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Scrub 
Habitat Action Plan 

 
1. Introduction 
The conservation value of scrub habitat is largely overlooked, often being 
regarded as a measure of the abandonment and dereliction of land.  However, 
the varieties of scrub habitats that exist in Britain are essential to a large number 
of species listed on the UK Biodiversity Action Plan.   
 
2. Current Status 
2.1 Description of habitat 
The nature of scrub communities has lead to difficulties in defining the limits of 
what is meant by ‘scrub’.  Many scrub communities can be considered as ‘seral 
stages in the succession from herbaceous communities to woodland’ (Mortimer, 
2000).  Scrub may occur as primary successions on screes, cliffs and quarries, 
but is more widely encountered as part of a secondary succession after the 
abandonment of arable land or the relaxation or cessation of grazing on 
grassland or heathland.  
 
Most definitions of scrub describe it as vegetation dominated by shrubs or 
bushes.  However, the distinction between shrubs and trees is somewhat 
arbitrary.  The height and growth form of woody species is commonly used to 
separate shrubs from trees.  The definition of scrub given by Barkmann (1990) is 
therefore typical: ‘vegetation 0.5m – 5m high, consisting of woody plants with 
many stems.’ 
 
Scrub can be divided into: 
Species-rich scrub  
Includes habitats such as Juniperus communis juniper scrub and montane scrub 
(including dwarf shrub species such as Calluna vulgaris ling heather, Empetrum 
nigrum crowberry, Vaccinium myrtillus bilberry, V. uliginosum bog bilberry and 
other, more localised species) that do not occur in Worcestershire.  These are 
recognised as having intrinsic value in their own right, as opposed to having 
habitat value only in supporting other species (Milsom et al., 2003). There are 
small pockets of relatively species-rich scrub on Bredon Hill, and a small area in 
the Cotswolds.  
 
Species-poor scrub  
Often overlooked or actively disparaged as a habitat, however it can support a 
large number of species of conservation interest.  Table 1 below shows the 
importance of scrub for rare and threatened taxa. 
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Table 1. Numbers of rare and threatened species associated with scrub habitat. Taken 
from the Scrub Management Handbook (FACT, 2003). Original source of data: Mortimer 
et al, 2000. 
Plants   Nationally scarce  44 
 Near threatened 9 
 Red data book 17 
 UK priority BAP 2 
 BAP conservation concern 15 
Insects RDB Rare 139 
 RDB Vulnerable 55 
 RDB Endangered 96 
 BAP 62 
Birds UK Priority BAP 13 
 BAP Conservation Concern  26 

 
The Scrub Management Handbook also outlines the classifying criteria for 
determining the nature conservation value of scrub (table 2). 
 
Table 2. Classifying criteria for scrub vegetation of high conservation value.  Adapted 
from Mortimer et al (2000). 

 
The various scrub habitats can be considered under the following headings: 
 
Scrub as a habitat on its own where there may be significant invertebrate, 
mammal or bird interest present, particularly: 

• Crataegus monogyna hawthorn scrub supports breeding birds such as 
Carduelis cannabina linnet, Pyrrhula pyrrhula bullfinch, Streptopelia turtur 
turtle dove, Sylvia atricapilla blackcap, Sylvia communis whitethroat and 
Sylvia curruca lesser whitethroat: all listed in the UK Biodiversity Action 
Plan.  

• Prunos spinosa blackthorn scrub for Thecla betulae brown hairstreak 
butterfly and Aegithalos caudatus long-tailed tit. 

• Damp Salix sp. willow / hawthorn dense scrub for Luscinia megarhynchos 
nightingale. 

In each case there will be many other species, especially invertebrates, which 
would benefit from or depend on this habitat. 

Criteria Reason  
 

Species of shrub present Dominant species of high conservation importance 
and rarity. Eg Juniper, Box and Downy Willow. 
 

Other species associated 
with scrub type 

Scrub of low botanic interest may be valued for other 
species such as Nightingale in Blackthorn or lichens 
on coastal Hazel scrub. 
 

Landscape element within 
an ecological unit 

As a component of an important habitat mosaic, such 
as the species rich grassland and scrub vegetation of 
chalk downland or birch and willow at the edge of wet 
heaths and mires. At altitude, scrub occurs at the 
interface between woodland and montane heath, and 
on sheltered coasts, scrub and elfin woodland are part 
of a natural ecotone. 
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Scrub as part of a mosaic, including scrub / wetland mosaics such as scrub on 
the edge of reedbeds that provide habitat for Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 
sedge warblers and A. scirpaceus reed warblers, plus a breeding / resting area 
for Lutra lutra otter, and scrub / heath mosaics that may support turtle dove, 
Carduelis flammea redpoll and Emberiza citrinella yellowhammer, plus other 
Biodiversity Action Plans species.  In many cases mosaics have been omitted 
from notification as Sites of Special Scientific Interest because they were not 
‘typical’ or ‘pure’ National Vegetation Classification (NVC) communities (Rodwell, 
1991). 
 
Scrub as a transition from unimproved grassland through scrub to woodland is 
one of the major scrub habitats.  Often, it is the woodland or the grassland 
abutting important woodlands that are notified in isolation as SSSIs, so that a 
significant part of the interest (the scrub transition) receives no protection or 
management.  Many woodland SSSIs rise abruptly from neighbouring farmland, 
yet much of the faunal interest lies in the woodland scrub edge habitat.  Scrub 
edges also provide a refuge for grassland plant species that are intolerant of 
grazing. 
 
Scrub as a feature of the overall habitat.  For many species scrub is important 
for some part of their ecology; although they only spend a small amount of time in 
the scrub, it has a crucial importance.   An example would be farmland birds such 
as Passer montanus tree sparrow, which feed in the open but near enough to 
scrub to be able to retreat if danger threatens.  In such cases hedgerows are a 
major scrub habitat, and significant enhancement can be obtained by widening 
them.  For many grassland butterflies scrub provides important shelter from the 
prevailing wind and helps maintain a warm micro-climate.  
 
Isolated scrub bushes.  Isolated bushes in open sites are often very significant 
as nest sites for birds such as Locustella naevia grasshopper warbler, and as 
song posts for other species such as Saxicola torquatus stonechat and linnet. 
 
2.2 Distribution and extent 
The distribution and extent of scrub habitat within Worcestershire is not very well 
represented.  It is difficult to accurately assess the distribution of scrub as it is 
often present as an ephemeral transition between open habitats and woodland.  
The boundaries are frequently unclear and remote sensing techniques are unable 
to define or classify it.  Some organisations, such as the Malvern Hills 
Conservators, monitor the scrub within the boundaries of their jurisdiction and, as 
of 2005, there was 54.46 ha of scrub present on Castlemorton, Hollybed and 
Coombe Green Commons. 
 
2.3 Legislation  
At present there is no legislation protecting scrub habitat.   
 
2.4 Summary of important sites 
The Malvern Hills are important for their scrub-grassland mosaic and also the 
isolated scrub in open habitats.  This site is particularly important for its breeding 
birds.  The Malvern Hills Conservators were established by Act of Parliament and 
manage around 3000 acres of the hills. 
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Bredon Hill NNR contains species-rich hawthorn scrub important for its breeding 
birds and invertebrates. 
 
Grafton Wood SSSI, Trench Wood SSSI, Rabbit Wood SSSI and Roundhill 
Wood (SO95) are all remnants of the Feckenham Forest and all four sites have 
an important scrub component to them.  Grafton, Roundhill and Rabbit Woods 
are significant for the presence of the brown hairstreak butterfly, whose 
population is centred on Grafton Wood and the surrounding farmland hedgerows 
and woodlands.  The butterfly depends on blackthorn scrub on which to lay its 
eggs and on which the caterpillars feed.  Worcestershire Wildlife Trust and 
Butterfly Conservation manage Grafton Wood jointly as a nature reserve for the 
butterfly and woodland bird interest.  Roundhill Wood is privately owned but the 
scrub is managed under a coppice regime with advice from Butterfly 
Conservation volunteers that benefits the brown hairstreak and woodland bird 
species.  Rabbit Wood is also privately owned and coppicing has recently been 
restarted as part of the SSSI management agreement.  The presence of brown 
hairstreak has recently been confirmed at Trench Wood and has led to plans to 
expand and manage the blackthorn habitat within the wood.  Management of the 
wooded aspect of this site is currently focused primarily on woodland birds, and 
in particular scrub warblers. 
 
The scrub / wetland mosaic at Oakley Pool SSSI is noted particularly for its 
scrub willows around the reedbeds. 
 
Hartlebury Common SSSI is a scrub / heath mosaic that was selected for 
notification as one of the most important areas of dry dwarf shrub heathland 
surviving in the West Midlands, comprising Calluna vulgaris heather, Erica 
cinerea bell heather, Ulex europaeus gorse, Ulex gallii western gorse and Cytisus 
scoparius broom. Dwarf shrub heath habitat can be important for bryophytes and 
lichens (Milsom et al., 2003).  Kinver Edge SSSI, part of which falls within 
Worcestershire, was also selected for its dwarf shrub heath community. 
 
Wyre Forest SSSI contains a transitional mixture of grassland, scrub, and 
woodland important for breeding birds and invertebrates. 
 
Ipsley Conservation Meadows within the Arrow Valley Country Park in Redditch 
are important for the species-poor scrub in a mosaic of habitats, which is known 
for holding numbers of breeding birds and invertebrates. 
 
3. Current factors affecting the habitat 

• There is a general lack of awareness of the importance of even species-
poor scrub to the nature conservation interest of a site.  The presence of 
scrub is seen as negative on many sites.   

 
• The poor representation of scrub in the SSSI series is a major problem.  

This is mainly because of the nature of scrub in being a transitional stage 
between grassland and woodland as part of habitat mosaic, and generally 
not qualifying for selection in its own right.   

 
• Management for other habitats is often incompatible with the continued 

presence of scrub and the encroachment of scrub onto other habitats that 
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are viewed as more important typically leads to the scrub being removed 
rather than managed for its own sake. 

 
• Grazing needs to be carefully managed on sites with a scrub component.  

Under grazing speeds succession to woodland, whereas over grazing 
prevents scrub regeneration and growth.   

 
• Browsing by deer within woodlands and on the woodland edge can have a 

detrimental effect on regeneration and the structure of scrub / woodland 
understory habitat. 

 
• There is a lack of scrub creation on land adjacent to woodland or of 

permitting a scrub woodland edge habitat to develop and remain.   
 

• Lack of knowledge/ surveys about where scrub is in the county, although 
the production of Farm Environment Records and Farm Environment 
Plans through the Environmental Stewardship schemes may help with 
this. 

 
4. Current Action 
4.1 Local protection 
Although most Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI’s) and Special Wildlife 
Sites (SWS’s) in the county will contain scrub, there are no sites designated 
primarily for the scrub habitats. The SSSI series has been chosen to represent 
best examples of the major habitat types.  Scrub is considered as part of the 
wider Woodland and Scrub Communities category, using the NVC habitat 
classification, in the guidelines for the selection of biological SSSIs.  The 
guidelines recognise the significance of coppice woodland and structural diversity 
within the woodland as a whole as a contributing factor to overall nature 
conservation value.  The desirability of a scrubby woodland edge habitat rather 
than an abrupt boundary is also stated.  Well-developed scrub communities are 
listed as being a special feature that should be given consideration if present and 
not already selected on other grounds.   
 
SSSIs can also be selected if they support a good range of bird species 
characteristic of that habitat and scrub is specifically listed for this purpose as 
being important for species such as nightingale, grasshopper warbler and 
Emberiza cirlus cirl bunting.  The current lack of selection of habitat mosaics is at 
the detriment to sites important for their invertebrate interest, where species often 
require different types or structure of habitat throughout their life cycle.  Selection 
can be considered on the presence of nationally or regionally scare, Red Data 
Book or Schedule 5 (Wildlife and Countryside Act) invertebrate species.  In the 
case of butterflies, habitat mosaics, particularly of grassland, scrub and 
woodland, are given added weight where these support nationally rare or scare 
or endemic species or species that have undergone substantial local declines. 
 
Few SSSIs in Worcestershire notified before 1992 mention scrub as a component 
of the site.  More recent notifications, particularly of grasslands, refer to the scrub 
element.  Of the sites listed in section 2.4 the presence of blackthorn scrub at 
Grafton Wood is included within the SSSI citation.  Trench Wood was designated 
partly because of the woodland bird interest, although those that we would 
consider to be scrub birds are attributed in the citation to replanted woodland 
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rather than scrub, and the Oakley Pool citation mentions the presence of 
breeding grasshopper warbler.  The importance of the shrub layer is given as a 
reason for the notification of Rabbit Wood.  
 
4.2 Habitat management and programmes of action 
Most management techniques use rotational methods to diversify the age 
structure of habitat on a site whilst maintaining current extent. Although this is the 
most used method in Worcestershire, the Scrub Management Handbook goes 
into detail about other management techniques such as natural regeneration, 
planting and layering, livestock grazing and browsing, coppicing and thinning, 
mowing and flailing, controlled burning, cutting, stump removal and herbicide 
application.   The handbook discusses the implementation of the techniques, the 
advantages and limitations and describes the potential environmental and non-
target impact of each. 
 
Grants are available to landowners under the Environmental Stewardship 
Schemes. Higher Level includes area payments for the maintenance, restoration 
and creation of successional areas and scrub, and capital payments for scrub 
management.  The Entry Level Scheme includes options for the management of 
woodland edges, management of scrub on archaeological sites and field corner 
management, which could involve scrub habitat. 
 
FWAG can provide landowners with advice on creating and managing scrub 
habitats. 
 
Although nightingales have been lost as a breeding species in Worcestershire, 
several sites in the county are being managed to provide suitable areas of scrub 
should they return.  In Grafton Wood two large areas of conifer have been 
marked for felling; these areas are adjacent to those currently being coppiced.  
The subsequent regeneration of scrub will provide excellent habitat for many 
woodland birds, including nightingale, and also for invertebrates.  The blackthorn 
scrub and hedgerows in and around Grafton Wood are also managed on a 
coppice rotation to benefit the brown hairstreak butterfly, with no more than one 
third of the blackthorn cut at any one time.  Several areas in the wood have also 
been planted with blackthorn to increase the total habitat available to the 
butterfly. 
 
Rotational management of the scrub habitat is being carried out on Bredon Hill 
NNR to diversify the age structure of the species present although the current 
extent of the scrub is being maintained to save encroachment onto the limestone 
grassland. 
 
The management regimes undertaken by the Malvern Hills Conservators on the 
hills are a mixture of rotational cutting to create a mosaic of different age classes 
of scrub on site.  This benefits species such as Lacerta vivipara common lizard 
and Natrix natrix grass snake.  On the Malvern Hills and Commons experimental 
scrub management is being targeted around Vipera berus adder hibernacula and 
feeding sites to provide habitat for prey species. Through the results of ongoing 
adder survey work the timing and intensity of grazing has been adjusted to 
ensure the scrub mosaic is maintained. Isolated patches of scrub are left in open 
habitats and these are used as breeding areas by grasshopper warblers.  Some 
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areas of the Malvern Hills are also managed as coppice / scrub habitats to benefit 
Muscardinus avellanarius dormice. 
 
4.3 Survey, research and monitoring 
Most survey and monitoring programmes involving scrub are concerned with 
species utilising the habitat.  In Worcestershire specific examples include: 
 

• During December / January each year since 1969 research on the timing 
and location of brown hairstreak egg-laying has been undertaken by 
Butterfly Conservation volunteers using timed egg counts on the 
blackthorn hedgerows at Grafton Wood.  A similar annual count is 
undertaken during April / May to record the movement of caterpillars.   

 
• Trench Wood has been extensively studied for breeding birds.  A BTO 

Common Bird Census was carried out in 1987, 1990 and 2003. In the first 
two surveys nightingales showed 11 and 14 pairs respectively but by 2003 
there were none.  One record has since been confirmed in Trench Wood 
in 2005, hopefully an indication of the success of the current management 
in re-instating suitable nightingale habitat within the wood.  

 
• Bird ringing takes place at Roundhill Wood and this will contribute to our 

knowledge of scrub species using the site. 
 

• In the past the reserve manager at Trench Wood has carried out 
monitoring of grass snakes and Anguis fragilis slow-worm on the site, the 
results showing that the presence and location of both species has direct 
links to the scrub management and its structural diversity. 

 
The latest, most comprehensive review of the conservation value of scrub in 
Britain was carried out by Mortimer (2000).   
 
The British Trust for Ornithology has a number of ongoing research 
programmes monitoring bird populations in the British countryside.  Work is being 
carried out to document variation in scrub bird communities in relation to 
geographical location, botanical type and successional stage. The aim is to 
provide information about the conservation importance of scrub to birds and the 
effects of different scrub and woodland management procedures on birds. Within 
woodland, the aim is to study how birds distribute themselves, in relation to 
structure of the woodland (such as edges and rides) and tree species 
composition.  
 
Milsom et al (2003) carried out a review of hill-edge habitats in the uplands of 
England and Wales for the Central Science Laboratory.  The review looked at 
scrub habitats, and recognises the conservation importance of scrub and the 
benefits an increase in that habitat would bring.  It was noted that there was a 
lack of scrub regeneration in many upland areas due to the grazing pressure. 
 
Although scrub is not well researched or monitored it is an essential component 
of a well-managed site.  Surveys of the scrub can give information on extent, 
plant species composition and structure as well as information on the distribution 
and status of scrub-using bird, animal and invertebrate species.  Baseline 
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information should be gathered to inform any management decisions and 
ongoing monitoring is needed to continuously refine management techniques.   
 
5. Associated Plans 
Adder, Dormouse, Nightingale, High Brown Fritillary, Brown Hairstreak, Farmland 
Birds. 
 
6. Vision Statement 
Our knowledge and awareness of the conservation value of scrub habitats shall 
increase through surveys and monitoring throughout the county.  The extent of 
scrub habitat will be accurately mapped.  Where scrub exists, the management 
and restoration of this habitat will be a greater priority than the elimination and 
clearance of it.  Environmental Stewardship advisors shall help find sites where 
scrub can be created and managed.  Most of all, scrub will be managed to 
provide a range of priority species with their ideal habitat requirements. 
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7. Targets 
 
Target Type 

 
Target Text 

Baseline 
Value 

Target 
Value 

Target 
Timescale 

Expansion Increase the number of HLS or ELS/HLS agreements that include options for 
maintenance, restoration or creation of scrub habitat. 

3 10 2017 

Restoration Restore scrub habitat on the Malvern Hills. 54 ha 104 ha 2017 
 
8. Actions 

 
Action Code 

Action 
Category  

 
Action Text 

 
Location 

Complete 
Action By 

Lead 
Organisation 

Supporting 
Organisations 

WRC SCR SU 01 13.2 Complete Worcestershire Habitat Inventory 
mapping and analysis to show extent and 
distribution of scrub habitat in the county. 

Worcestershire 2009 WCC  

WRC SCR CA 01 2.1 
 

Create two opportunities to use the site as a 
demonstration project for blackthorn scrub 
management for brown hairstreak.  Promote 
to local landowners through farm walk. 

Grafton Wood 
and adjacent 
farmland 

2017 BC FWAG 

WRC SCR HC 01 
 

7.2 
 

Establish 6.3 ha trial area of natural scrub 
regeneration after conifer clear fell. 

Grafton Wood 2010 WWT 
 

BC 

WRC SCR HC 02 7.2 (Re)-creation of scrub to provide suitable 
nightingale habitat.   

Menagerie 
Wood, 
Lickmoor 
Coppice 

2012 NT  

WRC SCR RE 01 10.15 Continue scrub trials to determine optimum 
habitat mosaic for maintaining and 
increasing adder population.  

Castlemorton 
Common 

2017 MHC  

WRC SCR CP 01 3.16 Produce and distribute information to 
commoners and graziers to raise 
awareness of the importance of scrub on 
MHC land and the aims of the scrub 
management trials. 

Malvern Hills 2008 MHC  
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WRC SCR FR 01 4.13 Provide ongoing support and training to 
existing and new volunteers who assist with 
scrub management on MHC land.  

Malvern Hills 2017 MHC  

WRC SCR HC 03 7.2 Carry out habitat creation work to restore 50 
ha of scrub.  

Malvern Hills 2017 MHC  

WRC SCR CA 02 2.13 Distribute Butterflies on the Malvern’s leaflet 
to landowners. 

Malvern Hills 2010 BC MHC, AONB 
Partnership 

WRC SCR FR 02 4.1 Promote the uptake of options in 
Environmental Stewardship that incorporate 
the maintenance, creation or restoration of 
scrub habitat. 

Worcestershire 2017 NE FWAG 

WRC SCR CP 02 3.5 
 

Create two local media opportunities to 
highlight the importance of scrub as a 
habitat to key species. 

Worcestershire 2017 BC  

WRC SCR CP 03 3.5 
 

Create two local media opportunities to 
highlight the importance of scrub as a 
habitat to key species. 

Worcestershire 2017 MHC  

WRC SCR SP 01 11.3 Update SWS criteria to ensure that scrub 
and the scrub component of habitat 
mosaics is given better consideration in the 
selection of sites.  

Worcestershire 2010 WWT  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WCC – Worcestershire County Council   BC – Butterfly Conservation   NT – National Trust 
WWT – Worcestershire Wildlife Trust   MHC – Malvern Hills Conservators   NE – Natural England 
FWAG – Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group AONB Partnership – Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (Malvern Hills) Partnership 
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