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Hedleyhope Fell fire damage becoming clear
Durham Wildlife Trust is this morning assessing the damage caused by the fire that destroyed a large area of one of its most important nature reserves, Hedleyhope Fell near Tow Law in County Durham.

The fire has decimated one of the most important areas of the Fell for the Green hairstreak butterfly, a Durham Biodiversity Action Plan species that was thriving at the site. It is feared that a significant proportion of the population has been lost.

The area is also important for nesting birds, such as short-eared owl, curlew, lapwing and skylark. The full extent of the impact on these species is not yet clear, but because of the time of year, it is expected to be significant.

Craig Best, the Trust’s Hedleyhope Fell Wildlife & Community Officer has spent most of the night at the site: “The fire’s destroyed approximately 10 hectares of heather and bilberry, important habitat for a number of butterfly species and nesting birds. It’s just devastating.

“I’ve been very impressed by the way local landowners and local people came together to work with the fire and rescue teams and the police to control the fire. When the fire was at its worst there was extreme concern for local properties nearby. We’re continuing a fire watch to ensure the fire doesn’t restart.”

The damage is a significant blow to the Trust, whose management plans will be dramatically affected by the incident. As Craig explained, “It will take a couple of years for the area to recover and a significant amount of work will be required to ensure that invasive species like bracken don’t establish.”

The fire is still smouldering in some places and is being monitored. The source is not yet known, but it appears to have started beside a footpath. It is not clear at this stage if the fire was started deliberately.
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