
 

 
Meadow management and the horse track system 
 
Species-rich grasslands are often the result of 
human activity, the clearance of forested 
areas to create grazing land for livestock. To 
maintain the diversity of wildflowers and 
grasses, it must be managed with careful 
grazing to create suitable conditions. 
Traditionally, this would have been carried 
out by sheep or cattle grazing, but as farming 
and land ownership has changed other 

livestock need to play their part, and this can 
include horses. Over the years,combinations 
of grass and plant species have been 
developed by the agricultural industry, 
usually dominated by rye grass species and 
clovers, to promote meat and milk production 
and these types of species-poor grassland 
have replaced many species-rich meadows.  
 

The horse track around the edge of a species-rich grassland at Henley Hill Farm © Karen Butt 



 

However, grass and plant species that suit 
productivity in sheep and cattle are generally 
not well suited to horses. In a natural 
environment, horses spend between 16-18 
hours a day browsing and grazing. They would 
be foraging on high-fibre grasses, plants and 
herbs, and have adapted to diets of this 
nature. In the UK horses are increasingly 
grazed on grasslands that are high in water 
soluble carbohydrates (sugars) and low in 
fibre, which can exacerbate problems of 
obesity and laminitis. 
 
The horse track system is a way of keeping 
horses that mimics their natural behaviours, 
and can also sustain a wildflower meadow. It 
was first written about in the book titled 
Paddock Paradise: A guide to natural horse 
boarding by Jaime Jackson. In the wild, bands 
of horses would move along familiar tracks as 
they travel great distances avoiding predators 
and seeking out food, water and other 
activities essential to their daily survival. The 
horse track system taps into these behaviours 
by providing domestic horses with a set track 
within their paddocks, which triggers their 
instinct to travel. The primary aim of this 
system is to improve the physical health and 
well-being of the horses. It allows them to 
move and eat in a more natural way by having 
constant access to the right kinds of food 
which can be placed strategically along their 
track. This can act as a preventative for many 
of the common illnesses (such as laminitis, 
colic, Navicular Syndrome and Cushing’s 
Syndrome) found in horses traditionally kept 
in stalls or lush, rye grass pastures, as it limits 
the amount of sugar-rich grasses that the 
horses are able to eat.  
 
Creating a track can be done fairly easily by 
installing an electric fence ‘loop’ just inside 
the perimeter fence of the horse paddock. It 
prevents the horses from roaming across the 
centre of the paddock and standing to eat at 
the same location. Instead, it encourages 
them to travel as a herd and eat on the move. 
This is also where the benefits for wildflower 
meadows come in, as the middle of the field 
excluded from the track can undergo 
traditional meadow management.  
 
 
 

The horse track system in operation 
 
Henley Hill Farm, a local farm in Wookey, 
Somerset, has successfully installed and uses 
a horse track system. The horse track system 
was originally trialled here as a way to 
improve their horse’s health and prevent 
laminitis by avoiding the sugar-rich 
spring/summer grasses and instead provide a 
high-fibre, low protein diet. The track was set 
up in a field which previously only produced a 
poor grass crop that desiccated quickly in hot 
conditions. The benefits for both horses and 
wildlife were quickly realised. The horses 
were kept moving between different feeding 
and water locations around the outside of the 
field improving their health and condition. For 
wildlife, although there were some 
wildflowers already present in the field, the 
change in management allowed more of them 
to flower and set seed throughout the 
summer. 
 
To compliment the track system, the field 
was managed by allowing the horses to graze 
the whole area throughout winter, with the 
removal of horse dung daily to eliminate a 
build-up of nutrients in the meadow. In early 
spring, the track system is set up using a 
simple arrangement of electric fencing to 
create a track 15-20 feet from the outer 
hedge, in which the horses are able to graze 
and move freely, but excluding the centre of 
the field which then forms the wildflower 
grassland. The meadow is then cut for hay in 
late summer and is lightly grazed by cattle 
and sheep before the track is removed and 
the horses return to the whole field once 
more for the winter. This system also provides 
hay for part of the winter period having a 
knock-on benefit. 
 
Henley Hill Farm now has a fantastic example 
of a limestone hay meadow, typical of the 
Mendip hills, where the farm is located. The 
meadow is full of species such as lady’s 
bedstraw, field scabious, restharrow, greater 
knapweed, yellow oat-grass and quaking 
grass. On a summers day the meadow comes 
alive with insects and in the evenings bats can 
be seen feeding along the hedgerows. In 2015 
seed was harvested from the grassland and 
used to reseed a neighbouring field, and a 



 

survey in 2016 found 47 species of grasses and 
wildflowers.  
 
In the future, the landowner at Henley Hill 
Farm plans to continue with the management 
of the meadow using the track system to 
graze horses. Currently they are not planning 
to introduce more species, and instead want 
to expand the extent of wildflowers and 
grasses that are already present. 
 
This introduction to this leaflet was written 
by Frances Standen and the information on 
horse-tracking by Somerset Wildlife Trust. 
Thank you to Karen Butt at Henley Hill Farm 
for allowing us to feature the horse-tracking 
management that has been undertaken at her 
farm. 

 Surveying the flowers at Henley Hill Farm © Karen Butt 

Flowers in the central grassland at Henley Hill Farm © Karen Butt 


