
 

 
Evaluating whether Fleecefaulds Meadow is in Favourable 
Condition 
 
Fleecefaulds Meadow is a mosaic of species-
rich grassland, fen meadow and woodland 
located in Fife, inland from St Andrews. It is 
owned and managed by the Scottish Wildlife 
Trust. Over 180 plant species have been 
recorded on the SSSI which comprises the 
majority of the reserve, and it is the sole 
surviving location in East Fife for globeflower. 
Warblers and finches nest on the ground and 
in the scrub and many different butterflies 
have been recorded including common blue, 
tortoiseshells and red admirals. Since the 
reserve was gifted to the Scottish Wildlife 
Trust there has been sporadic grazing by 

cattle and sheep. This has allowed coarse 
grasses and scrub to invade. In 2014, the Save 
Our Magnificent Meadows project enabled the 
Scottish Wildlife Trust to undertake further 
management work on the site, including using 
a flying flock of sheep and rare breed 
Shetland cattle to graze Fleecefaulds Meadow 
as well as other nearby grassland nature 
reserves. 
 
The area is divided into four separate 
management areas. Unit 1, the southern part 
of the reserve, is identified as relict hay 
meadow (NVC community MG5 crested dog’s-

Unit 1 – lowland 
meadow grassland 



 

tail – common knapweed). The reserve is now 
managed as a grazing pasture with a ‘shut’ 
period from spring to early summer to allow 
the wild flowers and grasses to bloom and set 
seed. The ad-hoc management has lead to 
creeping thistle increasing in patches 
throughout the meadow, and scrub 
encroachment, particularly of raspberry and 
gorse. Management, including weed wiping 
the creeping thistle, scrub control by 
volunteers and targeted grazing, was 
identified as ways of reducing these 
problems. 
 
In total, 20 1x1 m quadrats were undertaken 
in 2013, 2015 and 2016. The same monitoring 
form was used in 2012 and 2014, but only 13 
and 10 quadrats were surveyed respectively. 
The data recorded in each quadrat was:  

 presence of positive indicator species;  
 presence of negative indicator species;  
 average sward height;  
 extent of bare ground;  
 extent of litter mat; and 
 grass/forb ratio. 

 
Positive indicator species 
 
In 2016, the condition of this herb-rich 
grassland included grasses such as red 
fescue Festuca rubra, Yorkshire fog Holcus 
lanatus and sweet vernal grass 
Anthoxanthum odoratum, and sedges like 
carnation sedge Carex panacea and 
glaucous sedge C. flacca. Wild flowers 
included common knapweed Centaurea 
nigra, devil’s-bit scabious Succisa pratensis, 
greater and common bird’s-foot-trefoil 
Lotus pedunculatus and L. corniculatus, and 
meadow vetchling Lathyrus pratensis. 
Greater butterfly orchid Platanthera 
chlorantha and fragrant orchid Gymnadenia 
conopsea were seen in 2008/9, but not in 
2016, although this might because the 
survey was undertaken too late in the year.  
 
Sixteen of the species are considered 
positive indicator species. On average, 
approximately 5 and 5.6 species were 
present in each quadrat in Unit 1 during 
2012 and 2013 respectively (graph 1). After 
the targeted grazing was started in 2014, 

the number of positive indicators increased 
to an average of 8.5 in 2014, 7.6 in 2015 
and 6.9 in 2016, which was significantly 
higher than the average number of positive 
indicators found before the change in 
management. However, there is a slight 
downwards trend and the Scottish Wildlife 
Trust are continuing to monitor the 
situation to determine whether tweaks to 
the management should be undertaken. 
There are a variety factors beyond the 
control of the Trust that could influence the 
positive indicator species present, including 
agricultural run-off, mineral-rich mine 
water and climatic factors. Grazing 
Fleecefaulds Meadow is considered the best 
way to influence the vegetation and extent 
of species-rich grassland and the grazing 
intensity and timing is still under review to 
achieve the best condition.   

 
Graph 1: Average number of positive 
indicator species per quadrat. 
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As part of the Common Standards 
Monitoring undertaken to assess the 
condition of the SSSI, there should be at 
least 2 positive indicator species that are 
frequent (found in at least 40% of quadrats) 
and 4 positive indicator species that are 
occasional (found in at least 20% of 
quadrats). This is the lower limit set for the 
site, and if more species are found to be 
occasional, frequent or abundant then the 
site is considered to have passed the target.  
 
An analysis of the results shows that this 
target has been exceeded each year, for 
the last six years (table 1 and graph 2). It 
means that the site is considered in 
favourable condition for the number and 
cover of positive indicator species that are 
present in the sward. Tormentil, common 
knapweed and devil’s-bit scabious were 
consistently recorded most frequently 
between 2012 and 2016 (table 2). 

 
Table 1: Cover of positive indicator species 
found throughout the grassland. 

Cover of positive indicator species  

Year Rare Occasional Frequent Abundant Total 

2012 3 6 3 0 12 

2013 3 3 3 4 13 

2014 1 1 1 7 10 

2015 5 4 1 6 16 

2016 4 2 0 7 13 

 
Table 2: Top five species recorded each 
year. 

Year 1 2 3 4 5 
2012 Common 

knapweed 
Devil’s-bit 
scabrous 

Tormentil Yellow 
rattle 

Meadow 
vetchling 

2013 Tormentil Common 
knapweed 

Devil’s-bit 
scabious 

Orchids Meadow 
vetchling 

2014 Tormentil Common 
knapweed 

Devil’s-bit 
scabious 

Small 
sedges 

Meadow 
vetchling 

2015 Common 
knapweed 

Tormentil Yellow 
rattle 

Devil’s-bit 
scabious 

Meadow 
vetchling 

2016 Tormentil Devil’s-bit 
scabious 

Common 
knapweed 

Small 
sedges 

Meadow 
vetchling 

Species-rich grassland in unit 1 at Fleecefaulds Meadow © Ben Averis 



 

 
Forb cover 
 
The percentage cover of forbs increased 
year on year (graph 3). It was relatively 
similar in 2012 and 2013, with an average of 
60.2% and 63% respectively. Cover of herbs 
increased in 2014 to 70.2% and in 2015 to 
72.9%, which were not significantly 
different from before the targeted 
management works were undertaken. 
However, in 2016 the percentage cover of 
forbs had increased to 78.3% which was 
significantly different from 2012 and 2013. 
This indicates that the change in grazing has 
increased the cover of wild flowers, sedges 
and rushes (which are treated as honorary 
wild flowers for this condition indicator). 
 
[The percentage cover of forbs data was 
arcsine transformed to normalise the data. 
The data presented in this summery has 
been back transformed.] 

 
Graph 2: the number of abundant, frequent, occasional and rare positive indicator species found 
between 2012 and 2016. 
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Graph 3: Average percentage cover of herbs. 
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Negative indicator species 
 
Ruderals and weedy species are sparse in 
the management unit, although locally 
more common along the upper edge and on 
parts of the lower slope, with Yorkshire fog 
Holcus lanatus increasing in these locations 
too, though overall well below the upper 
favourable condition limit of 20%.  
 
Field horsetail Equisetum arvense has 
increased each year and was found in 100% 
of quadrats in 2016, but has a low cover 
throughout the management unit (graph 4). 
This is a species that the Scottish Wildlife 
Trust is continuing to monitor. 

 
Average sward height 
 
The common standards monitoring for the 
SSSI states that the vegetation of the 
lowland pasture should be between 5 and 
20 cm in height. However, apart from 2014 
the height of the vegetation has always 
been above 20 cm (graph 5). Only 10 
quadrats were undertaken in 2014 which 
may have affected the data if only shorter 
turf was surveyed. 
 
[The sward height data was square root 
transformed to normalise the data. The 
data presented in this summary has been 
back transformed.] 

 
Conclusion 
 
Fleecefaulds Meadow does not achieve 
favourable status on two of the monitoring 
attributes: 

 height of vegetation; and 
 negative indicator species for field 

horsetail. 
Although greater grazing pressure could be 
applied to the sward this may affect 
positive indicator species and forb cover. 
The field horsetail is still considered sparse 
even though it was present in every 
quadrat, so suitable control may be 
required in time. 
 
The rich flora of this grassland has clearly 
been maintained well by years of the 
Trust’s grazing management, so it seems 
appropriate to continue with this. The 
increased grazing through the Save Our 
Magnificent Meadows project will continue 
into the future and help the Scottish 
Wildlife Trust maintain the good condition 
of the sward. 
 
This summary was generated using the survey 
information gathered by volunteers and Ben 
Averis for the Scottish Wildlife Trust. 

 
 
Graph 4: Percentage of quadrats with field 
horsetail 
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Graph 5: Sward height. Red line indicates the 
upper limit of sward height of 20 cm. 
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