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A   About you 
 
A1   For what purpose do you visit the Common? (ple ase tick one or more) 
 
Walking  Horse riding  Nature study  
Dog walking  Model aircraft flying  Jogging  
Cycling  

       

Quiet relaxation  

 

Pic-nic  
 
Other (please give details) 
 
A2   How often do you visit the Common? (please tic k) 
 
Daily   Weekly   Monthly   Less often  
 
A3   How do you usually travel to the Common? (plea se tick) 
 
Car/van  Cycle  On horse back  
Horse Box/Lorry  

 
On foot  

 
Public transport  

 
A4   If you go by vehicle, where do you normally pa rk? (please tick)  (CP = car park) 
 
Monument CP  Staple Hill CP  Longcross CP  
Roundabout CP  Jubilee Mount CP  Fishpool CP  
Burma Road  

 

Gracious Pond Road  

 

Other road  
 
A5   Do you belong to any Wildlife Conservation or Amenity organisation? If so, which 
one(s)? 
 
 
 
 
A6  Are you aware that the Common is a European des ignated site for its wildlife? (please 
tick)  
 
Aware   Not aware  
 
A7   Where do you come from? (please give postcode)                    
 

       

 
 

Chobham Common – Questionnaire on Future Management  
 
This survey is being carried out by Surrey Wildlife  Trust to help us make decisions on future 
management of the Common for wildlife and people.  If you have not yet seen them, you may find it 
helpful to read the leaflet and background paper ab out the Common before filling in this questionnaire .  
Details of where to get further information and whe re to send this questionnaire are at the end.  
 

 
CC …………….. 
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B   Your views 
 

B1   Do you visit the Common because it offers: (pl ease tick one or more) 
 
Open views  Long walks  Easy access by car   
Peace & quiet  Circular walks  Alternative car parks  
A wild place  Easy access on foot   Riding access   
Scenery/landscape   Good for dogs   Long rides   
Wildlife  

 

Meeting others  

 

Circular rides  
 
Other (please specify): 
 
 
B2   Visiting the Common, do any of the following c oncern you? (please tick one or more) 
 
Too crowded  Appearance of burnt areas  Dog mess  
Too quiet  Disturbance to wildlife  Path surfaces  
Too noisy  

 

Bridleway surfaces  

 

Uncontrolled dogs  
For walkers:                    Meeting horses on paths  
For riders:                       Meeting walkers/joggers/cyclists on paths (mark box with W, J, or C)  
 
Other (please specify): 
 
 
B3   Do you visit other public open spaces locally?   If so which are these? 
 
For walking : 
 
For riding : 
 
 
B4   Do you think the current management of the Com mon for visitors  is: 
 
About right   Needs changing    No Views  

  
What changes would you like to see, if any? 
 
 
 
B5   Do you think the current management of the Com mon for wildlife  is: 
 
About right   Needs changing    No Views  

  
What changes would you like to see, if any? 
 
 
 
B6   Tree and scrub management is necessary to keep  the open heathland. Do you think the 
balance is: (please tick) 
 
About right   Too much clearance   Not enough clearance  
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B7   Inputs of nitrogen from the atmosphere are hel ping to change the Common from 
heathland to grassland.  To prevent this, managemen t is needed.  Do you have concerns 
over any of the following? (please tick one in each  row) 
                 
Management            No concerns            Slight concerns          Serious concerns 
Controlled Burning    
Grazing    
Mowing    
Vegetation Stripping    
A combination of these    
 
If you have concerns, what are they? 
 
 
 
B8   If grazing were to be considered, we would nee d to consider stock types.  Would you 
have concerns about grazing by (please tick one in each row): 
        
Type of stock No concerns Slight concerns Serious c oncerns 
Sheep    
Cattle    
Ponies    
A combination of stock    
If you have concerns, what are they? 
 
 
 
B9   If grazing were to be considered it would be n ecessary to control or contain the animals.  
Given that public access would need to be maintaine d, which of the following would cause 
you concern? 
 
 No concerns Slight concerns Serious concerns 
Shepherding (for sheep)     
Temporary fenced enclosures on Common    
Additional fencing with all current access 
points maintained 

   

Some additional fencing as above with 
road cattle grids/traffic calming 

   

If you have concerns, what are they? 
 
 
 
B10   Do you think enough information is available at car parks for users of the Common? 
(please tick one) 
 
Enough   Not enough   Too much  
If ‘not enough’, what more information would you like? 
 
 
 
B11   Do you think the paths/bridleways are (please  tick one):  
 
Paths    
Well maintained       Need more maintenance   Need no maintenance  
 
Bridleways 
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Well maintained       Need more maintenance   Need no maintenance  
 
B12   Do you think the wardening presence on the Co mmon is (please tick one):  
      
About right          Not enough     Too Much  
 
B13   Do you think dog bins should be provided (ple ase tick one): 
 
Yes   No   No View  
 
If Yes:        
At Roundabout car park only   At all car parks             Other  
 
 
The questionnaire and any further enquiries should be sent by 31 July 2008  to Catherine Aikin-
Sneath at Surrey Wildlife Trust, School Lane, Pirbright, Woking, Surrey, GU24 0JN, or e-mail her at 
catherine.aikin-sneath@surreywt.org.uk.  Further information is also available on our website 
www.surreywildlifetrust.org/. 
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CHOBHAM COMMON – BACKGROUND INFORMATION PAPER  

 
(Prepared by Dr John Day on behalf of Surrey Wildlife Trust) 

 
 
This background paper has been produced for those who would like more detailed information on 
the management issues at Chobham Common.  It complements a leaflet which gives a summary of 
the issues and is accompanied by a questionnaire on which you can record your views and 
comments.  Details of where to get further information and send your comments are at the end of 
this paper. 
 
It is believed that most heathland was created when early (Neolithic) farmers cleared the primary 
woodland that once cloaked the country.  This clearance exposed and degraded the fragile soils, 
creating the acid and impoverished conditions favoured by heathland.  Following initial clearance, 
the heaths were kept open down the centuries by intensive use, including grazing and fuel 
gathering.  Changes in agriculture and the availability of cheap fuel brought most traditional 
heathland management to an end by the beginning of the 20th century.  Abandonment and 
conversion to other uses has meant that about 80% of heathlands across southern Britain have 
now been lost. 

A post war photograph of Chobham Common showing open heathland. Growth of trees and scrub 
had been prevented by army activities and grazing by rabbits  
 
At Chobham Common, rough grazing and the cutting of heather, gorse and small trees declined 
after 1914 and had almost completely ended by 1940.  Photographs from the early part of the 20th 
Century show that large tracts of heather with extensive areas of wet heath and open bog 
dominated the Common.   There was little scrub and few trees of any great size.  In 1984 the first 
management plan was produced for the Common which recognised invading scrub, fire and erosion 
as the main threats to the site. 
 
The Common is now an important open space for people to enjoy the wildlife and landscape.  Over 
the years, local communities have fought hard to retain the Common as open land for air and 
exercise and it now attracts an estimated 250-300,000 visits a year.  Many visitors come to walk or 
ride on the Common, to look at the wildlife or just to enjoy the wonderful views.  Others come to 
fish, fly model airplanes, go bird watching or botanise on the heaths and mires.  



Report on Chobham Common consultation and recommendations 

 

 

56 

The importance of the Common for its wildlife and heathland habitats has been recognised by both 
national and international designations.  It is a European Special Protection Area and Special Area 
for Conservation, and a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) with nationally important heathland 
habitats and bird and invertebrate populations.  It is managed by the Surrey Wildlife Trust on behalf 
of Surrey County Council to conserve the wildlife and maintain it as a site for people to enjoy.  
Currently, the Government has set targets for all SSSIs to reach favourable condition for wildlife (or 
to be moving towards favourable condition) by 2010.  Of the 514 hectares (ha) (about 1270 acres) 
of the Heathland National Nature Reserve managed by the Trust, nearly 43% is currently in 
unfavourable condition and it is feared that this proportion will increase. 
 
If ways can be found to manage the Common which will lead to favourable condition, financial 
support from government for the management of the Common could be applied for and, if 
successful, this would raise grant levels from £50/ha to £200/ha.  However, in practice this would 
also mean looking for sustainable ways of managing the common without large inputs of fossil fuels 
and resource-intensive machinery.  
 
Today, management of the Common encounters two major problems: continued growth of scrub 
and woodland across the open heathland and the slow conversion of heath and mire to grassland.  
Without regular management, most heathlands will rapidly be lost to either grass/bracken 
dominated communities or to encroaching trees and scrub, mostly birch and Scots pine.  Invasion 
by trees and scrub has been seen as one of the main threats to heathland in recent years.  
Currently, the Trust manages about 20 hectares per annum (ha/pa) for scrub clearance but with 
rapid re-growth, this is hardly enough. 
 
Airborne nitrogen arising from the burning of fossil fuels in industry, traffic, shipping, aviation and 
agriculture poses one of the greatest threats to heathland in Europe.  Many of the plant species can 
only survive and compete successfully on acid heathland soils with low nitrogen availability.  
Nitrogen compounds also increase acidification in soils.  The addition of nutrients in rain or dust 
particles increases the nitrogen in the vegetation, litter and upper soil layers, and this builds up over 
time.  Heather can initially benefit from inputs of nitrogen, but this also causes more rapid ageing of 
the plants and greater susceptibility to drought, frost and insect attack.  Where the heather is 

weakened or removed, for example by fire, then 
grasses gain a competitive advantage both from the 
higher nutrient levels and from the increase in light 
and this triggers a conversion from heather to grass- 
dominated communities with the loss of many 
specialist species associated with heather- 
dominated heaths. 
  
 
Purple moor grass at Chobham Common 

One of the grass species involved, purple moor grass (Molinia) 
has been increasing on the Common in recent years. This is a 
deciduous and tussocky grass, losing its leaves in Winter, so a 
thick thatch of dead growth builds up. Molinia beds form 
hummocks which are difficult and often hazardous to walk 
through, pose a big fire risk and are poor for wildlife. The grass is 
resistant to fire and recovers quickly after burning. 
 

Purple moor grass (light coloured) is spreading 
            on Chobham Common 
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A number of studies have shown a decline in heather and an increase in the dominance of Molinia 
on many heaths across Europe.  Following considerable research, it has been suggested that 
harmful effects of nitrogen inputs (such as conversion to grass) will not occur on heathlands below a 
threshold of about 10 kg of nitrogen deposition per hectare per annum.  
 
One of the main aims of management is therefore to minimise the deposition levels that have built 
up from past years and to counter the annual increments which are still occurring.  The estimated 
annual deposition level at Chobham is about 16 kg ha pa and past depositions of perhaps as much 
as 450kg per ha have built up in the soil, litter and vegetation from past years.  This means that if 
the Common is not to become a mixture of closed woodland and grass covered heaths, regularly 
swept by fires, a substantial amount of management will be needed.  
 
The cutting and removal of birch, pine and other scrub species will retain open heathland and 
prevent its succession to woodland.  This must be sensitively done to retain sufficient scattered 
trees and scrub to enhance the biodiversity and landscape value of the site.  European gorse has 
spread and is a major fire risk as well as being important for wildlife so this too will need to be 
managed.  Bracken has also spread and will need to be cut or sprayed to prevent it swamping more 
desirable plant communities.  
 
To maintain wildlife and reduce nutrient levels in the mire and heathland habitats, management will 
be needed to encourage heathland plants and suppress competition from Molinia.  There are a 
number of ways of managing heathland (which are not mutually exclusive), but each has 
advantages and disadvantages. 
 
Grazing 
Grazing creates botanical and structural diversity, and enhances species richness by removing the 
thatch effect produced by unmanaged purple moor grassland producing a patchwork effect in the 
vegetation.  This creates a mosaic of micro-habitats with small areas of low vegetation and open 
ground, colonised by small, light demanding  plants such as sundews.  Grazing has also been 
shown to be effective at mitigating the effects of atmospheric nitrogen and phosphorus deposition 
through the removal of vegetation, and reduces Molinia cover.  It has proved effective in 
suppressing Molinia in enclosures on Chobham Common in the past.  However, under new 
legislation only 10 ha (less than 2%) of the Common can now be enclosed for grazing at any one 
time without consent.  Grazing can also play a role in suppressing scrub and bracken, creating bare 

ground and reducing litter.  Generally, 
light grazing leads to an increase in 
heather cover and heavy grazing leads 
to the replacement of heather with 
grassland species,  Light grazing can 
remove about 15 Kg ha pa of nitrogen, 
so it could approximately balance the 
annual input of nitrogen. Further action 
would be needed to reduce the stored 
nitrogen from previous inputs. 
 
Old English Whites on Chobham 
Common 

Where Molinia is the main problem though, only Summer grazing is effective.  However, the use of 
grazing requires the control of stock.  If sheep are used, control may be through shepherding or 
fencing but cattle or ponies would require fencing.  
 
Sheep are ineffective graziers of tall vegetation such as Molinia but could be used after controlled 
fires or cutting.  A shepherded system of sheep management would need grazing all the year 
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round.  If sheep are fenced in, sheep netting must be used which is more expensive to install than 
normal stock fencing, and some protection against dogs would be essential. 
 
Cattle and ponies require fencing and breeds must be carefully chosen.  Cattle grazing takes place 
on many heavily-visited sites where people often enjoy seeing grazing animals in a more natural 
environment but despite this, some visitors are understandably nervous about visiting areas with 
stock, especially when accompanied by dogs.  Although traditional breeds are generally docile and 
ignore dogs and people, ideally, some areas should be free of stock at any one time.  Bulls, young 
cattle and cows with young calves are not suitable on sites visited by the public.  Horse riders can 
be wary of free grazing ponies, particularly stallions, and where there are gates, riders and their 
mounts have special requirements. 
 
If grazing were to be considered as a suitable management tool at Chobham Common, the public 
would need to have confidence that it were properly managed and would benefit the Common.  
Whilst many people would enjoy the presence of traditional breeds of grazing animal, any adverse 
effects would need to be minimised.  
 
Burning 
Burning can help to remove nitrogen stored in the vegetation but 60% or more of the nitrogen is 
stored in the top layers of the soil, so burning would only remove 10-15%, the equivalent of 4-5 
years’ input.  Burning at intervals of ten to fifteen years (the time for vegetation to recover and be 
suitable for burning) can not compensate for the inputs of nitrogen during the intervening years, so 
while burning slows nitrogen build-up, it does not stop it.  After burning, free nitrogen can be 
washed into watercourses and fires can also increase soil acidity.  Burning by itself can increase the 
dominance of Molinia and reduce the frequency and dominance of heather.  

 
 
 
Burning can 
encourage 
dominance by 
grasses  
 
 
 
 
 

Results of burning can be variable[74, 87]; burning of old stands of heather can reduce diversity; 
and fires can cause damage to bryophyte and lichen communities.  The presence of the M3 
motorway, other roads and power-lines on the site would restrict areas of potential burning; there 
could be health and safety issues and concerns that controlled Winter burns might encourage wild 
fire raisers at other times.  Nevertheless, burning on a 30-40 year rotation is a traditional form of 
heathland management (for example, in the New Forest), although if adopted as appropriate at 
Chobham Common, it would need careful consideration and preparation and would have to include 
assessments of impacts on protected species such as reptiles, and the effects on areas used by 
visitors.  
 
Mowing 
Regular mowing creates an even sward and can encourage grass dominance over dwarf shrubs.  
This is because mowing removes only the standing vegetation and leaves the lower layers of 
vegetation and litter layer intact, so the effect on the accumulated nutrient stores is modest.  Mown 
material must be removed off site to reduce nutrients.  In one study the amount of nitrogen removed 
from the system was equivalent to about five years of atmospheric input and calculations from 
inputs and stored nitrogen levels in S-E England suggest that mowing and litter removal could 
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remove about 22% of stored nitrogen or 6-7 years of inputs.  Mowing uses machinery which is less 
sustainable than burning, and also risks the possibility of soil compaction and possible erosion, 
particularly on wetter ground.  On many parts of the Common, mowing and the removal of cuttings 
is impractical because of the wet and uneven ground. 
  
Turf stripping 
Turf stripping (which can follow grazing, burning or mowing) removes any vegetation, the litter and 
organic layers, and depending how low the machinery is set, part of the top layer of the underlying 
soil.  This is an extremely effective way of reducing nutrients, as high levels of nitrogen are stored in 
the organic layer and soil top layer.  This reduction has been calculated as over 50 years of 
nitrogen input.  Turf stripping can increase species richness and reduce the cover of Molinia but it 
can also deplete seed banks, acidify groundwater and cause increases in soil ammonium which can 
inhibit seed germination and reduce seedling survival.  Turf stripping creates patches of bare 
ground which are early successional habitats, important components of heathland communities 
supporting a range of rare species.  Turf stripping can be expensive, produces large volumes of 
material for disposal and can be unsightly and damage surface archaeology unless done sensitively 
and on a small scale. 
 
Approximate figures suggest that to remove the existing stock of nutrients from Chobham Common, 
it would be necessary to turf strip about 8ha of heathland each year for 50 years.  However, this 
would not prevent further inputs.  Burning and cutting could remove about half the inputs if carried 
out over a twelve-year cycle but this would be too frequent to retain biological diversity with a 
balance of different aged heather communities.  
 

*    * * 
There is therefore a range of management tools available to the heathland manager, including 
cutting, burning, grazing and turf stripping, or a combination of these.  Each has advantages and 
disadvantages in relation to nutrient removal, prevention of succession to woodland, creation of 
structural diversity and species biodiversity, financial costs, landscape considerations and public 
perceptions of the site.  A balance between all the considerations will need to be struck which 
meets the need to reach and maintain favourable condition status of the site whilst attracting a wide 
measure of public understanding and support. 

 
 
 
Over 35ha of the Common was 
burnt in wildfires in 2007            
 
 
 
 
 
 

Other management 
Considerable management effort is also needed to maintain the 37 Km (23 miles) of paths, 
bridleways and 20km (12.5miles) of firebreaks on the Common.  In 1976, about one third of the 
Common was burnt during the Summer, and in spring 1984 another major fire burnt a large area of 
the Common and jumped the M3.  During further fires in 2001 and 2002, the motorway had to be 
closed.  The Rangers carry out regular patrols, organise events for the public, give talks and 
presentations, and run volunteer work groups.  They also have responsibility for car parks and 
dealing with litter, dumping, uncontrolled dogs and all the other problems encountered on a large 
public open space.  They also organise all habitat improvement works and undertake monitoring of 
scarce plant, invertebrate and bird species.  Surrey Wildlife Trust’s Land Management Team 
undertake much of the habitat work on Chobham Common.  
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With the help of an independent consultant with a special knowledge of heathlands and commons, 
Dr. John Day, the Surrey Wildlife Trust is carrying out as wide a consultation as possible on the 
future management of Chobham Common for wildlife and people.  With this paper, you will find a 
questionnaire seeking your views on the Common.  If you want to add to this with other comments 
or suggestions, please do. 
 
The questionnaire and any further enquiries or comments should be returned to Catherine Aikin-
Sneath at the Surrey Wildlife Trust, School Lane, Pirbright, Woking, Surrey, GU24 0JN, or e-mailed 
to Catherine at catherine.aikin-sneath@surreywt.org.uk. Further information is also available on our 
website www.surreywildlifetrust.org.uk/. 
 
The Trust will also be holding open days for you to drop in and discuss the issues with the 
consultant and Trust staff at the following locations, times and dates: 
 
Drop-in days (10.00-16.00 hours): 
Community Hall, Virginia Water  Sun 15th June 
Village Hall, Sunningdale   Sat 28th June 
Community Centre, Chobham  Sat 12th July 
Chertsey Road Church Hall, Windlesham Sun 13th July 
 
Manned information points at : 
Roundabout car park    Sun 18th May (10.00-16.00) 
Staple Hill car park    Sun 1st  June (10.00-16.00) 
Ro 
 


