
Grasslands rich in nature often look different 
from improved grasslands:
n	they are not bright green;
n	they are less uniform, with patches of different 

grasses, flowers, rushes and sedges; 
n	they are filled with colourful flowers in 

summer, if they have not been overly grazed;
n	they may be characterised by the appearance 

of different fungi in autumn, such as colourful 
waxcaps; 

n	they may turn brown in winter and have a 
patchy look to them.

Fields showing evidence of archaeology, such 
as ridge and furrow, or the ditches and banks 
associated with old settlements, are also likely to 
be valuable for nature. Additionally, grasslands 
which flood in the 
winter and have 
surface drainage 
networks are likely to 
support a wealth of 
wildlife. 

If in doubt about 
the value of your 
grasslands for nature, 
seek the advice of an 
expert or adviser. 

Managing Grasslands 
for Nature

Meadows rich in wildflowers are now 
exceptionally rare, with perhaps no more 
than 5,000 ha remaining. Flower-rich pastures 
including limestone uplands, chalk downlands, 
heathy and marshy grasslands may amount to 
no more than 100,000 ha.  

These vibrant grasslands have other important 
qualities. They store water, filter pollutants, 
reduce soil erosion and are greatly favoured by 
pollinators. Their soils store carbon and provide 
a seedbank for native plants.  

HOW TO IDENTIFY A GRASSLAND 
RICH IN NATURE
Grasslands rich in nature:
n	are long-established;
n	have not been part of an arable rotation;
n	have been free from fertilisers and pesticides;
n	have not been reseeded as rye-grass leys.

A Guidance Note for Farmers and Landowners

The contribution that farming 
makes to protecting and 
managing meadows and 
pastures in the UK is hugely 
important.  

Andy Fairbairn

Waxcaps grow 
in nature-rich 

grasslands 
(Philip Precey)
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Overall, cattle are the best 
animal for grazing pastures 
rich in nature, because they:
n	graze and maintain longer 

swards – min. height 5-6 cm;
n	eat rough grasses and 

large bulky flowers; 
n	trample the ground, 

exposing soil into which 
plants can seed;

n	reduce scrub and bracken 
through trampling;

n	do not create a closed 
sward by grazing as close 
to the ground as sheep.

However, they may damage 
swards when wet, through 
heavy poaching.
Native cattle breeds such as 
the White Park, Red Devons, 
Longhorn and Traditional 
Hereford are hardy and well-
suited to grazing grasslands 
for nature. Other more 
‘mainstream’ breeds can 
also make an important 
contribution to managing 
grasslands for nature.

Sheep are useful for grazing 
pastures rich in nature, but can 
cause problems because they:
n	graze close to the ground;
n	produce very short swards 

– min. height 3 cm;
n	create a closed sward 

which may become 
dominated by grasses and 
mosses;

n	are selective and will, for 
example, favour flowers 
and certain kinds of 
grasses.

Some ‘primitive’ sheep 
breeds, such as Jacob’s or 
Scottish island sheep, thrive 
on scrubby and coarse 
grasses, helping to restore 
grassland which has been 
neglected or abandoned. 
For more information on 
the breed profiles of cattle 
and sheep, which will help 
in making decisions about 
grazing regimes, see the links 
on page 4.

Many grasslands grazed 
by horses and ponies are 
important for wildlife and 
support a wealth of wild 
flowers. Ponies and horses 
will eat tussocky areas and 
tall swards of rough grasses, 
and they are well adapted to 
grazing unimproved species-
rich grasslands, but they:	
n	bite the vegetation and, 

depending on the duration 
of the grazing, can produce a 
very short sward or ‘lawn’;

n	are highly selective and 
ignore certain plants;

n	eat flower heads which 
can affect the value of the 
pasture for nature;

n	create dunging areas, 
which may become 
dominated by nettles.

Some native hardy breeds, 
such as Exmoor and Welsh 
Mountain ponies, have the 
added advantage of being 
lightweight and are not a 
serious cause of poaching. 
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Grazing is one of the most important ways to 
manage grasslands for nature. Livestock remove 
plant growth and create bare ground by grazing 
and walking/poaching. By removing plant 
growth, livestock prevent the grassland ‘sward’ 
(grass or turf) from becoming dominated by the 
most vigorous grasses. Bare ground then creates 

opportunities for seeds to germinate. Livestock 
grazing, especially by cattle, also creates a varied 
structure, with tussocks, tall and short plants, 
and patches of bare ground. This variety of 
different structures favours insects and breeding 
birds. The preferred grazing period can vary for 
differing conservation goals. 

Management options: Grazing

What you can do

CATTLE

All grasslands rich in nature need to be managed to prevent them becoming scrub or woodland. There are 
two main ways to manage grasslands for nature: grazing or mowing; both are used at many meadow sites.

SHEEP HORSES



3 Managing Grasslands: Guidance for Farmers and Landowners

Hay regimes allow tall plants to f lower, 
creating nesting places for birds like skylarks 
(Amy Lewis)

Grasslands mown in most years are termed 
‘meadows’. Meadows have existed since the 
Iron Age, producing hay to feed livestock in the 
winter. Meadows should normally be grazed 
after the hay has been cut, to remove the 
‘aftermath’.

During the 20th century, farmers largely 
converted from producing hay to producing 
silage. Silage is cut more often than hay, and 
the use of artificial fertiliser to replenish soil 
fertility means silage 
fields generally 
have little value for 
nature. It is possible 
to produce haylage 
on grasslands rich in 
nature; as long as the 
haylage is cut at the 
right time. 

STOCKING DENSITIES
Stocking densities on grasslands valuable for 
nature need to reflect the lower productivity 
of these areas. A wildlife-rich grassland may 
sustain up to 1 livestock unit on the most 
naturally fertile soils, but perhaps only half 
this on infertile soils. This means for 10 ha of 
neutral pasture, grazed from May to October, 
the optimum stocking density may be 20 cattle; 
whereas, a chalk downland of the same size, 
over the same time period, might support 10 
cattle. Each site is different and these are only 
guidelines.

Management options: Mowing
A hay regime is valuable for nature because it: 
n	allows tall plants to flower, creating an 

attractive landscape full of nectar sources for 
butterflies and bees, and cover for nesting 
birds, such as curlews; 

n	removes biomass which, over time, and if 
the sward is not fed, will favour herbs over 
grasses;  

n	is not selective, although cutting times will 
determine if late-flowering plants can thrive.

Leaving uncut areas 
around the edges 
provides shelter for 
nesting birds and nectar 
for invertebrates. Ancient 
grasslands, such as 
those rich in ant hills or 
archaeology, should not 
be mown, but grazed. 

Ancient grasslands, such 
as those rich in ant hills or 
archaeology, should not be 
mown, but grazed.
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Protecting Wildlife for the Future

For more information

AGRI-ENVIRONMENT SCHEMES 
PROVIDING INCENTIVES FOR 
GRASSLAND MANAGEMENT AND 
RESTORATION 
Countryside Stewardship offers help to those 
managing and restoring species-rich grassland 
in England. This scheme provides incentives for 
land managers to look after their environment 
with the aim to protect and enhance landscapes, 
wildlife and water quality. It is open to all eligible 
farmers, woodland owners and other land 
managers through a competitive application 
process. The scheme is jointly run by Natural 
England, Forestry Commission England and the 
Rural Payments Agency (RPA) on behalf of Defra. 
Further information can be sought from Natural 
England or your local Wildlife Trust. 

For information or advice about the sustainable 
land management scheme in Wales, called Glastir, 
see the Welsh Government website; for information 
about schemes in Scotland, see the Rural 
Payments Scheme website; and for information 
about schemes in Northern Ireland, see the 
Department of Agriculture and Rural Environment.

WHERE TO GO FOR ADVICE 
Contact your local Wildlife Trust for information 
and advice on managing grasslands for nature. 

WEB-BASED RESOURCES
Gwent Wildlife Trust has produced 14 very useful 
Habitat Management Toolkits for Local Wildlife Site 
grasslands, but the toolkit is also useful for other 
sites. These focus on different types of grassland, 
management issues and associated habitats. 

The Grazing Animals Project provides a wealth of 
information, including a breed profiles handbook.   

Save Our Magnificent Meadows is a Heritage 
Lottery Funded partnership project led by  
Plantlife with ten partners and working across 
nine landscapes. The project provides a range 
of resources on meadow restoration and 
management.

In the Coronation Meadows project, a 
partnership between Plantlife, The Wildlife 
Trusts and the Rare Breeds Survival Trust 
works to create new wildflower meadows. The 
project website provides information on the 
management of different types of meadows.

The Floodplain Meadows Partnership works to 
monitor, protect and encourage the restoration 
of wildflower-rich floodplain meadows in the 
UK. Floodplain meadows are valuable for flood 
storage and receive regular silt deposition 
from river floods, which replenishes nutrients 
removed in the hay crop. Traditionally, cattle 
grazed the meadows in the autumn, with sheep 
in winter if the soil was not too wet. The project 
provides detailed information on managing 
floodplain meadows. 

For more information on grazing with horses 
and ponies, see The Wildlife Trusts’ guidance 
note: Managing Grasslands for Nature: a Guide 
for Horse and Pony Owners. 

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
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