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One of the many Dipwell Monitoring sites

Over the past few years the Isles of Scilly Wildlife Trust has invested a considerable  
amount, both  physically and financially, into Higher & Lower Moors, as part of a long-term, 
ongoing plan of work.   Some of the investment is obvious (i.e. the rotational cutting of the 
Reeds, the new boardwalks & bridges, the Willow coppicing); other elements of the work...
not so much, other than a few tell-tale signs (i.e. the dipwell monitoring tubes & the sluice 
boards seen at Lower Moors).  

Why are the Sluice Boards important?

Step away from the Slu ice Boards...

All of this work is planned to the ‘nth degree, to ensure 
maximum benefit not just for nature but also the residents 
of, and visitors to, Scilly and we’ve been incredibly lucky to 
secure funding to cover a significant amount of the  financial 
investment. 

As a result of the two conflicting elements (nature & people) 
there’s often the need for a compromise to be found and it can 
be a tricky juggling act.  

Sadly, throughout the time that this work programme has 
been underway, the Trust Ranger Team have had to manage 
the added complication of someone(s) interfering with and 
removing equipment (namely the sluice boards); as a result 
of these actions the  long term work and investment has been 
compromised.
It may not seem like that big a deal but that one “tiny” action can, and does, have a huge impact 
on years of work and investment.

The Sluice Boards were originally put in place at Lower Moors 
as part of a two year hydrological study to help us understand 
the flow of water through the site.  Lower Moors is one of 
two SSSI wetland areas on St Mary’s (the other being Higher 
Moors); both of which have exit points into the sea which are 
prone to salt water ingress during high tides (meaning the salt 
water flows inland flooding the sites). 

The Moors are incredibly important both in terms of habitat 
for wildlife and also as a result of them being our main water 
catchment areas; supplying the majority of the drinking water 
required on St Mary’s.  Additionally, Lower Moors acts as a flood 
defence to the areas of Old Town and the Industrial Estate.



The islands suffered their worst drought for several 
decades last summer and this is likely to happen more 
frequently in the future; with changes in weather 
patterns and increases in the human population of the 
Islands.  

The hydrological study identified that ground water 
levels at Lower Moors dropped below 1m for most of 
the summer period (May through to September); hence 
the Council’s request to reduce water consumption 
drastically very early on in the season.

The sluice boards prevent the majority of this ingress and data collected proves this.  
The results of this management long-term will be improved water quality and more of a 
freshwater component to the site, which is good not only for residents of, and visitors to, our 
Islands but also biodiversity.

The effect of this “drying out” can also have a significant impact on the soil, resulting in 
groundwater drought which impacts on the soils ability to bind with water.  There are three 
main consequences if this happens: 

The site is used as a natural flood defence and could lose this ability as the soil cannot 
hold onto the water, or takes too long to bind to the water; 

The site loses its ability to store water, therefore having negative implications on water 
storage, particularly on our fragile potable supply;  

The inability to hold onto water will affect the site negatively botanically, with only deep 
rooting species such as Common Reed, Sea Rush, Soft Rush and Grey Willow being able 
to thrive.  

Keeping the boards in place 
over winter allows the soil 
to slowly absorb the water 
and then disperse it into the 
ditches, thereby allowing the 
soil to behave naturally, without 
extremes of wetting and drying.  

The boards are checked daily by 
the Ranger Team and changes 
are made as required. 

“Water Shortage”

The result of the 2 year hydrological study, utilising water level, water quality and conductivity 
testing carried out by a qualified hydrologist with years of experience, confirmed our 
suspicions.  Every high tide, salt water flowed into the site from the outflow pipe at Old 
Town.  This salt water is now known to travel across the whole site (not just remaining in the 
area closest to the sea) and is having an impact; both from a water quality perspective and 
botanically.

Lower Moors Reed bed 
Management in progress
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Grey Mullet in the leat at 
Lower Moors

We are aware that both Mullet & Eel use the site as a safe 
haven, both species enjoying the calmer waters offered 
by this inland, sheltered location; the boards being in 
place mean that the Mullet & Eel might not be able to 
continue into the Lower Moors SSSI at this time (note we 
say “might” as we do know that some are finding a way 
through as, despite appearances, there are gaps that some 
of the Mullet & Eel can fit through).  

Mullet are a common and catadromous species (which 
means that they migrate from freshwater to seawater 
and vice versa) but they spawn in seawater.

This type of work will always cause some controversy but we are continually monitoring  
the site and making adaptations in order to balance the ever increasing needs of residents’ 
and visitors’ water requirements and consumption with the needs of Scilly’s wildlife.

We would kindly ask that if any one has issue with this, or any other piece of work being 
carried out by the Trust, do not take it upon yourself to “remedy the situation to your liking”; 

come and talk to us; find out what we’re doing and why; because 
your “tiny” action could have huge implications; not only on our 
ongoing work but also on the future of all those who live on or 
visit our Islands.

Wildlife

Eels can travel across land. typically between 1-200m, but are known to travel up to 400m to 
bypass man-made (ie. weirs and sluices), along with natural barriers to get to shelter, breeding 
and feeding sites.  Eels can also burrow down into the mud and underneath the boards too.

Therefore the sluice boards shouldn’t prove a problem to them.  

A lot has been achieved in the last 4 years botanically as well.  Prior to this work starting  
Lower Moors was drying-out; with large areas of Grey Willow and accumulated leaf-litter, 
the site was botanically poor, suffering from salt water ingress and was going to be de-
notified as a SSSI by Natural England.  

The Ranger team have removed over 1ha. of Grey Willow, 2.5ha. of Common Reed is now 
being cut on a short rotation cycle, rotational ditch clearance has begun, and grazing is 
happening at times which are appropriate for the site’s biodiversity interest. 

Plant Life

In this time, we have seen the return of Marsh Thistle, 
Floating Sweet-grass and reports of Lesser Marshwort 
which was thought to be lost.  

The number of Ragged Robin has increased by 5000%, 
the number of flowering heads of the nationally rare 
Tubular-Water Dropwort has gone from 4 to nearly 40 
and clearance of more Willow this winter has identified 
another area with Tussock Sedge, Southern Marsh Orchid 
and False Fox Sedge.  

The work has resulted in an increase not only in biodiversity on the site but has prevented 
the sites de-notification as nationally important for wildlife.  
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