
Wilverley Plain and Inclosure - Managing the impact  of informal 
recreation within the New Forest 
 
Introducing the site…  
Wilverley Plain is a very popular site, registering in the 2004/5 Visitor Survey’s 
highest ‘level of use’ bracket. The plain itself is a large open grassy area, set within 
the Open Forest, which often attracts large numbers of ‘wild’ ponies as it provides 
good grazing. This, and the far reaching views, make the site very popular, 
particularly with families and groups wanting to picnic or barbecue in a safe open 
area. 

Wilverley Inclosure is a large area of woodland located adjacent to the plain. One 
waymarked walking route of approximately 2 miles – the Wilverley Wander – runs 
through the inclosure, together with a cycle track which follows roughly the same 
route. 

Starting Points 
Investigations highlighted Wilverley Plain as one of the primary sites where the needs 
of conservation and recreation conflicted.  

Nature Conservation and Landscape Concerns 

The whole of the New Forest is now a National Park, in recognition of its natural 
beauty and superb landscape, which merits the greater protection that this 
designation affords.   

Bordering the plain are some very favourable habitat conditions for the New Forest’s 
ground nesting bird populations.  Any designations?? (SSSI, SPA, SAC, NNR?) 

The high numbers of visitors, especially those walking dogs, meant that these 
breeding grounds were particularly under threat. Added to wildlife disturbance, the 
relatively high number of picnics and barbecues on the Open Forest here, cause 
problems with litter, increase the risk of forest fires, and encourage ponies to 
scavenge for food and congregate near visitors, roads and traffic.  Erosion, though 
not a major problem, is an issue at the Wilverley site, due to frequent verge parking 
close to the plain and inclosure.  

 
Analysis of site characteristics also revealed other locations that provide optimum 
habitats for curlew, lapwing, redshank and snipe just to the east of Wilverley Plain at 



Longslade Bottom and Longslade View. These sites were also coming under 
significant pressure from recreational users.  

Visitor Interests 

What’s the attraction? 

Casual visitors/honeypotters (i.e. picnickers, BBQs etc) 

Walkers (amblers/ramblers and dog walkers in particular) 

Horse riders 

Cyclists 

Both the plain and inclosure are well catered for with large car parks, a toilet block, 
and barbecue facilities.  

Meeting and Opening Communications 
Whilst the plain was therefore shown to be a site coming under increasing 
recreational pressure, the neighbouring inclosure was identified as a robust site, with 
the capacity for much more recreational use.  

The PROGRESS team therefore wanted to encourage the responsible recreational 
use of the inclosure, relieving pressure on the more sensitive Wilverley Plain and 
Open Forest around the Longslade car parks. 

All of these issues were presented to the stakeholder forum, where possible solutions 
were discussed. 

Can you elaborate on this – how the forum was conceived and set up; attitudes of 
recreational stakeholders 

Comment on length of time needed 

Getting Down to Business 
The models suggested that these habitats would benefit from car park closures. Due 
to their proximity, the Wilverley car parks were well placed to absorb any visitors 
displaced by the closure of the Longslade car parks. 

Again, if you can expand on this, please.  It would be good if you could somehow 
separately account for the different inputs from FC/PROGRESS and stakeholders 
and their representatives. 



The PROGRESS project at work at Wilverley 

Stakeholder Forum:  The group refused to validate the proposed trial car park closures
at the Longslade sites, but voted 19 to 2 in favour of trial closures at 4 of the 134 other

Forestry Commission car parks. (January 2006)

Action Plan:  Proposed plan of action formulated by FC staff in consultation
with stakeholders. Smaller works carried out on a rolling basis,

larger works and proposed car park closures presented to stakeholder forum.

Stakeholder Forum: Meeting held between FC and over 30 other members including
 recreational and nature conservation groups, local businesses and statutory organisations.

Models presented to this group and ideas to resolve the issues are discussed.

Modelling: Ecological, survey and GIS information fed into the LARCH
 and MASOOR models. Results: optimum areas of habitat

bordering Wilverley Plain are being disturbed by recreational activities.

Surveys: Data collected regarding visitor numbers and types
(e.g. walker/dog walker/cyclist), routes taken (via GPS devises)

and the different use of each site. (2004-06)

  
 
Confronting Conflict 
Without over-doing it, I am keen to show how views may have started as being very 
far apart – conservationists wanting to stop access (or severely curtail it) and 
recreationists who wanted to carry on using the site freely.  Having ‘Got down to 
business’ (with the stakeholder forum), it would be good if we could show that a few 
key issues were the root cause of the conflict.  Having identified these, and 
confronted them, a way forward was found.  At least that’s the story I want to be able 
to portray. 

Route to Consensus 
An action plan was drawn up to reconcile the differences.  There were two key 
elements to the strategy. 

1. By making the inclosure more inviting: 
· Thin the trees along the edge of the inclosure next to the plain car park. 
· Remove the encroaching western hemlock on the far side of walking track (some 

of the felled timber left to provide informal seating). 
�� Install a new entrance into the inclosure adjacent to the plain car park. 
�� Move the public information point (PIP) to the new entrance 
�� Fit easy access latches on the gates, providing better access for horse riders and 

the disabled. 
�� Open up the rides within the inclosures 
�� Install new ‘rustic’ style picnic benches just inside the inclosure and four other 

traditional fixed benches with BBQ plates. Maintain the BBQ site with a view to 
moving it inside the inclosure. 

�� Move the cycle route waymarkers outside of the inclosure fence, to make them 
more visible. 

 
2. Discourage the recreational use of Wilverley Plain and the surrounding Open 
Forest: 
�� Interpretation boards placed at Wilverley Plain car park, and the Longslade car 

parks, requesting visitors not to enter into the sensitive habitats. 
�� Remove the picnic benches from the plain 



�� Close lay-bys located near to Wilverley Plain, which give good access to optimum 
ground nesting bird habitats. 

 
New ‘easy access’ catches fitted to gates 

 
 
Ground nesting bird interpretation boards, installe d at Wilverley Plain car park. Below the 
‘ground-nesting birds’ boards, the aerial photograp h, shows the location of the sensitive 
habitats: this is aimed at encouraging walkers (esp ecially dog walkers) to stay out of these areas 
and stick to the main paths. 

 
 
How did you get buy-in to theses suggestions? 



 
 
Reaching Consensus and Sustaining It 
The work was done … 

The feedback collected from snap surveys, conducted in the two car parks at 
Wilverley, suggests that the public has broadly welcomed the changes made already; 
and feels that the future plans for further development of the inclosure will also 
encourage more visitors to make use of this robust area.     

Results of a comparison between GPS tracks from the original 2004/5 visitor survey 
and from the early monitoring survey 2007 (see below) do not appear to show any 
significant difference from one to the other.  

This is a little disappointing, however, it is probably too early to be able to say 
whether or not these project actions have made a significant impact on visitor 
behaviour at Wilverley Plain and Inclosure. If visitors have successfully been 
channelled into the inclosure, away from the Open Forest and fringes of the plain, 
then we would expect to see a marked decrease in the level of disturbance to the 
Ground Nesting Bird populations and a subsequent rise in their numbers (see section 
5.0 for results of 2007 bird surveys).  

The PROGRESS team has secured joint funding from the Forestry Commission and 
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds for a further five years of monitoring after the 
project finishes in October 2007.  This should provide enough reliable and accurate 
data to fully assess the impact of PROGRESS, not just on this site but around the 
New Forest. 

Whilst the effects of the works carried out at Wilverley are yet to be fully realised, we 
can confidently say that the inclosure’s value as a robust recreational resource has 
definitely increased. Improved access, waymarking and information boards have all 
helped enhance visitor experience to the site. Opening up the entrance, rides, and 
paths within the inclosure, have made the site more attractive and inviting which, 



together with the planned improvements to the BBQ, is expected to help encourage 
more and more visitors into the inclosure.  
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