
 

Wanstead Flats Scrub Management 

At Wanstead Flats scrub is an important component of the habitat and has great conservation value, 
especially for insects and birds. Historically, most of the bigger scrub has developed around the edges of 
the grassland because the Flats were grazed by commoners’ cattle.  

Annual management of scrub 
Annual scrub management has been carried out at the Flats by the Conservators for many years. This 
regular work is aimed at conserving the small section of the Epping Forest Site of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSI) at Wanstead, keeping pathways open and maintaining firebreaks. We have divided the Flats into 8 
key areas for scrub management and these are shown in the Map 1 below, where the SSSI scrub is included 
within Area 1. 

 

Map 1: shows the main scrub areas (8 of them numbered) of two main categories, thorny scrub and broom scrub, on 
Wanstead Flats. These are either managed for conservation annually or cyclically. In some areas amenity and safety 
issues are also particulary important. 

As well as this annual management of scrub we also carry out longer-term cyclical scrub management. For 
this longer-term management, there are two main categories of scrub that are targeted. First is the older 
more thorny and brambly scrub with mature trees on the edges of the Flats. The second target for work is 
the more recent development and expansion of broom scrub within the acid grassland habitat itself. 

Thorny scrub 
For the first category of scrub, such as at The Dell, we carry out long-term cyclical scrub management in 
order to maintain and variety of ages and a varied structure within the habitat. The central parts of this 
scrub area are relatively recent in their development, as can be seen from the aerial photographs below 
which show how scrub has developed along the western side of the Dell (see top left of each aerial photo). 
This area has been cut in sections several times over the last twenty years to maintain young, thick but low 
scrub. This current work is part of that cycle of cutting to encourage younger scrub to develop. 



 

Broom scrub 
The broom thickets, the second category of scrub, have been colonising the areas of grassland gradually 
over the last twenty years. Although scrub has probably been present at Wanstead Flats, at low densities, 
for hundreds of years in the last 20 years this habitat has significantly increased to form dense thickets and 
reduces the area for the scarce acid grassland flora and specialist grassland breeding birds like Skylarks.This 
increase in this type of scrub can be seen in middle sections of the aerial photograph images of the Flats 
from1992, 2003 & 2013. 

 

For these areas of broom scrub the work is aimed at removing shrubs to prevent the loss of acid grassland 
habitat whilst retaining smaller patches with an increased length of younger scrub-edge. This scrub-edge is 
the really valuable habitat for insects as it catches more sunlight and can maintain the warmth they rely on 
to survive. Insects using these broom thickets now include some scarce butterflies, moths and solitary 
bees. 

Planning habitat conservation work 
In developing the plans for both the annual and longer-term cyclical work, therefore, the Conservators aim 
to balance the needs of the specialist species of each of the component habitats bearing in mind that the 
most threatened areas are the large areas of open acid grassland that are now very scarce and still 
declining in south-east England. 

Our scrub management is selective, based on detailed mapping, and has been planned with decisions 
made on the basis of survey assessments and conservation and landscape values. We also are very grateful 
for the excellent information on wildlife that we receive from the local community and have adapted our 
work as new species finds have been made in recent years.   

The annual clearance of areas of broom and gorse is undertaken by both our staff and by local volunteers 
whose enthusiasm and efforts are much appreciated. Recently, visitors might have noticed the piles of cut 
scrub which have arisen from work by community volunteers. These piles are pending final clearance by 
our staff. Although the worked areas may look damaged once cleared, they regrow quickly and ensure that 
a range of ages and classes of scrub are maintained ensuring a more diverse habitat.  

This year 
This year, in the areas we are working around The Dell at Wanstead and at Leyton Flats, the scrub is more 
robust than areas previously worked and we have had to make use of a specialist machine for cutting them. 
This mulcher is also important for our staff’s health and safety as the older scrub, unfortunately, often 
contains sharps and other hazardous litter. The areas chosen this year are also slightly larger and more 
prominent due to the more established nature of the scrub.  

For more information on this, or any of our other Forest conservation work, please see our City of 
London website.   


