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Dear Horse rider and stable owner,
We are writing to inform you of forthcoming changes to Kent Wildlife Trust’s West Blean and Thornden Woods nature reserve which will have an impact on how all visitors use the site. 
For horse riders this, unfortunately, means no more access on horseback will be permitted from the 31st August 2021. 
The Wilder Blean is a joint project between Kent Wildlife Trust and Wildwood Trust, the project will promote stronger habitats by restoring natural processes that are able to withstand the current climate crisis and species decline, and in the long run, reverse it.
In the UK, lack of woodland management is one of the eight biggest drivers of species decline. Wilder Blean aims to bring transformational change through a controlled trial with bison; a missing keystone species that is able to naturally manage woodlands.
European bison are being used in this project because they are ecosystem engineers, meaning that they are able to change their environment through their natural behaviours. Bison can change woodlands in a way that no other animal can, they eat bark and create dust baths, both of which have benefits for many plants and animals. These functions have been missing from our UK woodlands for thousands of years,  bringing them back can help restore an abundance of wildlife.
The project is split into three sections of the woods, 
1) The 200-hectare bison area, which will have Exmoor ponies in too and no public access. 
2) Free roaming livestock area, which will have longhorn cattle and Exmoor ponies (with Iron-age pigs able to move throughout both areas) This covers the entire rest of the site to the east of Thornden Wood Road.
3) A control area with no animals, where traditional woodland management will continue to the west of Thornden Wood Road. 
This will enable us to monitor the effectiveness of each area in terms of its benefits to wildlife whilst allowing access for the widest range of site users.
To ensure the bison are kept safely away from the public we will be erecting fences which at some points will be either side of the two main public footpaths. At these points the paths are perhaps only three meters wide with ditches, banks and dense scrub either side. This will mean limited space for the public and free roaming animals to pass each other. 
In addition, we need to be certain that our livestock cannot wander off from the site, therefore we are looking to install cattle grids at all main entrance and exit points which is the best way to prevent gates accidentally being left open. Where footpaths enter the site, we will be installing kissing gates to prevent our animals leaving the site.


We have been in talks with Alan Hiscox the Safety Director at the British Horse Society, his staff and our project partners, Wildwood to discuss the potential for safe horse riding on the site within the above constraints. 
After several conversations, sharing of site maps and an on-site meeting with Alan and his colleagues, we, KWT came to the conclusion that continued horse riding through this area would pose an unacceptable safety risk. 
Therefore, we have made the difficult decision to stop horse riding on site. While there are no official bridleways across West Blean and Thornden woods, having hosted horse riders informally up until now we know that this will be a significant change and disappointing news, but it is a decision based on safety for all site users including wildlife.
There are other sites very nearby such as Clowes wood owned and managed by Forest England that can be accessed for horse riding. We have spoken with Forest England and have been assured that any additional riders would be very welcome there through the TROT agreement. We therefore hope you will be able to ride in this area in future.
We will also remain in contact with the British Horse Society who are working with Kent County Council to improve road safety across the county for horse riders, and will publicly support this initiative whenever possible.
We do hope that you will still frequent the site as a pedestrian in the future and enjoy the wildlife that it has to offer. We will be updating the information for all users in the notice boards on site in the coming weeks.  All users will be affected by the project in some way. 
           We thank you for your understanding which will help achieve our vision of a Wilder Kent. 

Yours sincerely, 
[image: ]
            Evan Bowen-Jones                                                                                      
Chief Executive - Kent Wildlife Trust                                                          

Additional Info:
https://www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/wilderblean
https://www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/nature-reserves/west-blean-and-thornden-woods
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