
 

 
Controlling bracken at Mwnt 
 

 
Mwnt was purchased by the National Trust in 
1965 and lies on the Ceredigion coast just 
north of Cardigan. It is comprised of 20.72 
hectares of neutral grassland, maritime 
grassland, dry acid grassland that is often 
droughted in the summer, scrub and bracken. 
All the land is tenanted out to local farmers, 
while the National Trust works to manage the 
bracken areas on the coastal land. It is sheep 
grazed throughout the winter to ensure the 
sward heights are maintained to an 
appropriate level for the breeding choughs to 
forage, and there is some rabbit grazing 
which helps this process. The grassland is a 
Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) for 
grey seals and breeding chough. Positive 
indicator species such as red bartsia, hairy 
sedge, wild carrot, common dog violet, 
ribwort plantain and common spotted orchids 
are all present. 
 
 
 

 
Bracken has been an issue at Mwnt for many 
years as it has encroached further and further 
inland onto the grassland. The fronds shade-
out the desirable wild flowers and grasses 
underneath, and the species-richness of the 
grassland declines as a result. Another 
consequence of the bracken is that the die-
back leaves thatch over the grassland 
preventing seeds from germinating, and 
further exacerbating the decline in the flora. 
Left unchecked, the site would fall into 
unfavourable condition and not be suitable for 
the growth of the orchids and violets, or for 
the foraging choughs. In addition, the fodder 
available for the sheep may be too low for 
forage and alternative forms of feed might 
have to be used or grazing removed from the 
site.  
 
 
 
 
 

Mwnt with the bracken covered slope at the front of the photograph © Victoria Squire 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
A variety of options were considered to 
control bracken at Mwnt, including 
mechanical control and spraying. Cutting and 
bruising were considered more appropriate 
than spraying as the site is designated a SSSI 
and there could be undesirable effects on the 
grassland species from spraying. 
 
Trial plots were established on one of the 
slopes to see which method of control proved 
to be the most effective at the beginning of 
the Save Our Magnificent Meadows project in 
2014 .The bracken was between 4-5 foot high 
and densely packed. Different methods were 
trialled in plots to see what effect they had: 

1. cutting to ground level and removing 
the arisings; 

2. cutting at 6 inches from the ground 
and removing the arising; 

3. cutting at ground level without 
removing the arisings; 

4. cutting at 6 inches without removing 
the arisings; 

5. bruising the stems; and  
6. a control plot which was left un-

managed.  
 

Plot 1 2014 © Victoria Squire 

Plot 2 2014 © Victoria Squire 

Plot 3 2014 © Victoria Squire 

Plot 4 2014 © Victoria Squire 

Plot 5 2014 © Victoria Squire 

Plot 5 and 6 2014 © Victoria Squire 



 

 
Cutting and bruising was undertaken with 
basic hand tools by both staff and volunteers. 
The plots were established and surveyed via 
the use of fixed point photography to monitor 
the regrowth (photo series included at the 
end of the document). The fixed point 
photography was conducted in April and 
October with the cutting being done in August 
on a once a month basis to ensure that any 
regrowth was taken care of. The most 
effective of these methods proved to be 
cutting to ground level and removing the 
cuttings. This ensured that the ground 
underneath was clear for the emergence of 
the grasses and wild flowers.  
 
The removal of the cuttings proved to be an 
important part of the process, as large piles 
of bracken fronds persisted, smothering and 
restricting the growth of desirable species. 
One other method which proved to be 
successful with regard to removing the 
arisings was to pile them in low rows, only a 
few inches deep to the side of the cut area 
where the coastal wind could scatter them 
around the grassland and they can rot more 
quickly than larger piles of dead fronds. One 
final method of bracken control that could 
not be trialled in a small plot was cutting and 
collecting the arisings using a flail  
 

 
mower pulled by a small tractor. This 
machinery was used in a large patch of dense 
bracken on a much longer slope near to the 
trial plots to save time and man power. The 
slope was cut twice in 2015.There was a 
dramatic reduction in the amount of bracken 
regrowth in 2016. It was only cut once in 2016 
as follow-up control management, and there 
was already a visible return of wild flowers 
and grasses to the cut area. The cost of the 
cutting in was £900 and covered and area 1.5 
hectares in 2015 and 1 hectare in 2016. 
 
One method that could have been used but 
was discounted was burning. The decision was 
made not to burn, as it can have a negative 
impact and may encourage stronger bracken 
regrowth. The use of pesticides was also 
discounted due to the SSSI designation, as this 
management could have had a negative effect 
on the desired species within the grassland 
and surviving underneath the bracken. 
 
Within a few months of the trial plots being 
established grasses and wildflowers such as 
the common spotted orchid were already 
blooming. They have continued to thrive on 
the slope which now no longer requires a 
mechanical flail and is being managed using 
hand tools cutting the bracken to ground level 
and removing the arisings. 

Volunteers clearing bracken © Victoria Squire 



 

 
Plot 1 in i) 2014, ii) 2015 and iii) 2016 (© Victoria Squire). 
 

 
Plot 2 in i) 2014, ii) 2015 and iii) 2016 (© Victoria Squire). 
 

 
Plot 3 in i) 2014, ii) 2015 and iii) 2016 (© Victoria Squire). 
 

 
Plot 4 in i) 2014, ii) 2015 and iii) 2016 (© Victoria Squire). 
 

 
Plot 5 in i) 2014, ii) 2015 and iii) 2016 (© Victoria Squire). 
 

 
Plot 6 in i) 2014, ii) 2015 and iii) 2016 (© Victoria Squire). 
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