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elcome to this year’s annual report of the
Somerset Levels Green Shoots Project run by the
British Association for Shooting and Conservation
(BASC). Within these pages I have recorded the
achievements, and in a very few instances the failures, of
the project over the course of the year. At the outset I
would like the give credit to the many BASC members
across the Levels and Moors who have worked with
enthusiasm and dedication on a very wide range of
activities towards increasing our biodiversity. Very
importantly, the great majority of the work is carried out on
a voluntary basis at no cost to the taxpayer.
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I believe that it is no exaggeration to state that in our wider countryside, the country sports
community, and BASC members in particular, are recognised as major players in
conservation. This is confirmed by a report produced in 2006 titled The Economic and
Environmental Impact of Sporting Shooting which calculated that the shooting community
spends 2.7 million days each year on conservation work on their shooting ground.
In addition to our outstanding success in the multi-partnership control of American mink
(Mustela vison) and the great resurgence of our native water voles, a success that has
been widely reported within the UK and in the EU, Green Shoots has also seen a wide
variety of biodiversity gain projects in our area. These are summarised in table form on
page 7 of this report, and include over 20 kilometres of hedgerows renovated or created,
over 7,500 native trees planted, and over 50 ponds either created or brought out of
dereliction.
The Green Shoots programme aims to recognise, build upon and co-ordinate the shooting
community’s considerable contribution to biodiversity conservation. The project has
enabled members of the shooting community to become involved in a wide variety of
conservation work including assisting with surveying and monitoring species, habitat
creation and restoration projects.
I hope you enjoy reading about the many and varied activities that have been completed
this year, and the project’s forward plans for the next 12 months.

Robin Marshall-Ball
BASC Somerset Levels Conservation Officer.
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The Somerset Levels.
‘This land of pasture,

wetland, willow, and wide open skies,
where wildlife flourishes on shooting land.’

Willows and wetland, Curry Moor
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A. Background to the Green Shoots Project
The British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC) is the UK’s representative
body for sporting shooting and is the UK’s largest field sports membership organisation
with around 130,000 members. Green Shoots is BASC’s Biodiversity Action Plan for the
shooting community. It was launched nationwide in July 2000 and committed BASC to an
ambitious programme to complement the UK Biodiversity Action Plan (UKBAP)
Green Shoots aims to: ‘recognise, build upon, and co-ordinate the shooting community’s
considerable contribution to wildlife and biodiversity conservation’, and is endorsed by
• Natural England, formerly English Nature
• Environment Agency
• Scottish Natural Heritage
• Cyngor Cefn-Gwlad Cymru (Countryside Council for Wales)
• Northern Ireland Environment Agency, formerly the Environment and Heritage
Service Northern Ireland
• Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group
The Somerset Levels Green Shoots Project is a pioneering scheme in the West Country
which began with the recruitment of a Somerset Levels conservation officer (SLCO), a
post co-funded by BASC and English Nature, in September 2002.
The scheme was initially established for a three year period. However, in 2005 the
Environment Agency joined the BASC/EN funding partnership, which enabled the project
to be extended for a further period of three years. English Nature and the Environment
Agency have continued funding for 2008-9, and further funding is sought for the
continuation of the project.
The core objectives of this project are to:
1. Increase the number of local wildlife and habitat records
2. Increase the biodiversity on land managed by the shooting community
3. Target conservation effort on water voles, farmland birds, breeding waders, and
grazing marsh
4. Establish close working links between the shooting community and other
conservation stakeholders on and around the Somerset Levels

Sunset over West Sedgemoor
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B. Core objective 1. Increasing wildlife records.
‘All the wildlife reserves on the Levels are minutely documented and recorded, but we
have very little information on non-reserve land’ Somerset Environmental Record Centre
(SERC)
There are more than 800 BASC members living in the Somerset Levels area. The first
stage in the shooting and wildlife audit was to look at the membership distribution across
the area and to select two small ‘membership clusters’ for study. In 2003, those members
living in the Wedmore and Langport areas were contacted by letter and this was followed
by a personal visit in order to gather the required data. In the majority of cases the land
over which the member shot was visited.
In subsequent years the survey concentrated on other areas around Glastonbury, Wells,
the south-east of the Levels around Martock, the North Somerset Levels, and the coastal
hinterland behind Weston-super-Mare, Burnham, and Bridgwater.
Data gathered from this initial survey includes the following:
• Area of the land over which shooting took place
• Precise location of the land (with boundaries marked out on a 1:25000 OS map)
• Agricultural or other land use (using NCC Phase 1 Habitat classification)
• Main type of shooting taking place on the land (e.g. pest control, wildfowling, game ,
rough shooting, deer stalking, etc)
• Other wildlife observed on the land. The species chosen for this were those of
environmental concern and were also easily identifiable in the field. Therefore this
section recorded the presence of:
o Barn owls
o Grey partridge
o Water voles
o Skylarks
o Yellowhammers
o Bats
o Brown hares
Brown Hare

By 2007 this survey has provided SERC with nearly 1,500 new environmental
records from 60,000 acres of non-reserve land
In 2008 the shooting and wildlife audit continued, though on a smaller scale than in the
previous years. Mailings included questionnaires to exclude those members that shot
outside the Levels area, and follow-up visits continued for those who used the coastal
strip, and the North Somerset area
Therefore, this year I carried out more than 50 site visits accompanied by BASC members.
During these visits we discussed the conservation projects carried out, planned or
contemplated, and wherever possible I suggested other habitat-enhancing ideas that
would encourage greater diversity as well as improving sport.
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These visits enabled me to focus more on their potential for joining the Core Objective 2
team. In addition I re-visited many of my phase 2 team in order to maintain contact and to
monitor and record further conservation projects.
Results for 2008
The Phase 1 habitat and wildlife survey covered approximately 4,000 acres of
shooting lands in the focus areas around Woodspring and Nailsea in the North
Somerset Levels area. This brings the total area surveyed so far to over 65,000
acres, with approximately 2,000 new habitat or wildlife records sent to be digitised
and forwarded to SERC or Bristol Regional Environmental Records Centre (BRERC).
Action for 2009
I have now developed a broad and increasing database of members’ shooting land from
which I will select specific areas to focus special attention, particularly for breeding
waders on the lowland wet grassland areas and farmland birds on the higher
ground.
There are still large areas of the wider countryside in and around the Levels area and
within Somerset as a whole that remain un-surveyed to date. Increasingly, these areas do
not belong to the larger syndicates or wildfowling clubs, but are often small acreages of
land shot over on a less formal basis by individual BASC members. Thus it is anticipated
that while the number of members involved in the surveying remains constant, the acreage
of land surveyed will continue to decrease. In addition, I plan to address meetings of the
larger clubs and syndicates in order to develop this theme further. It seems that many club
members not only use club grounds but also have their own private, informal shooting land
and may also belong to non-affiliated syndicates. Therefore mailed questionnaires and
follow-up visits will continue.

May 2008 flooding, Hay Moor
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C. Core Objective 2. biodiversity gain activities on BASC members’ land
While maintaining contact and monitoring my pilot group of 53 farming members from
2003-7 (through personal contact with individual members and meetings with syndicates)
this year I expanded the number of active land-holding participants in biodiversity gain
projects to 62. Among the nine newcomers to my group, six landowners or tenants selffunded all their conservation activities, four raised the money through small-scale shoot
subscriptions (co-funding by family and friends), and two funded through a more formal
shooting syndicate fee.
The size of the land holdings for the 2008 projects ranged from four acres to nearly 2,000
acres, and the land type varied form seasonally-flooding marshy grassland to rolling hill
country with broad-leaved woodland and arable fields. With only a few exceptions, these
areas are located either on the ‘coastal strip’ or in the North Somerset Levels. One of my
landowners farming outside the Levels area has recently purchased an area of lowland
wet grassland on Henley Moor, and another member near Long Sutton is also now
included.
The Woodspring & District Pigeon and Wildfowling Club hold the shooting rights over a
substantial area of land from Nailsea Moor to Congresbury. This year the club has
increased its grounds by an additional 1,200 acres near Yatton in North Somerset. These
sites were visited on a number of occasions during the course of 2008 and discussions
centred on the conservation work already carried out and the suitability of the ground for
conservation projects in the coming year.
It must be stated that through 2008 many in my group voiced concern over possible
restrictions to shooting implied by Environmental Stewardship on lowland wet grassland.
Now that a definitive (and very positive) statement on this matter has been issued by
Natural England, I anticipate that there will be a significant increase in HLS applications
throughout the Somerset Levels area in 2009.
Results for 2008
In 2008 this group of 62 BASC farming/landholding members carried out a total of
126 small-scale biodiversity gain projects. The scale and range of projects adopted
by those within the group varied considerably. Activities were generally tailored to
the physical conditions of each site, but were modified within the constraints of
time, labour availability, and finance.

Newly-excavated flight pond, North Somerset
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Table 1 summarises the biodiversity gain activities for the 2003-7 pilot group, the
additional 2008 projects from the expanded group and totals

Conservation activity
1. ‘Gapping-up’/renovating old hedges

Total for Total for Gain over
2003-7
2008
6 years
7.64km
900m
8.54km

2. Planting new hedgerows

11.52km

850m

12.37km

3. Planting hedgerow trees

537
6895

41
680

578
7575

4. Tree planting, either as specimens or within
5. below
5. Planting spinneys or other small woodland
6. Coppicing/pollarding mature trees

3
27
(7.14ha) (0.52ha)
277
68

30
(7.66ha)
345

7. Creating woodland butterfly glades

1.33ha

0.2ha

1.53ha

8. Cutting/maintaining woodland rides

23.09km

2.1km

25.19km

Renovating derelict ponds

18

5

23

10. Creating new flight ponds

24

3

28

9.

11. Creating grass-strip field margins
12. Planting cover crops/wild bird mixes

296.8km
9km
143.13ha 12.3ha

305.8km
155.33ha

13. Creating wild flower meadows

42.53ha

1.3ha

43.83ha

14. Sympathetic ditch and rhyne clearance
15. Erecting nest boxes/bat boxes
16. Creating new reedbed

27.47km
74
200m2

1.2km
24
-

28.67km
98
200m2

The results shown above are derived from a group of 62 individual BASC
members/shoots/clubs within the Somerset Levels area, including both the new additions
to the group and additional new projects carried out by the existing 2003-7 group.
Action for 2009
In 2009 this group will continue to be monitored and supported, and the scheme will be
extended to other members. While the focus will remain on the coastal strip, increasing
attention will be given to the conservation of farmland bird species on the shooting land in
the Mendips, on the Poldens, and on other ridges within and around the Levels area. In all
cases, individual members and shoot syndicates will be encouraged to become more
aware of, and to be increasingly involved with, activities to help achieve Biodiversity Action
Plan targets for identified and vulnerable species.
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D. Core Objective 3. Targeted Conservation Effort
a. Water voles

Water voles. (courtesy Rob Strachan)

In an effort to preserve the relic populations of water vole on the Levels, BASC members
in the area have taken the lead role in implementing the Environment Agency’s plan to
throw a cordon sanitaire of mink control across the eastern border of the West Country
from the Bristol Channel to the Dorset coast. Three mink-trapping workshops were held in
the area and co-ordinated trapping is now taking place across the Levels. Within the
BASC-led trapping team there are:
• RSPB wardens,
• Three wildfowling clubs,
• University research teams
• Local nature reserve volunteers
• Individual BASC members.
• Fishery owners
• National nature reserve wardens,
• County Wildlife Trust staff
Funding for the supply of 100 live-catch traps was received from the Wildlife Habitat Trust,
and these were shared between the Levels project and Wiltshire Wildlife Trust. All
trapping activities are co-ordinated and recorded by the BASC Somerset Levels
conservation officer.
This project has attracted considerable interest and is now extending beyond the
Somerset Levels area. It has been adopted by the Avon Wildlife Trust and the Avon
Biodiversity Partnership. The mink control project was launched through three workshops
in 2003 and seasonal trapping across the Levels has continued since then.
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To date approximately 403 mink have been trapped and there is much evidence to
suggest that there are increasing areas of the Levels that could now be considered to be
mink free.
In addition, surveys in 2007 by Royal Haskonig, the IDBs, and anecdotal reports indicate
that water voles are re-colonising areas where they have been absent for a number of
years, in particular around March Moor, Fenny Castle, and Midelney Moor, the Brean
peninsula and the Bleadon levels, Southlake, the lower Tone and Parrett Rivers, and
Nailsea Moor.

Water vole sites 2008

The West Country Cordon Sanitaire
A number of Mink and Water Vole Workshops and other activities were held during 2006
outside the Levels area in order to recruit and consolidate a coast-to-coast trap line for
mink and a monitoring base for water voles.
Exminster Marshes Day hosted by the Environment Agency and held on Devon
Wildfowlers’ Association ground. The association and several shoot syndicates in the Exe
catchment were recruited into a catchment trapping team; all activities are co-ordinated by
Mervyn Newman, water vole officer for East Devon District Council (EDDC).
10

Dorset Day. This event was held jointly with Dorset Wildlife Trust and BASC. Particular
emphasis was given to the Brit and Bride river catchments to protect isolated water vole
populations. This also links up with the EDDC activities across the Dorset/Devon border.
A trapping/monitoring team recruited from two local wildfowling clubs and several shooting
syndicates is reporting to Rachel Janes of Dorset Wildlife Trust
The East Devon and Dorset trapping/monitoring teams link up with the Somerset
Levels team on the southern boundary of the Levels area. Thus, in February 2007
the coast-to-coast cordon sanitaire for mink control became a reality.
In 2007 two further events were held;
A Mink Raft Construction and Management Day, held jointly with Avon Wildlife Trust on
their Gordano Marsh reserve. Representatives from many organisations within the Avon
Biodiversity Partnership were present, together with local BASC members. Avon WT now
works with local shoots to monitor and protect water voles dispersing through the Gordano
Valley from its Bristol Zoo introduction site at Portbury Dock
Dorset National Gamekeepers’ Organisation. Evening presentation on mink control
and habitat management for water voles. Approximately 70 gamekeepers were
present, representing estates across the county. The local NGO secretary is collating
gamekeepers’ mink successes and water vole sightings and passing data this on to Dorset
Wildlife Trust
Results for 2008
BASC received a grant of £1,500 from the Environment Agency for the production of
50 mink rafts and purchase of 25 live-catch traps.
Two events were held in order to distribute both rafts and traps. These took the
form of ‘build-it-yourself’ days where participating stakeholders constructed and
prepared their own rafts using materials and guidance provided by Rookmarsh
Ecology and BASC.
Somerset Wildlife Trust
hosted the first at its
Shapwick Heath workshop.
Attendees included
Somerset Wildlife Trust
volunteers, Hawk and Owl
Trust, North Somerset Otter
Group, Avon Wildlife Trust
volunteers, Natural England,
RSPB, and SERC. Thirty
rafts were distributed at the
end of the day with the
majority going to Somerset
WT.

Mink raft production. Somerset WT, Shapwick

The second day was held at
BASC South West centre
near Taunton as an
operational conversion for those BASC members and clubs still conducting
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speculative trapping without rafts. As well as BASC members and clubs attending,
Avon Biodiversity Partnership and Wiltshire Wildlife Trust were also represented.
The remainder of the rafts and traps were distributed at this event.
The deployment of rafts to the wide range of stakeholders will allow for more
accurate monitoring of water vole distribution across the Levels, and a more
efficient method of controlling the remaining mink population.
Action for 2009
A further grant from the Environment Agency for the supply of additional rafts and traps will
allow a wider coverage for water vole monitoring and mink control. Two events are
planned for summer 2009.
•

•

At the request of Somerset Wildlife Trust, a further raft-building day is to be held at
its Shapwick workshop, from which additional rafts will be distributed to Avon
Biodiversity Partnership, SERC, Somerset WT, and participating local wildfowling
clubs
Dorset WT has recently undergone some changes in the responsibilities of its staff,
the result of which is that Rachel Janes, the water and wildlife officer, has much
reduced time to devote to water voles. As a consequence a raft-building day will be
hosted by a Dorset-based shoot from which rafts will be distributed to clubs,
syndicates, fishery owners, and individual members within strategic areas identified
by Rachel as holding relic water vole populations in west and north Dorset. Water
vole records and mink control will continue to be co-ordinated by the county
secretary of the National Gamekeepers’ Organisation (NGO)

In my own area I will continue to co-ordinate trapping and monitoring activities across the
Somerset Levels, directing members of the trapping team to any area where mink are
reported.
In addition, as a member of the steering groups for Wiltshire Wildlife Trust’s water vole
officer, and East Devon District Council’s water vole officer, BASC is able to assist both in
recruiting and helping to train volunteer teams in these areas, and membership of these
steering groups provides a strategic overview and opportunity to co-ordinate efforts.
It must be stressed that a mink control and monitoring programme must be a longterm project if it is to make a significant impact on the distribution of mink and the
re-establishment of water voles in the West Country.

b. Breeding Waders

Redshank

On the Somerset Levels, many
species including lapwing, common
snipe, redshank, and curlew require
careful management in order to
conserve and enhance their numbers.
Natural England has developed two
strategies in attempting to halt their
decline. These are habitat
management and predator control.
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For the latter, in recent years Natural England has worked closely with Bridgwater Bay
Wildfowlers to establish a more systematic approach to corvid control around wader
nesting sites on environmentally sensitive wetlands. In addition, Natural England has
allocated funding for Larsen trap materials, and the supply of non-toxic shotgun cartridges
specifically for corvid control on SSSI land.
Carrion crow and magpie shooting and the use of Larsen traps has proved to be effective
in reducing corvid numbers on these sensitive nesting sites.
Results for 2008
In 2008, this funding was continued and the scheme was extended in order to bring
two other local wildfowling clubs into the corvid control programme. Highbridge
Wildfowlers now have an active monitoring and control team for Paulett Hams and
Clevedon Wildfowlers are operating a similar scheme on Nailsea Moor on the North
Somerset Levels. The success of these operations is reported to Natural England
annually.
Action for 2009
It is hoped to broker further meetings between Natural England more BASC affiliated clubs
and syndicates in order to extend the corvid control programme over a wider area of the
Levels. Of the larger clubs, it is planned to approach Wedmore Farmers, the Woodspring
Wildfowl Club, and Weston Gun Club for involvement in corvid control over wetland sites.

c. The Somerset Lapwing Project
This was a joint initiative by the RSPB, BASC, FWAG, and Natural England, which was
launched in 2007. A survey team was recruited from RSPB and BASC volunteers,
together with NE and FWAG staff, and a training meeting held in Langport in early March.
For the first year, a large area of the Somerset Levels and Moors was sub-divided into
priority areas and these were allocated to members of the volunteer survey team. Sighting
records of lapwing pairs, breeding attempts, and breeding successes were noted in detail
through the spring and early summer for each of these areas, and the results were sent to
the RSPB for collating and analysis.
Unfortunately, due to unforeseeable circumstances the RSPB was unable to provide
sufficient support and in December 2008 the project was disbanded.

Over-wintering lapwing on Queen Sedgemoor
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Action for 2009
As in 2007 and 2008, BASC volunteers will continue to monitor their allocated areas for
breeding lapwing, reporting their findings to BASC in the first instance. This data will be
added to the major Somerset Levels breeding wader survey planned for the spring of 2009
by Natural England. Where the BASC volunteers identify potential lapwing nesting sites,
the landowner will be contacted in order to offer the nests some measure of protection
from predation and to identify any financial benefits for nest site management payable by
Natural England to the landowner/farmer. It is hoped that BASC may be able to develop a
database from our volunteers’ observations so that identifying a landscape and
environment attractive to breeding lapwings may be possible.

E. Core Objective 4. Establishing close links between BASC and other
conservation groups

Mute swans, Chew Valley Lake

A number of working partnerships have been established since the start of the project,
including:
• Brokering meetings between Natural England and three local wildfowling clubs, and a
local farmers’ club resulting in a working partnership for corvid control over 20,000
acres on the levels
• Arranging co-operative projects between Avon Wildlife Trust and a local wildfowling
club resulting in them holding a joint mink-control workshop and co-ordinating
conservation activities
• BASC members working with the Royal Holloway University Biological Research Unit
in reporting mink and water vole sightings
• Establishing links between BASC members and the Farming and Wildlife Advisory
Group (FWAG)
• BASC members working closely with East Devon District Council on mink and water
vole activities
• Establishing contacts between BASC members and the Somerset Otter Group in order
to monitor otter distribution
• BASC working closely with SERC on the revision of the Somerset BAP
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Cornwall Wildlife Trust recruiting a team of BASC members to control mink on the
Marazion Marshes
Wiltshire Wildlife Trust using a BASC members’ mailshot to recruit a team of volunteer
water vole monitors and mink controllers in strategic locations.
Holding joint mink and water vole workshops with Somerset Wildlife Trust and Avon
Wildlife Trust
Co-ordinating water vole conservation activities with Dorset Wildlife Trust
Collaborating with RSPB and FWAG on farmland bird days
Holding joint flight pond workshops with two county wildlife trusts and the Environment
Agency

Activities in 2008
A number of collaborative events were organised in order to involve BASC membership
with other conservation stakeholders in the Levels area.
1. BASC/Somerset WT raft-building day (described above)
2. BASC raft conversion day including Avon WT and Wilts WT. (described above)
3. Walkabout meetings on shooting land with conservation officers from other
stakeholders.
4. Involving local wildfowling clubs in the Severn Estuary Partnership and the
Severn Estuary Shoreline Management Group
5. IUCN/FACE visit. Demonstrating Green Shoots on the ground and meeting with
RSPB and Natural England staff for a visiting IUCN representative investigating the
Sustainable Hunting Initiative (SHI)
5. Green Shoots displays at game and country fairs
A display of the Somerset Levels Green Shoots Project was mounted at three events in
2008. These were:
a. the Westcountry Game Fair at Shepton Mallet in March
b. the Cotswold Game and Country Fair at Cirencester in July
c. the Frampton Country Fair near Gloucester in September
All these events serve to raise awareness of the Green Shoots project on both the local
and national scale and I consider them to be an important method of getting the
conservation message across to shooters, other conservation bodies, and the general
public at large.

Roebuck in wildflower meadow, Henley Moor
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6. FWAG Wales National Conference. I was invited to be the keynote speaker at this
event, the theme being Is Intervention necessary in wildlife management? My
presentation drew from the historical background to land-use, and described the
Somerset Levels Green Shoots project. A report of the event can be seen on the
FWAG Wales website.
Planned activities for 2009

• BASC/Somerset Wildlife Trust raft-building day (see above)
• BASC/Dorset Wildlife Trust raft-building day (see above)
•

Farmland Bird Day/ Cover Crop Walkabout planned for late August at a venue in
the North Somerset Levels area, possibly a site around Wrington. Again input from
FWAG and RSPB required.

•

Meet the Wildfowler Day for staff from Natural England and other stakeholders.
Venue to be BASC South-west office

•

Flight Pond Workshop planned for June/July in a central location with
presentations from Somerset Wildlife Trust/SERC and the Environment Agency

.
Additional Action for 2009.
•

BASC members continued active involvement in the nesting lapwing surveys

•

Continued and increasing BASC member involvement with Avon BP

•

Participating in filming Green Shoots sites and people for a BASC mini-documentary

•

Attending Parliament for the Green Shoots promotion

•

Working with BBC regional TV in promoting water vole awareness

•

Working with Somerset Wildlife Trust to extend mink control on their reserves, and
assist with pond surveys in their designated areas.

•

Continued active involvement with the Southwest Riparian Mammals Forum

•

Including partnership displays within Green Shoots on the BASC stand at game fairs

•

Mount Green Shoots displays as in previous years at the four game fairs listed above.
In 2009 the CLA Game Fair will be held at Belvoir Castle, which although some
distance from the Levels, will nevertheless be visited by large numbers of BASC
members from the West Country. An opportunity to greatly enhance national
awareness of Green Shoots.
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Funded by:

Working In collaboration with

CORNWALL

SERC

Robin Marshall-Ball
BASC/Natural England Somerset Levels Conservation Officer
February 2009

Contacts
Robin Marshall-Ball
BASC South-west Office
Smokey Bottom lodge
Staple Fitzpaine
Taunton TA3 5BL
07748-783289
robin.marshall-ball@basc.org.uk

Conservation and Land Management Team
BASC
Marford Mill
Rossett
Wrexham LL12 0HL
01244-573011
con_enq@basc.org.uk
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