
Research information note

Introduction

The general accepted view of the natural forests that once covered much of Britain has been of largely
closed-canopy woodland, with many mature trees: regeneration was in gaps created by the death or
destruction of small groups of trees, or occasional catastrophic blowdowns.  An alternative view has
recently been promoted in which large herbivores such as aurochs grazed open areas that eventually
went through scrub and woodland phases before breaking down to form open areas again.  There is
evidence for and against both views, but if the herbivore-model did apply to parts of Britain what sort of
landscape structure would it have produced?

What was done

A simple model was developed based on the principles set out in Frans Vera's book Grazing Ecology
and Forest History. Assumptions were made about the likely length of time that different parts of the
cycle might need and these were applied to 1 ha cells in a 5 x 5 km model landscape.  Changes over
time were then applied to these cells.

Results and conclusions

Different assumptions produce different combinations of open space and closed woodland, all of which
are compatible with Frans Vera's cyclical change of vegetation driven by large herbivores.  This includes
a predominantly woodland landscape (50% closed woodland, 10% as stands that are breaking down,
15% scrub and only 25% as real open space.  Continuity of both open conditions and old trees over time
and space are maintained in this landscape over time, with an intimate mix of habitats at the scale of a
few hundred metres.

A relatively closed landscape seems to be more consistent with the pollen and fossil beetle remains than
a more open savannah (50% open park-like landscape) suggested by Frans Vera.
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English Nature's viewpoint

The results do not prove or disprove the Vera hypothesis as such: different outcomes are possible
depending on the assumptions fed into the model.  However they do show that it cannot be assumed that
the landscape was very open even if large herbivore effects have been underestimated.

In practice it seems likely that overall Britain was a mixture of areas where small-scale gap-dynamics
determined regeneration patterns, some areas where large herbivores were the dominant driver and other
areas which might have been permanently open.

Further research has been commissioned to explore the historical evidence in more detail and to look at
what is the potential for applying naturalistic grazing systems to modern landscapes for conservation.
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 Figure 1.  Vera's four stage cycle

4.  Break-up phase: a relatively short
period during which the canopy
opens out as trees die or fall, and the
character of the stand shifts from
grazed woodland to grassland/heath
etc with trees.

3.  Grove phase: Vera uses
Grove for the tree dominated
element of his model; groves
can be several hundred
hectares in extent.  The closed
canopy leads to the shading
out of the understorey of
shrubs, which in turn allows
re-entry of the large
herbivores.

2.  Scrub phase: spread of thorny shrubs
excludes the large herbivores.  Young
trees growing up with the shrubs
eventually overtop them and close
canopy.

1.  The open or Park phase: a
largely open landscape, but
with a thin scatter of trees left
from the previous grove.  The
vegetation is predominantly
grassland or heathland
species.


