
New Habitats for a connected 
naturescape

NBN The Sir John Burnett Memorial Lecture – Charlie Burrell



KNEPP ESTATE 1,400 ha



DIG FOR VICTORY: 1941, when these pictures were taken, Knepp’s land 
had mostly reverted to scrub
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Knepp Historic Yields
Compared 

to UK Average Yields 
for Winter Wheat - t / ha

Kn Winter Wheat WW UK Ave Linear (Kn Winter Wheat) Linear (WW UK Ave)

2016 World record WW 
16.52 t/ha Northumberland

Arable: Knepp’s yield for winter wheat by the late 1990s

We were 1.8 tonnes/hectare light of the UK average

2016



Dairy at the end of the 1990s
• Milk quota looked likely to be abandoned

• Dairy industry looked like it was heading for some pretty big rocks

• Knepp dairies needed further huge investment to keep us competitive

• We were good at producing milk at a low cost but…. 
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Knepp's DRIVERS













KNEPP ESTATE 
1,400 ha

Northern Block 235 ha

Middle Block 277 ha

Southern Block 450 ha

Other 440 ha



450 ha





277 ha





235 ha





surveys and monitoring 







Ringing in the autumn

1,500 birds ringed

623    blackcaps (41%)
191    whitethroats
91      willow warblers
73      chiffchaffs
71      lesser whitethroats
34      garden warblers
10      nightingales
2        grasshopper warblers





Tony Davis has been ringing birds for 30 years – over a couple of weeks in Sept 2018 he 
ringed more lesser whitethroats (Sylvia curruca) and black caps (Sylvia atricapilla) in 

two fields on Knepp than he has ringed in his entire career



Knepp Southern Block 2019 CBC - 164 Whitethroat territories
survey was based on 4 visits rather than the standard 10 for a Common Bird Census 

Map reproduced using QGIS and 
google Maps

Recorders: Penny green, Dave 
Green, Laurie Jackson, Paul Spiers, 

Tony Davis, Steve Davis 



Knepp’s SOIL 
compared to arable control 

• Total soil carbon more than double
• Organic carbon more than double
• Soil organic matter more than double
• Microbial biomass more than double
• Fungal biomarkers more than triple
• Fungal/bacterial ratio recovered



Dung beetle survey

• 12,178 dung beetles were collected – 13 species 

Sarah Brompton  MSc Conservation, UWE  

• Knepp (11,677 beetles) vs organic sites (518) 



How does rewilding fit into our farmed landscape?



OUR GREEN AND PLEASANT LAND



Jeroen Helmer 
jeroen.helmer@ark.eu



Rewilded land - high nature areas, SSI, NNR etc… and MOD land



Lawton corridors or should we call them Climate Corridors



the need for Climate Corridors 
• In Britain we estimate climate zones are moving northwards at up to 5km a year

• This is hundreds of times faster than our islands experienced during the natural 

climate warming at the end of the last ice age

Warming level Species range loss (no dispersal) Species range loss (dispersal)

1.5C 23% 12%

2.0C 30% 17%

3.2C 45% 30%

4.5C 57% 43%





Lawton corridors or should we call them Climate Corridors





Green bridges and hedges – part of the Nature Recovery Network (NRN)  





Dormice and 3 nightingale territories in this 170 meter hedge 





Farming for nature – nectar margins, sacrificial crops, bare earth strips for bird dusting, 
reservoirs for insects as pollinators and pest control….



“…yields at the field scale were 
maintained—and,
indeed, enhanced for some 
crops—despite the loss of cropland 
for habitat creation.”





Regenerative farming, conservation farming… 







Wood pasture and areas that are “mob-grazed”



David Morris RSPB Area Manager – Cumbria and North East England





Beavers and braded rivers – re-meandering rivers, freeing up river systems, retaining 
water on floodplains – soil, trees and grassland acting like a sponge
Restoration of wetlands







Floodplain water meadows and wildflower hay meadows / future food production





Woodland, plantations and forests - multi-species plantations



Multi-species plantations



Natural regeneration: 
• Not grown in commercial nurseries (high carbon, expensive, pollution, 

disease)

• Local seed sources appropriate to the region (evolution, local variation)

• Mycorrhizal fungi associations and soil nutrients/bacteria from the start

• Thorny scrub provides micro-climate (moisture, aeration) and protection 

from grazers and browsers

• Complex, multi-generational structure of trees within scrub = rocket fuel for 

biodiversity

• Carbon sequestration above and below ground = much higher than 
plantations

CONCLUSION: All the above provide a new generation of trees that are healthy, 
resilient and with the natural defences to meet the challenges of warming 
temperatures, extreme weather events (storms, hurricanes, droughts), pollution 
and disease





Fully re-connected landscape for farming, nature and people



About 25,000 ha

/year, would be good



Thank you


