
PRACTICAL
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Step 1 – identify your field (or fields) suitable for restoration. These can currently be grassland (species-poor pasture or meadow) or arable, and can be any size, 

aspect, altitude, soil pH or moisture (apart from permanently waterlogged). If a choice of fields is available, select those with lowest soil fertility (see Step 2). If 

you aim to restore several fields it’s best to pick neighbouring ones, preferably next to existing flower-rich fields if you have them; this will help with initial 

seeding, long-term management and the natural movement of wildflowers between fields. You may want to think about the type of meadow you wish to create as 

the location and conditions will influence the grassland that will develop. If you only have a small area you may wish to do a mini-meadow. 

Step 2 – Test the soil for 

levels of phosphate (P 

Index) and other 

nutrients such as 

potassium (K) and 

magnesium (Mg), and 

soil pH. See the soil 

nutrient testing 

guidance sheet for more 

details. The best time 

to test is in February 

before the growing 

season starts, but soil 

tests can be undertaken 

at any time of year. 

P Index is 

1 or 0 

P Index is 

2 

P Index is 

3 or more 

Step 3a – soil nutrients are very high and restoration to species-rich grassland is likely to be difficult. Nutrient 

levels can be reduced over time (see Soil nutrient stripping) but isn’t always possible. While trying to strip 

nutrients it is advisable to re-test your soil each year. 

Step 3b –soil nutrients are high, but you should be able to establish some more competitive 

wild flowers and grasses (see Wildflowers more tolerant of fertile conditions). Yellow rattle, a 

semi-parasitic flower, can help by reducing the vigour of grasses and can be introduced in a 

one- or two-stage process. However, it will not reduce soil nutrients so some wild flowers 

might still struggle. In some cases, herbal leys with native species could be established with 

the aim of restoring more authentic wildflower grassland in the future as soil fertility drops.  

Step 3c –soil nutrients are perfect for the restoration 

of species-rich grasslands and meadows. 

Step 4 – Decide how the grassland will be managed, either as a hay meadow or pasture. Management is key to successful restoration: the 

type of grassland you will be creating depends on soil pH, moisture, nutrients and what is practical on your land. This may depend on the 

type of livestock that you wish to graze.  
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Step 5 – Identify which method you will use to bring wildflower seed to your field. This depends on whether there is an existing wildflower-rich meadow or 

grassland (a ‘donor’ site) nearby and if the owners are willing and able to provide you with seed. There are four common methods:  

• Natural regeneration - best if your field is adjacent to a donor site and livestock and machinery can cross between the fields. No additional restoration work is 

needed so go straight to Step 10a or 10b below. 

• Green hay - best if the donor site lies within an hour’s drive from your own site and green hay can be transported to, and spread on, your land in one day.   

• Brush-harvested seed – best if seed needs to be stored and dried before being spread, but can also be done fresh if transported and spread in one day. 

• Wildflower seed mix – when no donor site is available use a good-quality, UK grown wildflower mix tailored to the site’s conditions. 

There are positives and negatives to each of these sources and methods and where practically possible consider keeping the ‘wild’ in wild flower. 
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 Step 6 – Prepare your site before the introduction of seed. On 

existing grassland, take a very short cut of hay/silage then 

use a power harrow or ryetech to create at least 60% bare 

ground as seeds need to touch the soil to germinate. For 

arable fields, harvest the crop and cultivate the ground  as 

normal before spreading seed on the soil surface. For details 

see methods for restoring or creating wildflower meadows 

including how to create a mini-meadow on smaller sites.  

Step 7 – Sow seed within a couple of weeks site preparation. Green hay 

should be spread within a few hours of harvest either using a muck-spreader 

or bailing the material and strewing the hay. Brush-harvested seed can be 

dried and stored in cloth sacks for spreading later, preferably between 

August and the end of October but no later than November. 
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Step 8 – Immediately after sowing it’s a good idea to roll the land to press 

the seed onto the soil surface or put livestock into the field to tread the seed 

onto the soil. Lots of people walking across the ground will also do the job! 

You might need to deter birds for a few weeks. 
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Step 9 – Keep the sward short and 

open during the winter by grazing 

or, if this is not possible, take a 

high cut (approx 6-8cm high) in 

early spring.  

 

If yellow rattle has been sown, be 

careful not to graze or take the 

top off this annual plant which can 

germinate as early as February. 

Keep livestock numbers low and 

remove the animals once yellow 

rattle has appeared. 

Step 10a – Hay meadow management 

For hay meadows and  where yellow rattle has been sown, shut-up the 

field in early spring, removing livestock to allow plants to grow.  Take a 

hay cut between mid-July and September. Do not expect to see many 

wild flowers in this first year following sowing, apart perhaps from 

yellow rattle and other annuals. 

Step 11a – Hay meadow management 

A few weeks after the hay has been 

cut, graze the aftermath (i.e. the re-

growth of the grass). Remove 

livestock if conditions become too wet 

and there is a risk of poaching.  

Step 10b – Pasture management 

For pastures, reduce the level of grazing during spring and summer to 

allow plants to grow. You can graze harder  in the first year to keep the 

grass under control and encourage perennial wild flowers to create 

rosettes. Do not expect to see many wild flowers in this first year 

following sowing. 

Step 12 – Continue with this regime as part of your annual hay meadow or pasture management. It may take many years for the wildflowers to grow and there is a typical 

ecological succession of species. If some species are not found after the first 5 years, you might want to think about using plug plants to enhance the sward or sowing seed 

into small scrapes, but wait until sufficient time has passed before trying this method as some seeds take a long time to germinate. 
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Even with all this care and attention it can be difficult to establish wildflowers in 

some sites. See common reasons why grassland restorations may not be successful 

for more help and guidance. 

It’s a very good idea to monitor your grassland to see if wildflowers are growing 

and whether its becoming more diverse over time. Various methods can be used 

such as Rapid Assessment or Fixed Point Quadrats. 

Step 11b – Pasture management 

Increase level of grazing to reduce 

dead grass stalks and any autumn 

growth. Remove the stock if 

conditions become too wet (risk of 

poaching). 

Winter 

December - February 

Spring 

March - May 
Summer 

June - August 

Autumn 

September - November 
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PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS 

http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/advice-guidance/section/what-type-of-meadow-do-i-have
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Mini-meadow.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Mini-meadow.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Mini-meadow.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Soil_Nutrient_Testing.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Soil_Nutrient_Testing.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Soil_Nutrient_Testing.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Soil_Nutrient_Stripping.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Wildflowers_tolerant_of_soil_fertility.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Using_yellow_rattle_in_restoration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Using_yellow_rattle_in_restoration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Using_yellow_rattle_in_restoration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Using_yellow_rattle_in_restoration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Using_yellow_rattle_in_restoration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Using_yellow_rattle_in_restoration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Hay_meadow_and_pasture_management.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Hay_meadow_and_pasture_management.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Hay_meadow_and_pasture_management.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Hay_meadow_and_pasture_management.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/advice-guidance/how-can-i-manage-my-meadow/managing-for-grassland-habitats
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/advice-guidance/section/what-type-of-meadow-do-i-have
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Types_of_Livestock.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_natural_regeneration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_natural_regeneration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_natural_regeneration.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_green_hay.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_green_hay.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_green_hay.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_brush_harvested_seed.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_brush_harvested_seed.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_brush_harvested_seed.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_brush_harvested_seed.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_brush_harvested_seed.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_a_seed_mixture_FINAL.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_a_seed_mixture_FINAL.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Restoration_using_a_seed_mixture_FINAL.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Advantages_and_Disadvantages_of_Restoration_Methods.pdf
http://www.plantlife.org.uk/uk/our-work/publications/keeping-wild-wildflower
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Creating_bare_ground_for_meadow_restoration_-_examples.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Creating_bare_ground_for_meadow_restoration_-_examples.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/advice-guidance/section/how-can-i-restore-or-recreate-a-meadow
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Mini-meadow.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Mini-meadow.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Mini-meadow.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Wildflower_restoration_succession_FINAL.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Plug_planting_meadow_enhancement.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Seed_addition_meadow_enhancement_FINAL.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/pdfs/Seed_addition_meadow_enhancement_FINAL.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/assets/uploads/Common_reasons_why_restorations_may_not_be_successful.pdf
http://www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk/advice-guidance/how-can-i-survey-and-monitor-my-grassland/surveying-and-monitoring-grassland-habitats

