland (a habitat type 

globally restricted to north-west Europe) which in turn 

supported a host of specialist invertebrate species. 

In prehistoric times these areas would have been 

characterised by native woodland - the characteristic open 

downland landscape that we cherish today is the result of a 

prehistoric tree-clearance followed by millennia of livestock 

grazing. However, more recently, much of the UK’s downland 

has been ploughed due to changing agricultural economics.  

  



 

On the remaining sites livestock grazing was no longer economic, and the centuries-old 

tradition of grazing the downland was abandoned. A subsequent decrease in Rabbit 

numbers in the 1950’s, due to Myxomatosis, has led to increased levels of scrub cover at 

many remaining chalk grassland sites.  

Ultimately, these factors have resulted in a huge decrease in the extent of chalk 

grassland across the UK, with those remaining pockets becoming even more valuable.  

In the modern era these remaining areas face the added challenges posed by global 

climate change and atmospheric nutrient deposition.  

Ditchling Beacon (Tenantry Down) 

Nature Reserve has been managed 

as a nature reserve by the Sussex 

Wildlife Trust since 1976. The site is 

just over 24ha in total size and 

more than four fifths of it is 

registered as Common Land under 

the Commons Registration Act 

1965.  

The site is managed by the Sussex Wildlife Trust on behalf of the registered 

Commoners, who make up the “Ditchling Beacon and Commons” charitable Trust, 

although the pay and display car park located at the summit of the Beacon (and a small 

area of land extending to the parish boundary) is owned and operated by the National 

Trust. 



Ditchling Beacon forms an obvious landmark 

within the landscape of the South Downs. At 248m 

tall it comprises the tallest point in East Sussex and 

provides an unobstructed panorama across the 

Weald and downs. It lies within the historic, linear, 

parish of Ditchling, which follows the downs and, in 

doing so, incorporates historically grazed areas on 

the steep northern scarp, patches of woodland, 

and cultivated areas in the downland dip slope, all 

of which were required to maintain the parishes 

inhabitants in the past.  

The downs were used as a military training area 

during the Second World War, thereby escaping 

the plough, unlike other cultivatable areas of “low 

quality” habitat in the south of England at the time. 

Click here for Sussex Wildlife Trust Drone footage of Ditchling Beacon  

https://youtu.be/pNi8yqukU8A


The steep terrain presents challenges in terms of day-to-day management of the site. 

Habitat management (including scrub clearance and tree thinning) is predominantly 

carried out using hand tools by members of the local community, alongside other 

volunteers, and is overseen by Sussex Wildlife Trust.  

More technologically innovative methods, such as the use of automated ‘robo-mowers’ 

to remove areas of scrub on steep scarp slopes, have also been trialled in the past, 

although the associated cost and skilled labour requirements may limit their use in the 

future. 

The arrival of Ash Dieback disease in the UK in 

2012 means that many of the Ash trees on site 

are dying, and treefall has consequently 

become a health and safety concern for 

members of the public accessing the reserve. 

The thinning and removal of potentially 

dangerous trees has therefore recently become 

an important component of day-to-day 

management on site.  

Livestock are also used as a management tool, 

with grazing currently carried out on <50% of 

the reserve and concentrated within one 

fenced area in the south of the site.  



Traditionally, a mix of British White and Sussex 

cattle have been used in the summer. Sheep 

also play an important role in the grazing 

management of chalk grassland, with Herdwick 

sheep grazed on Ditchling Beacon in the winter 

months. The absence of a permanent standing 

waterbody however poses a constraint to 

grazing, with any water required currently 

bowsered onto site.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Located south of the village of Ditchling and 

situated within easy travel distance of Brighton (it 

has its own dedicated bus route), the site is 

popular with both local people and day-trippers.  

Dog walkers are welcome, although dogs are 

asked to be kept under close control in the vicinity 

of livestock. Several footpaths traverse the site, 

and the South Downs Way bridle path runs along 

its southern border.  

The ascent afforded by the busy Ditchling Bostall 

road, which runs up the steep northern scarp 

slope, is also popular with cyclists, and forms one 

stretch of the annual London to Brighton Bike 

Ride. 



In addition to the panoramic 

views offered from the summit, 

the site is of particular interest 

for its ecological and 

archaeological heritage. The 

remains of an Iron Age hillfort 

are located on the top of the 

beacon, although these have 

been partly damaged by 

ploughing in the past.  

Other heritage features within the 

site include an 18th/19th century 

dewpond, highlighting the 

historical importance of the 

locality for stock grazing, and a 

parish boundary stone dating back 

to the 1800s. 

 

Ditchling Beacon is part of the Clayton to Offham 

Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), with the 

reserve playing an important role in wider habitat 

connectivity across the larger site. The reserve’s 

ecological value arises from its location on the 

steep chalk escarpment, with nationally 

uncommon chalk grassland comprising the 

dominant habitat, although the site also 

incorporates areas of Ash and Hawthorn 

dominated woodland and scrub. The areas of 

secondary woodland on site are already suffering 

the effects of Ash Dieback disease. 

 



                        

The grassland habitats support a range of rare plants, including several species of 

orchid, such as the declining Musk Orchid and the Marsh Fragrant Orchid outside of its 

typical habitat type. Autumn Gentian, Round-headed Rampion, and the diminutive 

Adder’s-tongue Fern comprise some of the other attractive and range-restricted species 

of flora found on site. 

The reserve is also important for breeding 

and passage birds, and a sizeable number 

of butterfly species have been recorded. 

The latter include populations of both Dingy 

and Silver-spotted Skippers, as well as 

Chalk-hill Blues. These butterfly species are 

dependent upon short grassland swards, 

which receive high levels of sunlight and 

support a variety of nectar sources.  



In recent decades large areas of chalk 

grassland within the site have however been 

lost to encroaching scrub and trees, due to a 

decrease in the level of grazing – historic 

photographs indicate that much of the 

woodland is only about 60 years old. Many of 

the rare plants and animals found at Ditchling 

Beacon are reliant on the short and open 

sward which results from grazing on downland 

soils.  

Once grazing levels decrease, a taller sward of 

more generalist grasses is able to develop and 

outcompete many of the more specialist chalk 

grassland species. Reduced grazing levels also 

ultimately allow scrub to become established 

within former grassland areas.  

However, scrub is also of benefit in its own 

right, providing habitat for breeding and 

passage birds, while scrubby edges provide a 

marginal microhabitat for species that require 

warm, sheltered, conditions or that are 

vulnerable to grazing.  

  



Today, management of Ditchling Beacon needs to address the challenge of ecological 

succession; the process by which open habitats such as chalk grassland develop into scrub and 

woodland in the absence of interventions such as grazing, mowing, and cutting.  

Chalk grassland is identified as a priority habitat for conservation. Sussex Wildlife Trust consider 

that it may take a minimum of 60 to 70 years of management to revert key areas of secondary 

woodland on site back to chalk grassland habitat.  

Due the levels of nutrients that have built up under areas of scrub and secondary woodland, any 

management intervention/s will need to be both rigorous and carried out on site for the 

foreseeable future.  

This is complicated by 

the very steep terrain, 

which makes 

mechanical 

management difficult, 

and the presence of 

the busy Ditchling 

Bostall road is also a 

major obstacle to 

management across 

the reserve.  

The following sections describe the management options available for use on the reserve; 

however, these should not be considered in isolation as it is likely that a range of techniques will 

be required. 

  



Doing nothing

Ditchling Beacon currently supports open areas of flower-rich 

grassland, interspersed with patches of scrub and areas of 

trees. If no management is carried out, the scrub will 

encroach on the open grassland, which will in turn develop 

into woodland.  

In today’s static and crowded landscape, there is no room for 

the natural flux of habitats: the chalk grassland of Ditchling 

Beacon is entirely dependent upon human intervention to 

survive and would be lost within a generation if no 

management were carried out. 

Mowing

Mowing can remove bulky vegetation, 

allowing less competitive species to 

flourish and preventing the development 

of scrub, and is already used on some 

non-grazed areas of the site. Removal of 

mown material can lead to a gradual 

decrease in nutrients, which promotes 

species diversity.  

Conversely, if mown material is left in situ 

it will lead to a build up of nutrients. 

Mowing only removes the standing 

vegetation, leaving the leaf litter layer 

intact, and creates a structurally uniform sward without the patches of bare ground which are 

important for warmth-loving invertebrates (e.g. Silver-spotted Skipper butterfly) and for less 

competitive plants.  

On steep slopes, mowing and the removal of cuttings is impractical, and the use of mowing 

machinery can also result in soil compaction and is less sustainable than grazing.  

An advantage is provided, however, by the fact that there is no need for the installation of 

infrastructure, such as fencing, and visitors are not 

potentially put off by the presence of livestock.  

Associated costs include the initial investment 

in, and subsequent maintenance of, mowing 

equipment, as well as staff time. 



Livestock grazing 

Grazing enhances species richness in grassland 

swards by creating structural diversity. Grazing and 

trampling by livestock reduce the amount of bulky, 

competitive, grasses present creating areas of 

shorter vegetation and bare ground (known as 

“microhabitats”) that can be colonized by low-

growing, light-demanding, species (such as 

Horseshoe Vetch).  

Through the removal of vegetation, grazing can also 

mitigate the effects of atmospheric pollution, which 

adds nutrients and encourages bulky, generalist, 

plants at the expense of chalk grassland specialists. 

Similarly, grazing is important as follow-on 

management after scrub has been removed, as it 

helps control any subsequent flush of growth.  

Cattle remove vegetation by wrapping their tongues around it, resulting in a varied, tussocky, 

sward and are also able to cope with tall vegetation, while trampling creates small pockets of 

bare ground. Sheep nibble rather than pull vegetation, so they are adept at creating the short 

sward favoured by many downland species, although they are much less effective at grazing tall 

vegetation. Ponies also create a short sward, but can additionally tackle more robust vegetation. 

Grazing requires some form of infrastructure to contain livestock, for example; temporary 

electric fencing, permanent fencing, cattle grids, or the use of geofencing - this is most suitable 

for cattle and requires GPS collars fitted with a device that warns the animals when a 

predetermined virtual fenceline is reached. Fencing can prove obtrusive in open landscapes, and 

care must be taken not to impede access for people.  

          



            

At Ditchling Beacon, Sussex Wildlife Trust have investigated the possibility of using landscape-

sensitive options, such as cattle grids, in the past, but such management options have so far 

proved unfeasible due to the health and safety concerns posed by the presence of the busy 

Ditchling-Bostall road running through the site. 

Furthermore, only 10% (or 10ha, whichever is the less) of a Common can be enclosed at any one 

time without consent from the Planning Inspectorate. 

Grazing takes place on many much-visited sites and people often enjoy seeing grazing animals in 

a natural environment. However, some visitors dislike visiting areas with stock, especially if 

accompanied by dogs.  

Traditional cattle breeds such as those used by Sussex Wildlife Trust are generally docile and 

ignore dogs and people, although bulls, young cattle and cows with calves under three months 

old (of any breed) are not suitable on sites visited by the public. Sheep are more vulnerable to 

attack from dogs, while care must be taken to ensure that ponies are not fed by visitors, which 

can cause problems. The needs of horse riders must also be considered where fencing or gates 

are proposed along bridleways.  

Compared to other management techniques, grazing requires more initial investment in terms 

of infrastructure and livestock and requires “back-up” land elsewhere for when the animals are 

not required on site. However, once established, running costs are limited to health and welfare 

considerations (including veterinary checks and daily lookering), transport etc. Grazing is often 

considered as a more sustainable and natural form of management. 



Scrub cutting 

Targeted scrub removal is a management 

tool used in almost all open, semi-natural, 

sites (including grasslands, heathlands, 

and wetlands) where succession has led 

to the loss of open habitat. In addition to 

the results of succession, the presence of 

invasive, non-native, Wall Cotoneaster 

scrub on the reserve at Ditchling Beacon 

provides further requirement for on-site 

scrub management.  

Scrub removal is time-consuming and 

potentially costly but once areas of scrub 

have been cleared, and any resulting 

brash has been removed from the site, 

grazing, or cutting can be used to prevent 

recolonization of the area. Scrub clearance has already been carried out on site at various points 

over the last few decades, although its sustainability as a management tool in the long run is 

questionable in the absence of suitable levels of grazing. 

Tree clearance 

Clearance and/or thinning of areas of woodland within the site is an ongoing process due to the 

presence of Ash Dieback disease (with a thinning licence already in place for this reason), 

although subsequent management of cleared areas has proven difficult.  

Tree thinning, like scrub removal, is both time consuming and potentially expensive, with the 

steep slopes present within the reserve potentially making such activities more problematic. 

However, some tree 

clearance, in excess of that 

required to manage Ash 

Dieback, would be 

necessary to return areas of 

the site to chalk grassland.  



  

To help make decision on changes to the 

management of the site Sussex Wildlife Trust is 

keen to hear your views on the future of the 

common and the different management options 

available.  

An hour long online webinar, providing further 

information about the consultation process and 

potential management options, will be held on 

Wednesday 11th November 2020 at 2pm and 

repeated on Wednesday 18th November at 

7pm.  

Additional on-site consultation events will be 

held in the Ditchling Beacon National Trust car 

park on the mornings of Wednesday 4th and 

Saturday 7th November.  

Further information about the on-site events or 

online webinars and how to sign up can be found 

at www.sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk/changingchalk  

If you would like to provide input to the 

consultation process then please feel free to 

complete the Ditchling Beacon online 

consultation questionnaire, which will be live 

from 14th October and close 18th December 

2020 and can be accessed at 

https://tinyurl.com/ditchlingbeacon  

All information collected from completed 

questionnaires will be stored securely and used to 

inform any choice of management options 

moving forward in the consultation process. If you 

prefer to complete and return a paper copy of 

the questionnaire a printable version can be 

found at 

www.sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk/changingchalk 

Registered charity no: 207005  

 

An online animated presentation 

created using the information provided 

in this background paper can also be 

viewed at 

https://tinyurl.com/ditchlingbeaconpre

sentation  

Photo credits: Zoe Caals (Footprint Ecology), David Cumberland, David Iliff, Durwyn Liley (Footprint Ecology), 

Malc McDonald, Björn S, Phil Saunders (Footprint Ecology), and Steve Tillman (Sussex Wildlife Trust). 
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