
 

 
Introducing grazing to Yalding Fen to control problem 
species  
 
Yalding Fen is a 1.5 km local wildlife site to 
the southwest of the village of Yalding in 
Kent, and has been managed by Medway 
Valley Countryside Partnership since 1996. It 
is considered to be one of the more important 
sections of the river flood plain in terms of 
wildlife value. It is important at both national 
and local scales, supporting a large number of 
protected species such as great crested newts 
and barn owls.The site is accessible to the 
public through a series of footpaths. 
 

The geology of the fen is a clay base with two 
distinct areas: 

• The first area comprises loamy and 
clayey floodplain soils with naturally 
high groundwater. This tends to cause 
water logging and regular flooding in 
winter. Although the soils are normally 
waterlogged between November and 
April, there is a tendency towards 
summer drought in the better-drained 
areas, though in recent years water 
has persisted well into June. 
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• The second comprises slightly acid 
loamy soils that are free draining. 

 
Yalding fen has been surveyed using the 
Integrated Habitat Survey method (IHS) which 
identified:  

• traditional apple orchards (FT13) 
Species present in the orchard area 
included a sward of cocks-foot, 
Yorkshire fog and perennial rye grass 
with herbs like white clover, mouse-
ear chickweed and lesser stitchwort;  

• lesser pond sedge swamp (EM174). 
Plants including soft brome, sedges, 
black knapweed, water-mint and 
meadowsweet grow in the fen;  

• lowland meadow and pastures (GN12) 
A community of crested dogs-tail, 
ladies bedstraw, black knapweed, 
meadow vetchling, lesser stitchwort, 
meadow buttercup, red fescue and 
meadow foxtail; and  

• less species-rich grassland (GN1Z). 
All of the species present are naturally 
occurring and none have been added as part 
of the habitat management on site.  
 
Most of the flood meadows were acquired by 
ICI, now Syngenta, in the early 1980s. They 
were originally grazed until 2003, but then 
left un-managed until 2011 when advice 
provided through the Medway Valley 
Countryside Partnership recommended the 
reintroduction of grazing. The conservation 
grazing aimed to reduce the number of 
problem species, such as common nettle, 
false fox-sedge and creeping thistle, and 
increase the species diversity of desirable 
wild flowers and grasses throughout the 
orchard, fen and hay meadow. Grazing of the 
orchard grasslands with Hebridean sheep was 
started in 2011, followed by extensive grazing 
of the fen and hay meadow areas by Sussex 
cattle in 2012.The Hebridean sheep are 
provided by a local grazier and the Sussex 
cattle are owned and managed by the Parish 
Council. 
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Herbridean sheep were chosen to graze the 
orchard area as they were part of a wider 
conservation programme for the species and 
the grazier was able to provide them free of 
charge. This breed is particularly hardy and 
docile, which was important for an area close 
to residential estates. The Sussex cattle were 
chosen for their robustness and ability to 
graze coarse reeds as well as being the most 
local breed to Kent. 
 
The effect of grazing  
 
The implementation of the cattle grazing on 
the fen was to directly target and reduce the 
dominance of false fox-sedge. Between 2012 
and 2016, this coarse species has been 
reduced by 50% in the four year period. An 
increase in fescue grasses has also been 
observed as the grassland sward has become 
finer. 
 

However, the management of the orchard 
area has proved less successful. The number 
of windfall apples left rotting each year 
increases the nutrients in the underlying 
grassland, perpetuating the high number of 
problem species. Grazing levels cannot be 
increased sufficiently to reduce this nutrient 
input and, as a consequence, the levels of 
problem indicators will only be resolved if the 
number of rotting apples can be reduced.  
Future management will consider the 
possibility of weed wiping the orchard area 
along with the collection of more windfall 
apples by volunteers and the local 
community. In time, once the weed burden 
has been reduced, green hay from the hay 
meadow could be used to enhance the 
grassland sward underlying the apple trees.  
 
Species surveys will be continued over all of 
the areas of the fen as part of ongoing 
management plans and to inform future work.  
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