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The New Forest is one of the most important places for nature conservation in Europe on account of its sheer size, diversity and quality of wildlife habitats present. These habitats have evolved in parallel with human use over the centuries, and there is a continuing need for them to be sensitively managed if the New Forest is to remain truly exceptional. This requirement for management, coupled with the complexity of the site, necessitates the production of a Management Plan to which all the main organisations concerned with the New Forest are committed, in particular those representing the local community. 

Never before has such a comprehensive Management Plan with the potential for far-reaching improvements for nature conservation been attempted. Its production has only been possible because of the enthusiastic formation of an effective and innovative partnership, together with essential funding from the EU LIFE Nature Programme under the New Forest LIFE Partnership Programme 1998-2001.

The New Forest SAC, which covers some 29,000 ha, supports a complex  mosaic of wildlife habitats, formerly common in lowland western Europe but now rare and fragmented. The major components are the extensive wet and dry heaths with their rich valley mires and associated wet and dry grasslands, the ancient pasture and enclosed woodlands, the network of clean rivers and streams and frequent permanent and temporary ponds. Outstanding examples of thirteen habitats of European interest are represented together with two priority habitat types, namely bog woodland and riverine woodland.

The habitats support an exceptional variety of plants and animals.  This includes the richest moss and lichen flora in lowland Europe, scarce flowering plants such as slender cotton-grass, wild gladiolus, pennyroyal and small fleabane and an outstanding community of invertebrates dependent upon the ancient forest trees and other grazed habitats.  In addition, the New Forest is a Special Protection Area and has the largest number of Dartford warbler in Britain and internationally important populations of nightjar and woodlark. The populations of southern damselfly in boggy flushes along stream sides are of particular note as well as great crested newt in the ponds and stag beetle associated with the abundant dead wood in the New Forest.

The quality of the habitats of the New Forest, and the rich diversity of species which they support, is dependent upon the management activities of the various owners and occupiers. Of fundamental importance throughout the Crown Lands and Adjacent Commons is the persistence of a pastoral economy based on the existence of Rights of Common. The commoners’ stock, mainly cattle and ponies, roam freely over extensive areas of the New Forest, playing a vital role in keeping open habitats free of scrub and controlling the more aggressive species such as bracken and purple-moor grass, and maintaining the richness and variety of heathland and wood pasture habitats. This is complemented by the annual heathland burning and cutting programmes which ensure that at any one time there is an extensive range of structurally diverse habitats available for plants and animals to utilise. 
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The Management Plan explains how the various habitats must be managed into the future to address current and foreseeable problems and opportunities, and the needs of 

the special habitats and species, with the ultimate goal of achieving favourable condition for all European features.

The Plan includes Implementation plans, produced by individuals for all land managing Partners to cover works for the next 5 years. 

In the case of the Forestry Commission the implementation plans for the Crown lands are split into five separate headings for Pasture Woodland, Heathland, Inclosure woodland, Deer and Recreation.

English Nature have provided implementation plans for their National Nature Reserve holdings at Langley Wood and Kingston Great Common. They have also produced Site Management Statements agreed between English Nature and the private owners and occupiers for managing the privately owned SAC lands. Where necessary these may for the basis of formal management agreements with English Nature. 

The National Trust have provided implementation plans for their holdings at Bramshaw Commons, Rockford and Ibsley Commons, Hightown Common and Hale Purlieu. The Hampshire Wildlife Trust have provided implementation plans for their nature reserve at Roydon Woods. The Wiltshire Wildlife Trust have provided implementation plans for their nature reserve at Landford Bog.

Hampshire County Council have provided implementation plans for their holdings at Hyde and Gorley Commons and part of Rockford and Ibsley Commons.
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