
When Suffolk Wildlife Trust acquired the heath in 2012 we consulted at length with Knettishall 

visitors, local communities and other organisations including Natural England, Plantlife, Butterfly 

Conservation and the Forestry Commission to learn more about what made the site special and what 

users valued. We also looked at historical information including records for species that have been 

lost from the heath and aerial photographs that illustrate the scale of change that has occurred since 

the 1940’s. Knettishall Heath almost certainly has more woodland cover now than at any time in the 

last 4,000 years when the Bronze Age barrow was constructed on Hut Hill in what would have been a 

prominent position in a very open landscape. More recently, Knettishall Heath was designated as a 

Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) for its heathland habitats which are of National significance, 

but almost two thirds of the area of heath that existed in the 1940’s has since developed into 

woodland (300 acres of heath reduced to 114 acres). It is widely recognised that loss of habitat and 

lack of management are the two greatest threats to heathland wildlife and Knettishall is no 

exception having lost many species including nightjar and dingy skipper butterfly due to habitat 

change. 

The consultation led to the production of a plan illustrating a vision for the reserve that included 

extending and recreating links between the three isolated areas of heath and removing the internal 

fences to create a single large grazing enclosure. At the heart of the plan were conservation 

objectives for recreating conditions for specialist heathland birds such as woodlark and nightjar and 

restoring Breck heath plant communities as well as measures to ensure the visitor experience would 

be improved through the creation of new trails, signage and car park improvements. The plan sought 

to retain large areas of woodland within the grazing enclosure and create grazed wood pasture that 

would support both specialist Breck species as well as more common plants and animals. In total, 

approximately 23 acres of young woodland has been clear-felled (incl. 7 acres of mature conifer 

plantation) and a further 62 acres has been partially thinned (incl. 9 acres of conifer plantation) out 

of a total area of 251 acres of woodland. The original management plan has largely been 

implemented and we are now reaching the end of the restoration phase and moving into one of 

ongoing maintenance. 

We do recognise that heathland restoration can appear destructive and unsightly, and we are very 

thankful for the patience of our visitors during this short phase. You may also have noticed a number 

of windblown trees this winter, which have come down as a result of being exposed to the winds 

when smaller trees around them have been removed. Although windblown trees can look unsightly 

to us, they are in fact very good habitat, and are nature’s way of creating natural glades, standing or 

fallen deadwood for bats, insects and birds, and exposed sandy root balls which benefit digging 

insects and reptiles. It is also important to recognise that this current work is a transient stage, and 

heathland and scrubland species quickly recolonise the restored areas, whilst we undertake this 

work over winter when many species hibernate deep underground. We have also put some effort 

into restoring the tracks and areas where machinery has been over the past fortnight now that work 

has finished. Through walks and talks we have endeavoured to explain to regular visitors why we are 

undertaking this work with a view to the long-term vision of a thriving mixture of habitats. This 

winter has seen the last phase of large-scale tree removal and all that will remain to be completed 

next winter will be some modest targeted felling to finish restoring the links between habitats and 

some thinning in the remaining commercial conifer plantation. The volunteer team will continue 

with an annual programme of small scale tree and scrub removal to maintain the open habitats. 



Looking ahead, we do not propose to undertake any further large scale clear felling of the remaining 

woodland, as the plan is certainly not to deforest the whole heath, but to create a more diverse and 

connected landscape. Any future woodland management will likely focus on small-scale glade 

creation and thinning to further encourage Breck heath plant communities to recover within the 

grazing enclosure. All the woodland outside the grazing enclosure will essentially be ‘non-

intervention’ woodland except for the remaining conifer plantations which will be encouraged to 

develop as mixed woodland over time. The management objectives for the SSSI are set by Natural 

England as the body responsible for nationally important sites and they routinely assess the 

condition of the SSSI to ensure that ‘favourable condition’ is being achieved. Our management 

decisions will be informed by this process together with our own surveys of multiple species groups 

including reptiles, butterflies, specialist invertebrates, breeding birds and plants. 

I appreciate that major restoration work over the past few years has had a significant visual impact 

at Knettishall Heath. However that phase of activity is drawing to a close and I hope that in the 

coming years you will start to see the recovery of the heathland habitats alongside extensive areas 

of trees and woodland. The mosaic of woodland, heath and grassland at Knettishall Heath is one we 

are committed to conserving. 

Samantha Norris – Knettishall Heath Ranger 


