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What is bracken?

Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum) is a fern native to the UK, found in woodlands, on hillsides, heathlands, and moorlands. It can benefit wildlife, reduce soil erosion, store carbon and support woodland regeneration. However, dense bracken stands can also reduce biodiversity and hinder woodland establishment. In some locations, management may therefore be required.

How can bracken be managed?

To manage bracken, land managers need to assess the risks it poses and decide if any control is necessary. If control is needed, options include mechanical methods like: 

· ploughing
· cutting
· bruising, or
· rolling

Effective bracken management usually requires repeated treatment over several years and may involve a combination of methods.

When these methods are not suitable, herbicides approved for that use may be used. Until 2023, Asulox was the main herbicide used for bracken control in Wales. Its routine use is no longer authorised, and users should check current approvals and regulatory guidance before considering any herbicide treatment.  There has been guidance developed across the devolved administrations for weed wiping for example.  This would need to be followed, if this form of control was to be adopted. 

 

Long-term management may also require changes to grazing management to encourage recovery of desirable vegetation and reduce bracken re-establishment.

Machinery and equipment should be cleaned where necessary to reduce the risk of spreading invasive non-native species, plant pathogens, or contaminated soils between sites.

Bracken best practice guidance 2024

Bracken management should only be undertaken where there is a clear management objective and where the anticipated benefits outweigh potential environmental risks.

In 2022, a UK Bracken Working Group was established by the Statutory Nature Conservation Organisations. The aim was to reduce over-reliance on herbicides in bracken management and promote more sustainable approaches. This group released UK best practice guidance in 2024 as part of their efforts to develop a UK-wide strategic bracken management framework.

Bracken management report 2025

We are working in collaboration with NatureScot and Natural England to develop this work further. A series of workshops were held across GB in Spring 2025. They gathered information on current bracken management practices and sought to identify what further advice land managers would like to be able to access. The findings of this work will help inform the next steps of this project. They are available at Strategic Bracken Framework - Stakeholder Research (RDE747) - Final Report on Zenodo.Com.


Annex: Example template for your bracken management plan:

Multi Year Bracken Management Plan

Summary information required:

	Project CRN
	

	Collaboration farm CRN
	

	Field sheet reference
	

	Field parcel number 
	

	Start/end date
	

	Date plan completed 
	

	Date(s) of site survey(s)
	

	Plan completed by (name and role)
	

	If the land contains a designated site (SSSI) provide the site name: 
	

	If the site contains a scheduled monument or historic site provide details: 
	



Introduction 

Successful bracken treatment requires a long-term approach. It will not be achieved by a single operation. 
This template is designed to allow you to record information to assist with the planning and delivery of a multi-year bracken treatment plan; It is for your own purposes and should be seen as a working document. 
Every area of land is different, and it is not possible to predict how bracken will respond to a treatment. It is important to review progress each year and adapt the plan when necessary. 
The template provides information that will be required to develop a treatment plan and a format for recording information. 
Not all the information will be relevant to each site, and you may wish to adapt the template accordingly. 

Suggested Information Required 

It is recommended that the following maps are prepared, and photographic evidence taken. This information will form a starting point for records of treatments and allow you to monitor the condition of the bracken over time. 

	1 
	Map or maps showing the current extent of bracken coverage at an appropriate scale. Include information on age of bracken if available. 

	2 
	Map or maps showing where the proposed bracken treatment will take place at an appropriate scale. Include: 
· Areas that will not be treated – Please state your reasons why. This may include risks to sites of archaeological or ecological importance, risks of soil erosion or impacts on the landscape (short and long term). 
· Boundaries of protected sites (SSSIs/ ASSIs, SPAs, SACs, Ramsar sites) 
· Location of scheduled monuments or historic sites 
· Areas where access with vehicles is possible – mark any isolated dangers and proposed routes to avoid such areas 
· Fencelines, overhead cables and underground pipelines / cables that might be affected by the planned treatment 
· Significant features for livestock management, e.g. gathering routes, water supplies 

	3 
	Map or maps showing areas of bracken treated over the last 10 years (and georeferenced photos where available). 

	4 
	Photographs showing current bracken coverage, labelled with locational information. 



Section 1 - Site details & treatment history 

1.1 - Reasons for bracken treatment 

	What are the objectives of bracken treatment e.g., restore pasture, increase biodiversity, improve the condition of a historic feature? 
Consider how bracken is affecting the habitat/species or other feature(s) of interest, and what the desired outcome is. 
 
	 
 
 
 
 
 



1.2 - Ancient Monuments / Historic sites (within treatment area) 

	CRN 
	 

	Sheet reference/or Field number
	 

	 Description 
	 

	 Could the bracken treatment cause damage? 
	 

	If yes, what mitigation is planned or how will the area be protected? 
	 




1.3 - Record of Past Bracken Management - include details on work undertaken independently or funded through a designated site Management Agreement or Agri-environment scheme  

	Year 
	 

	Sheet reference/parcel number 
	 

	Area treated (ha) 
	 

	Method(s) 
	 

	Effectiveness of treatment 
	 

	Primary or follow up treatment 
	 



Section 2 – Proposed Bracken Treatment 

2.1 - Primary treatment proposed in Year One  

	Sheet reference/parcel number 
	 

	Current Density (%) and Extent (ha) of bracken? 
	 

	What is the vegetation under the bracken? 
	 

	What habitat is likely to replace bracken? 
	 

	Area of bracken proposed for treatment (ha) - write “no treatment” if no action is proposed 
	 

	Type of treatment method (or reason for no treatment) and justification for choice 
	 

	Number of treatment repeats 
	 

	Month(s) treatment will take place 
	 

	Total (ha) area of bracken proposed for treatment in 2.1 
	



2.2 - Monitoring of Primary Treatment 

	Sheet reference/parcel number 
	 

	Date 
	 

	Density (%) and Extent (ha) of bracken  
	 

	Date 
	 

	Density (%) and Extent (ha) of bracken  
	 

	What is the vegetation under the bracken? 
	 


 
2.3 - Follow-up treatment proposed in subsequent years

For the treatment to be effective, follow-up treatments will be required. It is likely that the amount of bracken regenerating after primary treatment will justify action by year 2, but this will need to be confirmed by survey following primary treatment. 
 
Initially, this table should be completed as part of the development of the management plan, but it should be updated each year so that it records the follow-up treatments carried out. 

	Year 
	 

	Sheet reference/parcel number 
	 

	Density (%) and Extent (ha) of bracken 
	 

	Effectiveness of primary treatment 
	 

	Area of bracken proposed for follow-up treatment (ha) - write “no treatment” if no action is proposed  
	 

	Type of treatment method (or reason for no treatment) and justification for choice 
	 

	Number of treatment repeats 
	 

	Month(s) treatment will take place 
	 



Section 3 - Other Considerations 

In 2022, a UK Bracken Working Group was established by the Statutory Nature Conservation Organisations. The aim was to reduce over-reliance on herbicides in bracken management and promote more sustainable approaches. This group released UK best practice guidance in 2024 as part of their efforts to develop a UK-wide strategic bracken management framework.
 
A survey of the site should be conducted as part of the preparation of the Bracken Treatment Plan to identify any risks of unintended harm or damage to habitats/species of interest and/or archaeological features/historic sites. The ecological value of bracken can vary significantly depending on its density, structure, and surrounding habitat.

Breeding birds and mammals and impacts on reptiles, such as adders, should be avoided. The bird breeding season is between March and August – any treatment in this time must be preceded by a bird survey and treatment postponed if birds may be harmed or Schedule 1 birds disturbed. 

Any work proposed within, or with potential to affect a protected site including SSSIs may require consent or assessment under relevant environmental legislation. Natural Resources Wales can be contacted for advice.
 
Where a Scheduled Monument is present, advice should be sought from the relevant heritage body to establish the preferred treatment choice and to determine whether Scheduled Monument Consent is needed. 

Care should be taken on peat soils and other sensitive upland habitats where mechanical disturbance may increase erosion, carbon loss, or hydrological damage.
 
There may be areas where it is not possible or safe to conduct treatment of bracken. Areas to be treated should be walked before the bracken grows to identify hazards for vehicles, and operators on foot, which may be obscured by the time that the treatment takes place. Areas where treatment is not feasible should be marked on the mapping. 

Areas that are particularly susceptible to poaching, soil erosion or compaction should also be identified as this will determine the suitability of treatment methods; it may not be appropriate to treat all areas. You will also need to consider e.g., wet areas vulnerable to vehicle tracking on the approach to a site. Mitigation for this could include selecting vehicle routes that avoid these areas to avoid damage and minimise the number of passes (show proposed routes on maps in Section 5). 

Any use of herbicide must comply with conditions attached to the herbicide label, and good practice must be followed. 

A written health and safety risk assessment must be undertaken before any treatment commences. 
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