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BRIEFING NOTE – MARCH 2021

Why Our  
Heather Moorland  
Matters

www.moorlandassociation.org



Conserving our moorlands as wondrous spaces for 
generations to come is vital – yet is fast becoming one 
of the greatest challenges the UK countryside is facing. 

Precious Places
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Precious Places

•  They lock up millions of tonnes of carbon: 
more than the combined forests of Britain 
and France.

•  Heather moorland is rarer than rainforest  
and threatened globally.

•  They are home to a rich variety of flora  
and fauna.

•  Here, some of the UK’s rarest and most 
endangered birds and other wildlife thrive.

•  They are vital to supporting our rural 
communities, providing jobs and  
boosting tourism.

Why they matter, at a glance:

The UK’s moorlands are precious places.

They provide a host of benefits for the environment, 
wildlife and communities in some of our most fragile  
rural areas. Millions of people love to visit and savour  
these iconic landscapes and feel better for it.

Grouse moor owners are fully committed to playing their 
part in making sure that the treasured moorland landscape 
stays in great shape now and for generations to come. 

It is the substantial private investment provided by 
landowners which protects the unique upland habitat  
and the wildlife it supports.
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Britain is home to 75% of the remaining upland 
moorland in Europe and land management is helping 
to conserve and enhance this unique landscape.

Peatland Restoration
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Peatland Restoration

There is more carbon locked up in UK 
peatlands than in all the trees of Britain 
and France. They hold 42% of our 
entire carbon stock, with 44 
million tonnes on grouse moors.

Our members are responsible for  
blocking 7000km  
of peatland drainage ditches, 
reversing the damage done as a result 
of Government agricultural policy in 
the last century.

Grouse moor owners have completed  
over a quarter of the 
Government’s 2025 peatland 
restoration target for the whole of 
England. Only 2.36% of peatland emissions 
come from grouse moors.

Our heather moorlands are some of the nation’s greatest assets in  
terms of carbon storage and capture. Carbon capture on managed  
grouse moors can help the UK meet its target of net zero greenhouse  
gas emissions by 2050.

Moorland Association members are working closely with Natural England 
and Defra to find innovative ways to create wetter conditions and 
reintroduce Sphagnum mosses to help protect the underlying peat.

In the last century, it was Government policy to drain the moorlands via 
man made ditches. Moorland Association members are responsible for 
blocking over 7000km of peatland drainage ditches and more are being 
blocked year on year. This raises the water table, re-wetting the peat, 
locking in carbon, helping to reduce flood risk down-stream and building 
resilience to climate change.

At least 30,000 hectares of peatland restoration work has been completed 
on grouse moors, rising year on year thanks to the collaboration and 
motivation of land management by our members.

Sphagnum moss
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Controlled heather burning, also known as ‘cool’ burning, 
is a valuable tool in the management of upland vegetation and 
produces a range of benefits for wildlife and the environment. 

Controlled Heather Burning 
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Controlled Heather Burning 
It is vital to note that controlled heather burning does 
NOT burn the peat beneath – gamekeepers and grouse 
moor owners DO NOT BURN PEAT.

The process of burning small areas of heather removes 
the older growth and allows the plants to regenerate. 
New heather, mosses and grass shoots follow, and these, 
along with plants such as bilberry, create diversity for 
wildlife and livestock grazing. Burning patches of heather 
in this way provides cover, foraging and nesting habitat 
for a suite of ground nesting birds, many of which are 
red listed species.

Controlled burning is only allowed between October and 
mid-April. Heather burning is not undertaken when birds 
and animals are breeding.

• Heather burning can have a positive effect on carbon 
capture.

• Burning does not cause water discolouration, in fact  
re-wetted peatlands help to clarify the water and the  
uplands provide 70% of the country’s drinking water.

• Sphagnum moss recovers quickly from low severity  
‘cool’ burning.

• The loss of controlled burning in the USA has led to declines  
in bird life and an increase in wildfires.

• The patches removed by controlled burning reduces the fuel 
load, helping to mitigate the spread of wildfires.

• Greenhouse gas emissions from controlled burning are 
relatively minimal compared with emissions from wildfire, or 
indeed intensively cultivated lowland peatland. 

• Removing the older top layers of vegetation allows the 
regeneration of sphagnum moss, aiding the creation of peat 
which results in further carbon lock-up.
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Our Commitment to Net Zero 
A dossier of new scientific evidence, 
‘Peatland Protection – The Science’, 
compiled by the Uplands Partnership 
included four separate reports. For 
further reading these can be found at 
www.moorlandassociation.org

• Peatland emissions from moors managed for red grouse emit 
260,000 tonnes of CO2 per year, just 2.36% of England peat 
emmissions. 

• By contrast, lowland peat emits a massive 9.5 million tonnes – 
86% of England peat emmissions.

• Peatland restoration on grouse moors is reducing upland 
emissions saving over 60,000 tonnes a year. 60% of restoration 
work on grouse moors is now complete.

• CO2 lost in combustion from management burning is replaced 
as fresh plants grow. 

• Charcoal from burning also adds to the carbon store in the peat.
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“The greatest threat to moorland is wildfire.” 
Secretary of State, Rt. Hon. George Eustice MP (2021) 

Wildfire Mitigation 
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Wildfire Mitigation
When vegetation builds up fire intensity 
increases beyond the point at which 
the Fire and Rescue Service can fight 
the flames. Our members belong to 
local fire operations groups, which map 
out fire-fighting resources.

Ponds and scrapes have been created 
and strategic fire plan maps drawn-up 
with the local fire services. 

Moorland Association owners and 
managers work hard to mitigate 
the risks. We liaise with the Fire and 
Rescue Service and, through the 
Upland Management Group, will work 
with experienced wildfire experts to 
develop strategic wildfire management 
planning advice, including the creation 
of fire breaks and fuel load reduction 
to help protect moorlands from 
disastrous wildfire.

Moorland gamekeepers patrol in high 
fire risk conditions advising visitors 
about the illegal use of barbeques, 
careless discarding of cigarette butts, 
cleaning up combustible rubbish  
and keeping firefighting equipment  
at the ready. 

If the worse happens, neighbouring 
estates join together to tackle a blaze 
and assist the Fire Service. Grouse 
moors have experienced fire fighters, 
equipment and a willing task force 
that works day and night to put out 
fires. If burning were to be lost as a 
management tool, however, these skills 
and equipment would also be lost. 

Spain spends  
3 million Euros a year 
carrying out state-paid wildfire 
mitigation burning because 
land management has been 
abandoned. Grouse moor 
managers do this FOR FREE.
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The Perfect 
Home for  
Red Listed Birds
Our heather moorlands and their fringes 
offer some of the finest habitats in 
the country thanks to the great skill of 
dedicated gamekeepers and the private 
investment from the land owners.  
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The Perfect Home for Red Listed Birds
By contrast, when gamekeepers were lost from 
the Welsh Berwyn area especially protected for 
birds, red listed species dropped by 80 – 90% 
and lawping became extinct within 10 years. 

Scientific research has shown that where moors are 
managed by gamekeepers, ground nesting birds such as 
curlew and lapwing are 3.5 times more likely to raise a chick 
to fledging.

A survey of upland breeding birds in parts of England 
and Scotland has also found that the densities of 
golden plover, curlew, redshank and lapwing were up to 
five-fold greater on managed grouse moors, compared 
to moorland that was not keepered.

Rigorous, long term research such as the 9 year Upland 
Predation Experiment at Otterburn and the 10 year 
Langholm Moor Demonstration Project highlighted the 
multiple environmental and conservation benefits of 
grouse moor management.

While gamekeepers were employed at Langholm 
during the project, curlew numbers rose by 10% 
per year, golden plover increased by 16% per year 
and snipe increased by 21%.

In addition, 60 years of heather loss was halted and 
over 600 hectares were restored.
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Raptors
Birds of prey are increasing in density 
and diversity over moorlands but they 
continue to be targeted across England. 
The illegal persecution of birds of prey 
can never be justified, and any incident 
of illegal persecution is one too many. 
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Raptors
The Moorland Association is part of a group of rural 
organisations which issued a joint statement earlier this 
year committing to zero tolerance of raptor persecution as 
part of its commitment to the national Raptor Persecution 
Priority Delivery Group. 

The Moorland Association is a key player in the innovative 
Hen Harrier Brood Management Trial with 2020 proving to be 
another record year with 60 chicks fledged from 19 successful 
Hen Harrier nests in the north of England. 12 of these nests 
were on moorland managed for red grouse. 

In 2013, there were no successful Hen Harrier nests, testament 
that this project is going from strength to strength.
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The Economy 
and Rural 
Communities
Shooting generates around £2bn 
to the UK economy each year and 
it is vital to supporting our rural 
communities. Nowhere is this felt 
more keenly than in remote moorland 
communities where grouse shooting 
creates 1,500 direct FTE jobs.
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Sectors that rely on and survive as a result of this 
include game dealers, hotels, restaurants, pubs, 

equipment suppliers, catering establishments 
and transport operators, many based in our 

most remote rural areas.

The small market town of Helmsley in North 
Yorkshire is one of the many moorland 
communities which both supports and 
relies heavily on the grouse shooting sector.

£1M
PER WEEK
of largely private 

investment

The Economy and 
Rural Communities
£1M per week of largely private 
investment is spent managing 
moors for red grouse in England. 
This creates a knock on benefit  
to rural businesses in excess of 
£12M per year. 

£12M
KNOCK ON 

BENEFIT
to rural businesses

MOORLAND ASSOCIATION  |  16  



MOORLAND ASSOCIATION  |  17  

We need the continued support  
of decision makers at local, regional 
and national levels.

www.moorlandassociation.org
Email: amanda@moorlandassociation.org

Follow us

Please come and visit us on the moors and see first hand the 
tremendous commitment of gamekeepers and land managers 
to deliver the best outcome for our rural communities, our 
environment and our wildlife.


