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Between 2017-2022 98% of known 
Marsh Clubmoss sites in England 
and Wales were surveyed for 
population size and site condition

The species is producing a mixed 
picture across these countries, with 
many sites thriving. But the overall 
population is still contracting, with 
several sites lost in the last decade

Summary 

Our knowledge of the ecology and 
conservation needs of the species 
is increasing, through trialling 
different techniques and longterm 
monitoring and observation of 
these sites
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Green - surveyed 

Black - extant 

Red - at risk 

Fern symbol - population over 1000

2022 Species Distribution
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Area: Cornwall
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Area: Cornwall

Current Picture:  
After Marsh Clubmoss disappeared from Retire Common in 2008 
(and has so far failed to respond to attempts to restore it) there was 
some concern about the status of the plant in Cornwall. 
In 2018 two new populations came to light, both on former China 
clay workings now owed by Southern Water. One of these sites 
(Park Pit) was surveyed and revealed what was then believed to be 
the single largest population in England, at 13,600 plants. A count 
has not been possible at the second site due to access restrictions.  
The ecology of Park Pit is strikingly different to other sites in the 
UK, with the Clubmoss forming the dominant component of the 
ground layer, and surviving almost directly on exposed clay, with a 
minimal peat layer. 

Actions:  
We will keep attempting to gain access to both the reservoir sites 
and put these into a regular cycle of monitoring, as well as 
collecting more data about the auto-ecological conditions and 
whether this could inform management at other sites. 
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Area: Devon
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Area: Devon

Current Picture:  
In 2015 Marsh Clubmoss suffered its most significant loss in recent 
decades when a population was destroyed to make way for an 
expanding quarrying operation. A translocation was attempted but 
poorly executed, and extremely limited monitoring carried out. 
When we investigated it in 2019 we discovered that the entire 
translocated population had died out. In the same year plans were 
unveiled to expand the quarry into the area supporting the 
remaining population, under an existing mineral populations 
extraction agreement, which we have lobbied hard against. To date 
there have been no successful translocations of this species. 

Elsewhere in the county, two populations on the edge of Dartmoor 
are faring well, and with the discovery of a new population the 
outlook remains positives for these outliers. However, we remain 
deeply concerned about the long-term outlook for the remaining 
population at Smallhanger, and distressed by the lack of 
accountability by those who carried out the original translocation.

Actions:  
• Continue to annually monitor Cadover and Smallhanger 

populations 
• Continue to liaise with developers and the county ecologist 
• Lobby for Marsh Clubmoss to be afforded Schedule 8 protection
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Area: Dorset Heaths
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Area: Dorset Heaths

Current Picture:  
The status of Marsh Clubmoss in the Dorset Heaths is a markedly 
mixed picture, with some populations thriving and achieving 
record levels, but outweighed by a significant contraction of the 
overall range of the species, and the loss of several key sites. 

The general trend is almost always linked to grazing 
management and a loss of populations on ungrazed sites. Many 
of these sites are now suffering a chronic accumulation of 
competing vegetation (especially Purple Moorgrass) and a 
diminishing of the open ground habitat which the Clubmoss and 
a range of other species require. 

Actions:  
• Re-monitor all sites in 2024 
• Commence feasibility study into trial re-introductions at historic 

sites which are now in better condition 
• Distribute data and site reports to landowners & managers

Holt Heath

Shell Bay, Studland

Reports:  
Studland 2018

https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_6b2a65630876478eb6dce8c5bf750c7e.pdf
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Area: New Forest



11

Area: New Forest
Current Picture:  
Our detailed monitoring of the New Forest has shown that this 
area still remains a stronghold for the species. Some sites have 
been lost or suffered diatomic decline, but these are generally 
matched by the discovery of new sites and significant population 
increases at other sites. As for many other species, the New Forest 
represents the perfect environment, with areas undergoing 
sporadic periods of heavy grazing interspersed with periods of 
recovery, maintaining areas of open ground though the broader 
area. 

There has been some concern with the impacts of increased 
amenity use and the potential requirements to upgrade access at 
some of the trackside populations, and we will continue to keep a 
close eye on this.   

The key problem we are having in this area is managing our data 
set, with populations expanding and merging with other sub-sites, 
sub-sites disappearing and new ones emerging, which we have 
realised makes year on year comparison extremely difficult.

Actions:  
• Establish new baseline of 2020 dataset 
• Re-survey all sites in 2023

Reports:  
New Forest 2017

https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_2666fb6b3578421585f7b237e37de199.pdf
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Area: Thames Basin Heaths

Chobham Common, Surrey - 2021
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Area: Thames Basin Heaths

Current Picture:  
Historically, severe declines of Marsh Clubmoss have been seen 
across the Thames Basin Heaths. Unfortunately, this pattern 
continued across the period 2017 - 2021, with most sites seeing 
losses. Detailed monitoring has been completed at all extant sites 
within the region, with eight known in total. Two of these are likely 
to be showing extinctions, with 0 plants found within the 
monitoring period 2017-2021 (Crookham and Aldershot 
Commons). Four of the sites are either supporting very small 
numbers (<20 plants), or gradual decreases in population sizes. 
The remaining two sites, Chobham and Longmoor Commons, have 
been fairly stable over the last 10 years, with populations in the low 
hundreds. However, as is similar with the New Forest, new sites 
have emerged and others have been lost, so it is difficult to 
provide a meaningful evaluation.  

We are currently unsure of why such steep declines are occurring 
across the region, and are hoping that detailed monitoring and 
continued research will provide some insight. The likelihood is that 
many variables are contributing to the declines, making it 
implausible to pinpoint the distinct issues at each site. We are 
concerned that air pollution may be impacting the populations 
directly via polluting effects, but also indirectly through 
acceleration of competing vegetation growth. Global warming is 
also likely to be acting on the sites, particularly where groundwater 
levels are being impacted and areas are drying out.  

Inappropriate management, or a lack of, may also be a 
contributing factor. As such, we have been working alongside the 
local Wildlife Trusts to create optimal conditions through measures 
which disturb the habitats to provide bare ground, rather than 
removing the substrate via creation of scrapes.

Ash Common, Surrey

Longmoor Common, Hampshire
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Area: Thames Basin Heaths

Actions:  
Without being able to pinpoint the 
exact factors causing the declines, it 
has been challenging to create a 
management plan for the region.  

However, we will continue to monitor 
these sites, and with the help of the 
local Wildlife Trusts, continue to 
implement appropriate management 
in an attempt to safeguard the 
remaining populations.

Chobham Common, Surrey Crookham Common, Hampshire

Reports:  
Hawley Common 2020 
Rushmoor 2020 
Chobham Common 2020 

https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_fcdc251af9aa4adebaabc559cb034cb7.pdf
https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_f6908000128f4be88ebeb1b4db0d0597.pdf
https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_3cf7944204bc46e1991fecb7863bc217.pdf
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Area: Wealden Greensand

Woolmer Forest, Hampshire - 2020
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Area: Wealden Greensand

Current Picture:  
Despite the distinct declines across the south-east, two key 
populations lie in the Wealden Greensand area. Woolmer 
Forest in Hampshire and Thursley Common in Surrey support 
large populations, and during the monitoring period these 
have remained stable and are steadily increasing. Numbers 
here are in the thousands. 

As with the Thames Basin Heaths, there have been severe 
declines of Marsh Clubmoss in Sussex with only two sites 
remaining, Liphook golf course and Steadham Common. 
Unfortunately we have seen declines at both of these sites, 
and numbers are now below 20 despite the presence of 
disturbed bare ground and management. 

At Woolmer Forest the largest populations lie on tracks used 
infrequently by heavy machinery, which, along with evidence 
from other sites suggests disturbance is more effective than 
the previously used scrape creation. We believe scrape 
creation removes vital elements, such as nutrients and 
mycorrhiza, which Marsh Clubmoss is reliant on and have 
therefore been using a mixture of grazing and tracking of 
heavy machinery to mimic the accidental disturbance found at 
thriving sites. 

Steadham Common, West Sussex

Thursley Common, Surrey
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Area: Wealden Greensand

Actions:  
Our main aims over the next ten years are to monitor these four 
populations in detail. At Thursley & Woolmer, we’ll hopefully start to 
see the results of disturbance management over the next 2-3 years, 
which will inform management going forward.  

With such steep declines occurring in the SE, we are also exploring 
the creation of introduction sites using donor plants from Thursley or 
Woolmer. A detailed specification and list of appropriate recipient 
sites is being drawn up, which we hope to be ready by 2023. 

Reports:  
Thursley 2017 
Thursley Common 2021

Woolmer Forest, Hampshire
Woolmer Forest, Hampshire

https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_11b527e5db864aafbcba97267043bba3.pdf
https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_a1dde85be3bc4390984eb5c389af84d6.pdf
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Area: Norfolk

Bawsey Lakes
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Area: Norfolk

Current Picture:  
This area represents one of the key easterly outlier groups of 
populations, and as such we have been monitoring it in some 
detail. Although still present at three sites the populations are 
now severely declining at two sites. 

Bawset Lakes is a very unusual site, with plants occupying the 
bare gravel and mud on the drawdown zone of a lake. Despite 
plenty of bare ground being present, the plants here have 
always appeared in poor health and have declined from 97 
plants in 2018 to 17 plants in 2021. 

At Buxton Heath the population has been fenced for some 
time due to fears around damage from grazing cattle. We 
believe this is having a negative impact on this population (135 
plants in 2018, 18 in 2021) and have been lobbying the reserve 
staff for the removal of the fence. As an interim measure they 
have agreed to carry out some management work within the 
exclosure. 

Holt Lowes represents a glimmer of hope for the species. 
Declared extinct in the 1960s, plants were re-discovered here in 
2020, and 10 plants were counted in 2021. The habitat here is 
in excellent condition with a good amount of grazing pressure. 

Actions:  
• Re-survey sites in 2024 
• Continue to lobby and loosely advise on the Buxton fenced 

exclosure 
• Liaise with RSPB staff re Bawsey Lakes population

Buxton Heath

Holt Lowes
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Area: Cumbria
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Area: Cumbria

Current Picture:  
Prior to 2020 there was scant data for these 
populations, suggesting the species was struggling in 
the county and perhaps only remaining in one site.  

In 2020 the sites were resurveyed and populations 
found at three sites; Greendale (Wastwater), Fell Foot 
(Blea Tarn) and Torver Back Common (Coniston). 

Greendale and Torver both supported relatively 
healthy populations, but the real excitement lay at Fell 
Foot, where 23,350 plants were counted, spreading 
over a large mire, flush system. This represents the 
largest population in England and Wales, and was a 
truly spectacular find. 

Following on from the survey contact was made with 
local Natural England staff, the records centre and 
local volunteers, who have now returned and 
monitored these sites in 2021.

Actions:  
We will ensure sites are regularly monitored, and if 
necessary return in 2025 to resurvey.

Reports:  
Lake District 2020

https://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk/_files/ugd/59de27_455624bdf3d1475c9136b287a1e2d387.pdf
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Area: South Wales
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Area: South Wales

Current Picture:  
In South Wales Marsh Clubmoss is confined to Brynberian Moor. 
This site was surveyed in 2017 and 342 plants were found in 6 sub-
sites. 

The majority of the site is sheep grazed, which is sub-optimal for 
these plants. However, small areas of bare ground and other 
suitable habitat does persist on site, so the plants are now under 
immediate threat. 

Full details can be found in the 2017 report, see below.  

Actions:  
• Continue to liaise with NRW  
• Re-survey the site when resources allow

Reports:  
Brynberian 2017
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Area: North Wales
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Area: North Wales

Current Picture:  
Surveys in 2019 focussed on the metapopulation at Llyn 
Cwmffynnon, with the monitoring of one of the UK’s largest sites, 
both in terms of numbers of plants and spread. Despite sheep-
grazing being the predominant management in this area, this mire 
supports excellent areas of open damp habitat.  

Future surveys are planned to observe the populations trends here. 

Sadly in the southern site at Llyn Cwm Bycham the small 
population recorded in 2015 could not be refound. There is one 
site further to the north at Helyg and this could not be accessed 
due to parking restrictions, so plans are the revisit this site at a 
quieter time of year.

Actions:  
• Re-survey Llyn Cwmffynnon to get a 

sense of change in population over time 
• Return to area and survey Helyg
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Re-survey every site in England and 
Wales as part on a rolling monitoring 
programme

Continue building knowledge of factors 
driving the decline of the species

Carry out habitat restoration at any site 
considered at threat of extinction 

Lobby to protect any sites under threat 
and spread knowledge on site 
management amongst site practitioners

Looking forward 
Project aims 2020-2030



The Species Recovery Trust is a 
charity set up to tackle the loss of 
some of the rarest species in the 
UK. 

There are over nine hundred 
native species in the UK that are 
classed as under threat, with 
several hundreds more currently 
widespread but known to be in 
s i g n i fi c a n t d e c l i n e . T h e 
countryside is now bereft of many 
species that were a familiar sight a 
mere generation ago. 

A small number of these species 
are on the absolute brink of 
existence, poised to become 
extinct in our lifetimes; our goal is 
to stop them vanishing. 

Our aim is to remove 50 species 
from the edge of extinction in the 
UK by the year 2050. In addition 
we are reconnecting people with 
wildlife and the natural world 
through training programmes and 
awareness raising.



www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk 
Registered Charity 1146387

http://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk
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