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1.0 BACKGROUND
1.1 Locaton & Ownership
Bluebell Wood is a small woodland of approximately 2 acres (0.8ha) at central grid reference TQ514309 in
the heart of Crowborough, East Sussex.  It  has residental development along its western and southern
boundaries and a supermarket car park to the east. On its northern side there is another, smaller car park
with hardstanding for recycling bins. 

Road access is from Pine Grove to the northwest but there are several pedestrian paths into the woodland
from  the  north  and  east  sides.  The  main  path  through  the  woodland  is  surfaced  but  there  are  also
numerous small, unsurfaced routes.

Bluebell  Wood is  a  small  fragment of  woodland that  was formerly  owned by Wealden District  Council
(WDC).  The site has been managed by Crowborough Town Council (CTC) on behalf of WDC since 2006 and
in 2018 the Town Council became the owners of Bluebell Wood.

In 2006 local residents formed a group known as Crowborough Conservaton. One of the purposes of this
group was to help with the management of Bluebell  Wood in order to maximise its wildlife and public
amenity value.

In 2007 CTC employed its frst Countryside Ranger to work on sites of high biodiversity value in the town,
one of which was Bluebell Wood. The CTC Ranger has subsequently taken the lead role in management of
the site.

1.2 Previous Surveys & Plans
The frst management plan for Bluebell Wood was drawn up for WDC by local resident Kevin Crook (Kevin
Crook 1997) and covered the period 1997 to 2002. This plan was not formally adopted by the council. 

In  2006 Kate  Ryland of  Dolphin  Ecological  Surveys  carried out  an ecological  survey and assessment  of
Bluebell Wood on behalf of WDC (Dolphin Ecological Surveys 2006). 

The management recommendatons made in the 2006 report were transposed into a fve-year management
plan for the period 2006 to 2011 by Barry Kemp (Barry Kemp Conservaton 2006) on behalf of Crowborough
Conservaton.
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1.3 Key Features of Bluebell Wood
There has not been a systematc ecological survey of Bluebell Wood since 2006 but local residents have
been carrying out biological recording and submit their data to the CTC Ranger. Bluebell Wood is believed to
be locally important for its woodland birds with both frecrest and goldcrest observed by local naturalists
(CTC Ranger pers.comm.).

The woodland canopy, shrub layer and ground fora are likely to remain substantally unchanged since 2006
apart  from a signifcant reducton in the amount of cherry laurel.  This shrub is  an invasive,  non-natve
species (INNS) that was a target of management work over the last decade.

As stated in the 2006 Management Plan, Bluebell Wood lies in an urban setng with very litle connectvity
to other semi-natural habitats. Its management objectves must be realistc and should place emphasis on
its very high value as greenspace where people can encounter common wildlife and experience the quiet of
a small woodland oasis in the town centre.

Nevertheless, Bluebell Wood does contain valuable features for wildlife including several woodland plants
that are typical of long-established woodland and hedgerow habitats, mature trees, standing and fallen
deadwood, a diverse bird fauna and a range of resources that will atract pollinators including nectar- and
pollen-rich plants as well as good over-wintering habitats. 

1.4 The 2019 Management Plan
The woodland was visited in June 2019 by Kate Ryland (Dolphin Ecological Surveys) and Dan Colborne (CTC
Ranger) to assess past  management achievements and progress over recent years.  Potental actons to
include in the new fve-year management cycle were discussed.

Management of Bluebell Wood has to take into account the constraints imposed by the high level of public
access, the consequent potental for ant-social behaviour or vandalism and the ecological limitatons of a
small habitat patch.

The following management objectves and recommendatons for the period 2019 to 2023 build on the
achievements of recent work. 

Some suggestons are also included for an area that is outside CTC ownership but lies adjacent to the
northern edge of Bluebell Wood which was clearly once part of the same habitat before the car parks were
constructed.
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2.0 BLUEBELL WOOD MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVES
 To conserve and enhance the biodiversity of Bluebell Wood through appropriate management

 To maximise the potental wildlife value of the woodland habitat

 To maintain Bluebell Wood as a fully accessible community asset where town residents and visitors
can enjoy the benefts of being in a natural woodland environment

 To demonstrate good practce management of a small, urban, woodland nature reserve

3.0 RECENT & CURRENT MANAGEMENT
3.1 Tree & Shrub Management
There is a steady, ongoing programme of gradual, selectve thinning and coppicing of sycamore and holly. 

This management of the canopy and shrub layer is intended to promote a varied age structure and slowly
enhance the structural complexity of woody species in the woodland.

3.2 Path & Glade Management
A small glade has been created in the southeastern corner of Bluebell Wood in accordance with the 2006
management plan.

Access improvement and maintenance work has also been undertaken since 2006. Primarily this is regular
management of path edges to keep the main paths clear. 

The use of some minor paths has been discouraged with strategically placed brush piles or large logs in an
atempt to reduce excessive trampling of the woodland ground fora.

3.3 Bramble Management
Selectve rotatonal cutng of the dense bramble stands that occur throughout the wood is carried out in
order to promote the growth of bluebells in the ground fora.

3.4 Invasive Non-Natve Species (INNS) Control
Much of the management focus since 2006 has been on controlling invasive non-natve species (INNS)
partcularly Japanese knotweed and cherry laurel.

Annual chemical  treatment  of  Japanese knotweed has  helped to reduce the amount  of  this  plant  and
prevented further spread within the site. However, whilst it is stll present on neighbouring propertes this
management acton will need to be contnued for the foreseeable future.

A large proporton of the cherry laurel that was in the wood has been removed in recent years and has been
replaced by natural regeneraton of natve, broadleaved trees and shrubs.

3.5 Liter Management
Regular liter picking and emptying of the liter and dog waste bins is needed in Bluebell Wood. 

The proximity of the recycling bin compound on the northeastern corner of the wood and its urban locaton
mean that liter is always likely to be a problem in this site.

3.6 Other Actons
Natve trees and shrubs have been planted in Bluebell Wood since 2006 with variable levels of success.
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4.0 MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS
4.1 Tree & Shrub Management

4.1.1 Selectve Thinning

The main tree management task over the next 5 years in Bluebell Wood is to contnue the gradual, selectve
thinning. This will help to increase the amount of light reaching ground level and diversify the tree age
structure. 

Young ash afected by dieback along with the most spindly oak and sycamore, which are at risk of wind-
throw, should be selected for thinning.

Ash dieback is a fungal disease of ash trees that is caused by the fungus Hymenoscyphus fraxineus (formerly
known as Chalara fraxinea). The impact of this disease is severe in Bluebell Wood and it is likely that most
or all of the ash will eventually be lost from the wood, though there remains the hope that some trees will
have natural resistance to the pathogen.

The Forestry Commission publishes guidance on how to manage sites where trees are afected by ash
dieback (FC 2019). This document provides a succinct introducton to the disease and summarises current
advice on best practce for site managers.

4.1.2 Glade Creaton

There is a large old ash coppice stool which appears to be afected by ash dieback in an area dominated by
hazel coppice in the south of Bluebell Wood. This old, mult-stemmed ash tree may become unstable and
pose a safety risk so it should be coppiced, even though healthy re-growth of the stool is unlikely. 

The  surrounding  young  ash  growth,  sycamore  and  sweet  chestnut  trees  should  be  either  thinned  or
coppiced (as appropriate) in order to create a new glade, approximately 10-15m in diameter, in the interior
of the wood. 

Cutng trees to create a new internal open space in Bluebell Wood has the potental to alarm visitors if the
reason is not explained in advance and also during the work. Temporary on-site signs should be put up
ahead of  all  signifcant  woodland management  and the ecological  value  of  creatng  a  new “woodland
buterfy glade”  should be explained so that visitors are kept fully informed.

4.1.3 Woodland Edge Habitat

Along  the  eastern  edge  of  Bluebell  Wood  there  is  a  low fence  that  separates  the  car  park  from  the
woodland. There are several  informal paths into the wood as well  as the main entry points along this
boundary.  The woodland edge currently comprises a mixture of bramble scrub and some shrubs under the
shade of a row of mature trees, predominantly sycamore and oak. 

There is good scope to improve the structural diversity of this edge habitat, increase the amount of light
that penetrates the canopy and thicken the shrub layer. A more dense and diverse band of scrub along the
woodland edge would be benefcial to wildlife and would also retain the scrubby barrier to the car park so
that further paths do not open up. 

A small number of carefully chosen mature sycamore trees should be felled within the approximately 5m
wide strip between the perimeter fence and the path within the wood. This work will need to be carried out
with great sensitvity because it could risk exposing the remaining mature trees to increased impact from
the prevailing wind if too many trees are removed. 

The mature sycamores have the potental to support important wildlife features, such as bat roosts and
habitat for hole-nestng birds. Each mature tree that is selected for removal must be carefully checked for
such features before work can begin.
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4.1.4 Retaining Dead Trees

Standing deadwood is an important resource for a variety of wildlife from fungi to lichens, invertebrates,
bats and birds. Sycamore is over-dominant in Bluebell Wood and site management has aimed to reduce the
proporton of this tree species whilst favouring oak (and previously ash). 

Where there is an opportunity to retain large, dead trees safely, a few of the older sycamores could be
made into “monoliths”  by ring-barking the trunk and reducing the spread of the major limbs.

4.2 Path & Glade Management

4.2.1 Paths

An important focus of management for the duraton of this plan should be on maintaining and enhancing
the network of rides and glades in Bluebell Wood. Most paths simply require periodic mowing or brush-
cutng along their immediate edges to maintain easy access for visitors. This can be done as required rather
than to a set schedule.

There are a number of small, informal “desire line”  paths in the wood and these have probably proliferated
as the amount of cherry laurel has been reduced. Too many paths in such a small woodland will inevitably
lead to trampling of the ground fora and disturbance to some of the woodland fauna. 

In recent years the CTC Ranger has used sof measures such as strategically placed dead hedging, bramble
and cut logs to discourage visitors from using some of the informal paths. Bramble banks remain a very
useful aid to managing visitor access around Bluebell Wood as well as providing valuable resources for a
range of wildlife.

For the duraton of this plan a pragmatc approach will be needed to reducing the number of small paths
where possible whilst also acceptng that it will not be feasible to block the most popular and persistent
routes and short-cuts.

If the sof “discouragement”  techniques fail to block minor paths then consideraton should be given to
formalising these paths by using small diameter cut logs to defne path edges and a bark/wood chip surface.
This will help to keep visitors on the path network rather than straying into other areas of the woodland.

4.2.2 Glades

As well as creatng a new glade in the interior of Bluebell Wood (see 4.1.2 above) the existng small glades
could be enlarged as part of the thinning work, targetng young sycamore growth on the glade edges in
partcular.

The scatered glades are  unlikely  to  need re-coppicing  within  the life  of  this  5 year  plan but  vigorous
regrowth, especially of sycamore, should be monitored to ensure that the glades remain as open, sunny
spaces with scrubby edges. If necessary selectve thinning and coppicing should be carried out to maintain
the vegetaton structure in the glades.

4.2.3 Bramble Management

Winter management of bramble to open up areas dominated by bluebell  in the wood should contnue
through selectve, rotatonal cutng. However prickly blockades should also be retained in key locatons to
ensure that no new paths open up.

4.3 INNS Control
Despite  regular  chemical  control  measures,  Japanese  knotweed  is  stll  present  in  the  western  part  of
Bluebell Wood. This is because there is contnuing ingress of this highly invasive species from the grounds of
a neighbouring property. 
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Targeted  control  of  Japanese  knotweed  using  the  herbicide  glyphosate  will  need  to  contnue  for  the
foreseeable future. CTC must comply with their legal requirements when managing this invasive species and
there  is  updated  guidance  available  from  numerous  sources,  including  the  DEFRA  pages  of  the  UK
government website (see references).

Any remaining large cherry laurel  shrubs and any re-growth from cut stumps and seedlings within the
woodland should be removed on an ad hoc basis during other winter management tasks. This will help to
promote the growth of natve, broadleaved woody species.

4.4 Liter Management
Regular inspectons and liter picks will always be needed at Bluebell Wood to keep the amount of rubbish
in the woodland to a minimum and to ensure that the rubbish bins are not allowed to become over-full.

The recycling compound on the northeastern corner of Bluebell Wood has been a source of considerable
amounts of windblown liter in the past. There are plans to improve the compound in late 2019 as part of
car park re-alignment work (see below) which may help to alleviate this problem in future.

4.5 Other Management

4.5.1 Shrub Plantng

There is scope to carry out small amounts of enrichment plantng of woody species in parts of Bluebell
Wood, for example the eastern margin and the edges of the new glade where new gaps in the canopy are
created by management.

Locally appropriate, natve shrub layer species that provide valuable resources for woodland fauna, such as
nectar,  pollen,  fruit  or  larval  food  sources  include  blackthorn  Prunus  spinosa,  hawthorn  Crataegus
monogyna, guelder-rose  Viburnum opulus, spindle  Euonymus europaeus, alder buckthorn  Frangula alnus
and hazel Corylus avellana.

4.5.2 Interpretve Boards

Installaton of  small  interpretve boards  at  Bluebell  Wood has  already been agreed by  CTC.  These will
provide an opportunity to highlight some of the special features of the wood and explain the management
that will take place to beneft wildlife and people.
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5.0 SURVEY & MONITORING
The 2006 Management Plan made some recommendatons for simple monitoring actons at Bluebell Wood.
These were to keep a writen record of management actons and to set up regular fxed-point photographic
monitoring. The photo monitoring has been carried out regularly and should be contnued.

The baseline vegetaton survey that was carried out in 2006 should be repeated now that more than 10
years have elapsed. This would help to provide a broad measure of the outcomes of the management
regime.

An additonal area to include in a new vegetaton survey would be the land to the north of Bluebell Wood
(see secton 6.0).

Perhaps the most important survey and monitoring actvites at Bluebell  Wood should be to encourage
greater involvement of local people who regularly visit and enjoy the site. 

Those who record wildlife in the woodland should be encouraged to submit their records to the CTC Ranger
and also via the iRecord website/app (htps://www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/) so that their data can be used locally
to inform management and also be stored at the Sussex Biodiversity Records Centre (SxBRC).

6.0 SUGGESTIONS FOR LAND NORTH OF BLUEBELL WOOD
Between the northern edge of Bluebell Wood and Pine Grove there is a block of land that is owned by WDC
and managed by their contractors. It comprises mostly car park (hardstanding) with a dense wooded fringe
along the roadside edge of Pine Grove and a central vegetated “island”  (see Figure 1). 

The wooded roadside strip is varied with some natve shrubs, locally dense cherry laurel and importantly
some mature and veteran trees that are likely to be of high biodiversity value, in partcular some very old
oaks.

The island of land within the car park supports a scatering of mostly quite young trees over a surprisingly
rich feld layer. The plants noted in the feld layer of the island during the brief site visit in June 2019 include
species that are of conservaton interest and some that are characteristc of relatvely undisturbed soils, for
example quite numerous common spoted-orchids, wood anemone, bluebell, pignut and biter-vetch. 

Planning permission has been granted to increase the number of parking spaces in this long-term car park
and work will begin in autumn 2019. The work will cause the loss of several trees and a signifcant part of
the narrow “island”  of ground. 

The current proposals to compensate for the loss of semi-natural vegetaton include installaton of bird
boxes, INNS control and plantng woodland bulbs, trees, shrubs and hedging in the remaining fragments of
the island and within the edge of Bluebell Wood itself.

In additon to these agreed measures it is strongly recommended that the wooded roadside strip and the
remaining porton of the vegetated island should be included as part of Bluebell Wood and that CTC should
take over responsibility for their ongoing management. 

If CTC took over these small areas of habitat next to Bluebell Wood it would allow for much more coherent
and coordinated management of INNS such as cherry laurel that occur in both the main woodland and the
roadside strip. 

Any remnants of the uncommon and atractve wildfower species found on the “island”  could be beter
protected and managed by CTC using a more sympathetc and less intensive mowing regime.

The re-locaton of CTC ofces to the Pine Grove complex means that the CTC Ranger is conveniently nearby
to oversee management of all the semi-natural habitat fragments between the road and the main car park.
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BLUEBELL WOOD FIVE-YEAR ACTION PLAN 2019 to 2023

MANAGEMENT TASK TIMING YEAR

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Tree & Shrub Management
Selectvely thin diseased ash, spindly oak and sycamore.

November to end of February     
Tree & Shrub Management

Coppice old ash stool and coppice or thin surrounding trees to create a new
glade. Provide informaton to visitors in advance of work startng.

November to end of February 

Tree & Shrub Management
Selectvely fell large sycamores on eastern car park edge

November to end of February   
Tree & Shrub Management

Create sycamore monoliths where feasible.
November to end of February 

Path & Glade Management
Mow or brush-cut path edges as required.

March to November     
Path & Glade Management

Use brash or dead-hedging to block minor, informal paths where possible.
November to end of February     

Path & Glade Management
Formalise heavily used minor paths with log edges and bark/woodchip surface.

As necessary   
Path & Glade Management

Enlarge existng glades by selectve thinning.
November to end of February  

Path & Glade Management
Thin or coppice within glades as required to maintain a diverse structure and

open, sunny ground.

November to end of February     

INNS Control
Contnue control of Japanese knotweed.

June/July     
INNS Control

Remove cherry laurel shrubs and seedlings.
November to end of February     
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MANAGEMENT TASK TIMING YEAR

Litter Management
Regular liter picks and emptying/inspecton of bins.

All year round     
Other Tasks

Enrichment plantng of natve shrubs.
November to end of February  

Survey & Monitoring
Contnue to take fxed-point photographs regularly

Whenever possible     
Survey & Monitoring

Contnue to keep clear records of management actons
All year round     

Survey & Monitoring
Vegetaton survey including the land north of Bluebell Wood

April to July 
Survey & Monitoring

Encourage visitors to submit wildlife records to CTC and to SxBRC via iRecord
All year round     

Management Plan Review
Assess progress and review management actons for a new 5-year plan

September 
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