
Managing Grasslands 
for Nature

Many grasslands grazed by horses and ponies 
are important for wildlife and support a wealth 
of wildflowers. Good pasture management not 
only helps these grasslands to flourish, but also 
avoids poaching, prevents the establishment of 
undesirable weeds and plants that are harmful 
to horses and ponies, and benefits the health 
and well-being of the animals. Grasslands with 
a variety of grasses and flowers are rich in 
the minerals and nutrients that equines need. 
Wildflowers, such as ribwort plantain, black 
medick, bird’s-foot-trefoil and yarrow, are actively 
sought out by grazing horses and ponies. 
They find these wild plants to be nutritious 
and tasty, and they contain vital minerals and 
micronutrients, and many have medicinal 
properties. Such grasslands also produce good 
hay, which is high in fibre and low in protein. 

Paddocks which have been re-sown with 
perennial rye-grass and white clover are too rich 

in protein and a cause of metabolic disorders 
in horses and ponies, including laminitis and 
obesity. Additionally, re-seeding a pasture 
significantly reduces its value for nature by 
removing the wildflowers, grasses, rushes and 
sedges that provide a habitat for nesting birds, 
butterflies, bumblebees and other wildlife.

A Guidance Note for Horse and Pony Owners

Grazing by horses and ponies 
can be an effective way to 
manage grasslands for nature. 
Good pasture management can 
benefit both wildlife and the 
health of the grazing animals. 

Ribwort plantain is actively 
sought out by grazing horses
(Philip Precey)
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n	Introduce horses once the paddock is dry 
enough and the ‘sward’ (grass or turf) is at 
least 10 cm tall across the field.

n	If the field has vigorous grasses which you 
want to control, grazing horses early in the 
year helps to remove the first spring growth. 

n	If the field has spring-flowering plants, 
allowing these to flower and set seed before 
introducing horses is beneficial in ensuring 
their return the following year.

n	Keep horse and pony stocking density low 
and avoid the sward being grazed below  
5 cm. 

n	If the grassland is used for hay, stop grazing 
in early April and cut the herb-rich meadow 
in June or July. (Leaving the cut later than 
this allows later flowering wildflowers to 
set seed, but may also allow less desirable 
thistles, docks and ragwort to spread.) 

n	Alternatively, leave the field ungrazed and 
uncut, allowing the horses to graze the 
‘foggage’ (the sward after the grasses have 
flowered) in the late summer.  

n	If possible, use alternative fields for grazing. 
Otherwise, lightly graze well-drained paddocks. 

n	Supplementary feeding should ideally be 
done in the stable. This minimises nutrients 
leaching into the grassland and prevents the 
creation of bare ground, which provides a 
seed-bed for thistles and ragwort.

n	Severe poaching leads to soil compaction 
and lasting damage to the paddock.

n	Continue to graze foggage until the sward is 
reduced to 5–10 cm in height. 

n	To prevent poaching, remove the horses 
when there is no standing vegetation.

What you can do

Manage a grassland for nature with horses 
and ponies throughout the seasons

Waxcaps
(Philip Precey)

anguskirk

Andy Fairbairn
Meadow brown butterf ly 

(Amy Lewis)
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Docks and thistles can become a problem where 
horses and ponies are the only animals grazing 
in a pasture. They take advantage of bare ground, 
but by preventing poaching, managing latrine 
areas and using a mixed stocking regime, you 
can minimise the likelihood of this happening. 

If docks and thistles do become established, they 
can be controlled by spot-spraying or pulling. 
Spot-spraying is best done in the spring when 
the grass is short in order to minimise the impact 
on non-target plants. Pulling is best done in June 
when the tops of the plants are visible and there 
is more to get hold of. Pulling is more effective if 
a tool such as a ‘Lazy Dog’ is also used to lever 
up the roots. Cutting at the right time of year can 
prevent flowering and seeding, but will only stop 
the spread of weeds, rather than reduce their 
numbers significantly or eradicate them from 

a site. Spot-spraying of docks and thistles is 
more effective as part of a management system 
which includes cutting and grazing. Creeping 
thistle is vulnerable to early grazing by ponies. 
It can also be mown in July as the flower spikes 
are growing, just before the buds open. Blanket 
spraying of herbicide will kill all wild plants and 
should be avoided. 

When ragwort is growing, horses avoid it and it 
is not considered dangerous. But, when dried, 
it is highly toxic to them; the greatest danger 
is from ragwort in hay. Ragwort in fields which 
are to be mown should be safely pulled and 
removed following best practice advice (see 
page 4 for more information). 

Winter grazing by sheep is an effective way of 
reducing ragwort in a pasture. 

Deal with ‘problem’ plants

Reduce the impacts of dung

Unlike cattle or sheep, horses and ponies dung 
in latrine areas, which they then avoid grazing. 
This is thought to be a parasite-control strategy.  
In an extensive pasture, these dunging areas 
are not a problem, but in small fields, the dung 
should be removed to avoid fertility building up 
in one area. Otherwise the build-up of fertility in 
one area can lead to the establishment of nettles 
and other rank and competitive plants. 

Good grassland management can 
keep horses f it and healthy by keeping 
harmful weeds and parasites at bay.
(daniel.sahlin)

Ronnie MacDonald



Here are some tips to help:
n	Avoid keeping horses on a pasture for 

too long. This can lead to poaching and 
encourages docks, thistles, nettles and ragwort.

n	Depending on the size of the horse, soil type 
and site conditions, ideal stocking density is 
around 1 horse per hectare.

n	Horses prefer a diet low in protein and high 
in fibre, so do not apply artificial fertiliser to 
horse-grazed grasslands. Fertilisers also have 
a negative impact on wildflowers. 

n	To prevent poaching and maintain the health 
of the grassland, the sward should not be 
shorter than 5 cm. 

n	It is good practice to rotate grazing, resting an 
area once it has been grazed down to 5 cm.

n	If possible, alternate grazing with sheep 
and cattle (which graze in different ways to 
equines) to prevent the paddock becoming 
‘horse sick’ with unpalatable areas, weeds 
and poached ground. 

n	Collect dung regularly to prevent latrine areas 
encouraging parasites and becoming rich in 
nutrients.

n	If cutting for hay, do a thorough search for 
ragwort beforehand due to its toxicity to 
horses and ponies when dried in hay.

Protecting Wildlife for the Future

Contact us
n	wildlifetrusts.org

n	 info@wildlifetrusts.org 

n	 01636 677711 

The Wildlife Trusts, The Kiln, 
Mather Road, Newark NG24 1WT

Reg. Charity No. 207238

n	Streams and ponds can be suitable for horses 
and ponies to drink from; however, these 
areas may be accessed via wet flushes, which 
often contain the greatest diversity of plants. 
To avoid damage to such fragile areas, locate 
a water supply elsewhere in the field.

n	If you can, group animals together in a 
shared paddock over the summer and use 
remaining paddocks for hay. Additionally, 
rotate the field that is grazed each year. This 
will help you to nuture species-rich grassland.

n	If you are using horses or ponies to specifically 
manage species-rich grasslands (conservation 
grazing), consider using the most appropriate 
type of equine. For example, on wet pastures it 
would not be suitable to graze large horses as 
their weight could damage the sward; smaller, 
native ponies would be best. Additionally, 
native ponies are well adapted to grazing on the  
poorer swards of unimproved, rough pastures.  
A thoroughbred horse would be unsuited to 
the rough terrain and low nutrient diet.  

If you have land that is designated as a Site 
of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) or Local 
Wildlife Site, contact Natural England or your 
local Wildlife Trust for more detailed advice and 
to check whether there are any restrictions as 
to what you can do on these important sites.

Defra’s Code of Practice for the Welfare of Horses, 
Ponies, Donkeys and their Hybrids (2009)

Managing Land for Horses: a guide to good 
practice in the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty. Although this guide has a local 
focus, it provides excellent and detailed advice. 

Defra’s Guidance on the disposal options for 
common ragwort (2005)

For more information

Graze horses and 
ponies to nuture a 
grassland

Ideal stocking 
density is 
one horse 
per hectare 
(R~P~M)
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