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Field margins are the least productive parts of a field.
They are however, very important habitats for
wildlife. In arable fields, the boundaries, such as
hedges and ditches provide a very different habitat
to the main, cropped part of the field. Field margin
strips can be important in linking habitats whilst also
providing a habitat in their own right. Field margin
strips can also help to protect boundary features
from operations in the field, acting as a buffer zone
from pesticides and fertilisers. If used alongside
water features, margins can play a role in complying
with LERAPS regulations.

There is a Cross Compliance requirement for

: — ‘ hedge and watercourse protection and field margin
strips can also be included as options in Environmental Stewardship. Plan your field margins to make the most
of Stewardship, meet regulations and benefit wildlife. Using set-aside at field margins will meet your Cross
Compliance needs for hedge and watercourse protection zones (see separate set-aside sheet)

Cross Compliance

Under the Good Agricultural and Environmental Conditions (GAEC) requirements for Cross Compliance a 2-
metre buffer strip (no cultivation, fertilisers, manures or pesticides) is needed alongside hedges in fields larger
than 2 hectares and all watercourses. The 2 metre buffer strip is measured from the centre of the hedge or
watercourse (or at least 1metre from the top of the bank). For further details refer to the Defra Cross
Compliance Handbook for England 2005 or see www.crosscompliance.org.uk

These field margin strips can provide great benefit to wildlife as well as protection to hedges and watercourses.

Opportunities with Environmental Stewardship — ELS & HLS

Additional opportunities for extended field margins in arable fields exist in both the ELS (Entry Level
Stewardship) and HLS (Higher Level Stewardship). 2, 4 and 6 metre buffer strips are worth points in ELS and
there are options for enhanced buffer strip management in HLS.

Note — margin options in Environmental Stewardship should normally be positioned outside the Cross
Compliance protection zones.

For further information see the ELS and HLS Handbooks

www.defra.gov.uk/erdp/schemes/els/default.htm

Arable field margins can provide:

? Over-wintering habitat for many insects and spiders, and in turn food for many birds and small
mammals.
Nectar sources for many insects such as bumblebees.
An excellent habitat for ground-nesting birds such as grey partridge and yellowhammer.
An ideal habitat for small mammals such as voles and mice and are therefore beneficial to birds of prey.
Possible sites for rare plants.
Excellent wildlife corridors, linking other important habitats.
Buffer zones to protect features such as hedges and watercourses from fertilisers and pesticides.
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Type of margin
Field margins can be managed in many different ways to create differing habitats for wildlife. Generally margins
take one of two forms; uncultivated perennial grass/wild flower margins, or cultivated margins. Seek advice as
to which type of margin will best suit your farming system and the native wildlife. Ideally aim for a variety of
margins across the farm.

Perennial grass margins

? A grass ley provides the best opportunity for establishing a margin
strip. Simply leave a grass strip at the margin when ploughing.

? If this option is not available sow a mixture of perennial grass seed.
Seek advice as to which species will best suit your circumstances.

? If appropriately managed, a perennial grass strip will help to suppress
annual grass weeds.

? Rotational cutting on a 2 — 3 year cycle might be required in order to
prevent deterioration of the strip.

? Try not to cut all grass margins in each year. This will allow more
diverse habitats across the farm and help to support a greater range of
species.

? Avoid fertiliser and spray drift into the margin strip. These will

encourage the spread of annual weeds.

? Avoid applying pesticides to the margin strip unless a particular weed
problem occurs. If herbicides must be used try to weed wipe or spot
treat the weeds.

? Try to include or introduce wildflowers into the strip. These provide pollen and nectar sources —
choose a range that gives a long flowery season.

Perennial grassy margin
strip

Un-cropped cultivated margins
This type of margin can be important for rare arable weeds and provide a valuable seed source for birds in the
summer. Take advice on the best location for this type of margin on the farm. The arable weeds that will grow
may be a potential problem. These margins are often best suited to light soils of low fertility.

? Cultivate the margin with the rest of the field and allow it to regenerate naturally.

? Do not apply fertilisers or herbicides to the strip.

Wild flower margins
Field margin strips containing wild flowers provide an excellent source of nectar
and pollen for insects.
? Take advice on the best locations on the farm to site wild flower strips.
? Take advice on which seed mix to use. Where possible use local seed =~

sources. -
. . L
?  Cut the margin annually in late autumn. Ly P
? Create a long flowering season. Bees and other insects benefit

from wild flowers
Additional environmental gain.
? Use field margins to protect historic landscape features — walls, hedges, buildings etc.
? Consider using field margin strips in conjunction with conservation headlands as developed by The
Game Conservancy Trust. For further advice on conservation headlands see www.gct.org.uk

Further Information
For further information including possible grant aid contact your local FWAG Adviser and visit the Farmland
Biodiversity, Research Vision and Environmentally Responsible Farming areas on www.fwag.org.uk

Every effort has been made to ensure accuracy in the information sheet. However, FWAG cannot accept liability for any errors or omission.
Photographs courtesy of Roger Key, David Brown, FWAG 10.3 June 2005

FWAG’s Technical Information Sheets are supported by the Environmental Action Fund Grant.
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Grassland makes up a significant proportion of land use
throughout the UK. All grassland needs regular
management to maintain productivity and avoid regression
to coarse grasses and, eventually, scrub and trees. Modern
farming techniques have improved the majority of
grassland over the years in order to increase yield and
hence profitability. Reseeding, drainage and the increased
use of fertilisers and pesticides have led to most grassland
being dominated by a few high yielding grass species and
therefore not providing a diverse habitat.

Grass fields in mainly arable areas can be
particularly important for wildlife as they provide
variety of conditions

Improved grassland

Although it is not as species diverse as unimproved grassland, simple management changes can dramatically
enhance improved pasture fields for wildlife. In predominantly arable areas any grass fields can be particularly
beneficial to wildlife as they offer a different type of habitat and attract different species.

Management advice to benefit wildlife

? Try to retain grassland in areas that are dominated by arable crops.

? Create wildlife corridors between areas of grassland by developing extended hedges or buffer zones
around field edges.

? Leave a 1-2 m uncut or ungrazed strip alongside the boundary.

Try to encourage nectar and pollen sources to grow in field margins e.g. red clover, knapweed, etc.

? When applying fertiliser or pesticides, stop well short of the boundary or field margin strip.

? Try to spot treat, or weed wipe injurious or invasive
weeds. Prophylactic spraying of herbicides will
reduce the number of species in the sward.

? Avoid overgrazing and poaching.

? Try to delay cutting, or restrict stock access during
flowering times.

?  When cutting grass fields, be aware of the potential
threat to wild animals in the sward. Follow wildlife
friendly mowing patterns — cutting from the centre
outwards, to allow escape routes.

? Uncut grass margins will provide seed sources and
over-wintering cover for insects.

? Allow a mat of dead grass to build up, it will be cover

for small mammals and provide nest sites for bumble
bees.

)

Uncut margins provide an important
wildlife corridor in grass fields
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Unimproved grassland

Unimproved grassland has become a rare habitat throughout
the country and often only exists where intensive farming is
difficult, such as wetland areas, or land with steep slopes.
These grasslands often have an excellent diversity of plant
species and in turn can support a wide range of wildlife.
Many of the more important areas of unimproved grassland
are designated sites and protected from potentially damaging
operations. All remaining areas of unimproved grassland are
important for biodiversity and should be retained.

Benefits to wildlife
Unimproved grassland:

? Isincreasingly rare.
Often contains a diverse variety of plant species.
Often contains uncommon or rare plants.
Is able to support a wide range of insects and other invertebrates.
Provides habitat and food sources for a wide range of animals.

Much unimproved grassland is in upland areas
and often contains a wide range of plant

species

?
?
?
?

Management advice to benefit wildlife
All areas of unimproved grassland on the farm should be assessed for their wildlife and landscape value and
managed accordingly. Type of stock, stocking rates and timing of grazing/cutting will vary from site to site and
year to year. In general try to manage the grassland using ‘traditional’ methods.
? Seek advice before embarking on any improving techniques that might reduce the conservation
potential of the field.
? Don't plough or reseed the grassland, or do anything that will reduce the diversity of the species
mixture or damage historical interest.
? Reduce grazing pressure and try to delay cutting in early summer when most plants are flowering.
? Where possible use traditional breeds of livestock, they graze less selectively than continental breeds
and help to retain a diverse species mix in the grassland.
? Avoid the use of artificial fertilisers, or use at very low rates.
? Remove stock from the field in wet conditions.
? If using supplementary feeding, try to use hay from the same field, or one with a similar species mix.
Move the feeding area regularly to avoid poaching.
? If herbicides must be used to control pernicious weeds such as ragwort, thistle and docks, use a weed
wiper or spot treatment.

Environmental Stewardship Opportunities

There are many opportunities for permanent grassland to be included in the new Environmental Stewardship
Schemes. Buffer strips, low and very low input regimes are amongst options in ELS. Creation and management
of species-rich grassland, wet grassland and rough grazing for target species can be included in an HLS scheme.
See Defra’s ELS & HLS Handbooks for further details.

Relevant legislation

Permanent grassland may need an Environmental Impact Assessment before agricultural improvements are
made. All farmers should have received an explanatory leaflet early in 2002. A more comprehensive guide
(Guidelines — Environmental Impact Assessment for use of uncultivated land or semi-natural areas for intensive
agricultural purposes) is available free of charge from DEFRA. See also Cross Compliance regulations
Www.crosscompliance.org.uk

Further Information
For further information including possible grant aid contact your local FWAG Adviser & visit www.fwag.org.uk

Every effort has been made to ensure accuracy in the information sheet. However, FWAG cannot accept liability for any errors or omission.
Photographs supplied by Richard Knight, FWAG 11.3 June 2005








































