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Who are Plantlife
• Founded in 1989, + 20,000 members and many more supporters

• 24 nature reserves; 4,500 acres across England, Scotland, Wales 
and the Isle of Man

• Board of 12 trustees, c. 90 staff across the UK, and c. 1,500 
volunteers

• Species-rich grassland, temperate rainforest, nitrogen, species 
recovery, peat-free horticulture

• Global Strategy for Plant Conservation and initiation of Important 
Plant Areas (IPAs) across the world



Projects
• Save Our Magnificent Meadows  - 3460 ha restored/created

• Magnificent Meadows Cymru - 222 ha & 58 community meadows

• Coronation Meadows - ‘designated’ in every county.  Recent review: 101 
receptor meadows created, of which some are now donor meadows

• Green Recovery Meadow Makers - 396 ha

• NE Species Recovery Programme: Juniper and Pasqueflower reintroductions e.g. 
working to restore Pasqueflowers on 36% of the hectares where they occur in 
England

• National Highways Meadow Makers programme- funding to deliver 132 ha

• Road Verge Campaign

• Resilient Grasslands (Wales) – new partnership, delivering on protected sites 
across Wales

• 24 nature reserves - all with grassland habitat



What’s in a name?

or

‘Species-rich grassland is open, grassy habitat that is normally 
maintained by traditional grazing and cutting methods. Grassland 
is species-rich if it has:
o more than 15 plant species per square metre
o more than 30% cover of wildflowers and sedges (excluding 

white clover, creeping buttercup and injurious weeds)
o less than 10% cover of white clover and perennial rye grass’
Maintain species-rich grassland - Farming (blog.gov.uk)

‘improved’ grassland

Species-rich / semi-natural

‘Bullock et al (2011) describe semi-natural grasslands 
as the 'remnants of habitats created by low-intensity, 
traditional farming, or, in some cases, the natural 
vegetation on poor soils'

https://defrafarming.blog.gov.uk/maintain-species-rich-grassland/
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The 'grassland gap'...



• Strategic policy, legislative and funding coherency to manage a 
national asset over the long-term
o Shared evidence base and monitoring → guides decision-

making
o On a par with Tree and Peat Action Plans

• Protection of existing species-rich grassland from 
inappropriate development, tree planting 

• Realise untapped potential as a nature-based solution in climate 
mitigation and adaptation strategies

• Private & public funding for farmers & land 
managers support management of semi-natural grassland

• Public and private investment to drive market opportunities
o BNG, carbon markets, green infrastructure innovations, green 

jobs, native & local seed supplies
• Sustainable management of green infrastructure

Strategic approach to grasslands: 
Grassland Action Plan



Limited Defra resource for grasslands



"It is clear from the review of the grassland statistics that are 
readily available for each UK nation that the blurred boundaries 
between habitat classifications, the absence of habitat 
condition data and the lack of a consistent baseline or long-
term monitoring programme that it is almost impossible to 
produce reliable figures to justify the current quantification of 
the decline in area and quality of grasslands in the UK. There is 
no doubt that large declines have occurred, but characterising 
these in a common language is extremely difficult." - Plantlife 
Review of Trends in Grasslands across the UK report

“The process of mapping inventories in England rounds areas up to parcel level, is based on old survey data so 
doesn’t reflect recent changes, and takes a broader definition of ‘grassland’ – including partially degraded and 
less species rich grassland than would be considered for designation. Overall, this leads to an overestimate of 
Priority Habitat cover in England.” - correspondence between Martin Allen & Defra officials

Monitoring & mapping

https://www.plantlife.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Plantlife-report-1-Status-Trends-and-Definitions-of-UK-Grasslands.pdf
https://theintermingledpot.wordpress.com/2020/01/10/mis-reporting-of-the-data-in-england-biodiversity-indicators-priority-habitats-2018/


Review of trends in 
grasslands across the 
UK



Extent, declines & datasets

1. The dataset should detail coverage of specific grassland types (e.g. Acid, Neutral or Calcareous Grassland); 
2. The dataset should cover habitats on a national level (e.g. England, Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland); and 
3. The dataset should be part of a collection which are comparable over time to assess change.



Programme of evidence building needed

'...improving the 
resolution of data and 
incorporating greenhouse 
gas flux, soil and 
mycorrhizal (fungal) data 
into calculations, giving a 
more accurate reflection 
of the carbon stored in 
woodland and grassland 
habitats.'



Evidence base: reports



Grasslands as a carbon 
store



No ploughing / tilling, 
prevents carbon lost 
from soil

No GHG emissions from 
farm machinery

No fertilizer, prevents GHG 
emissions during 
manufacture & application

Higher input grassland

Lower input grassland

Lower input 
costs for 
farmers





Species-rich grassland stores more carbon

Soil organic carbon:
(Countryside Survey 2007)

Acid: 90.6 t C ha-1
Coniferous woodlands: 81.4 t C ha-1
Broadleaved woodland: 72.9 t C ha-1
Calcareous grassland: low confidence estimate 
of 69 t C ha-1
Neutral grassland: 68.6 t C ha-1
Improved grassland: 67.2 t C ha-1
Arable: 47.3 t C ha-1
Floodplain meadows: c. 109 t C ha-1  (FMP research)

Carbon in plants, microbes & fungi
Root biomass & exudates
Increased microbial & ecosystem 
engineers
Community complementarity

Grassland carbon sinks are more reliable than 
woodland?
Wildfire predicted to increase 50% by 2100

Vicky Bowskill



Grasslands are an important nature-based solution, with strong links between 
species-richness and carbon storage

• 2 billion tons carbon in GB grassland 
soils – potential to store more

• 90% SOC in soil & roots
60% <30cm

• Common carbon accounting 
methodology: only measures to 
depth of 15 cm



‘The Net Zero Strategy built on the detail set out in 
the England Tree Action Plan and England Peat Action 
Plan, on how the UK will use nature-based solutions 
(including peatlands and trees), to tackle climate 
change and help avert its impacts. Initiatives include:

• The £750m Nature for Climate Fund, which is 
helping to protect, restore, expand and support 
the resilience of habitats such as peat bogs and 
woodlands;

• Support for farmers and landowners to create 
woodland and restore peatlands; and

• Exploration of setting a long-term tree planting 
target through the UK’s Environmental Targets.’ 

(UK’s NDC – updated 2022)

Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs)

‘’Global studies suggest that approximately 2.3 – 7.3 billion tons of CO2 
equivalents per year (CO2e year-1 ) could be sequestered through 
grassland diversity restoration efforts. A further 148-699 and 147 
million tons of CO2e year-1 could be sequestered in pasture through 
improved grazing management and legume additions respectively.’ 
(Bai, 2022)

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1109429/uk-nationally-determined-contribution.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35926033/


Further information on the Big Nature Impact Fund
• The new blended fund is being launched with £30 million of 

government investment. From the 16 November the fund 
will start to engage with private investors to help fund green 
projects around the country, this will include tree planting, 
peat restoration and water quality improvement projects.

• The £30m seed public investment will drive much greater 
investment from the private sector to invest in nature 
projects in England to help tackle climate change.

• Investment generated through the fund will support new 
woodland creation in England – equivalent to 15-16 million 
trees of new planting. The fund will also support peatland 
restoration and habitat creation.

• Projects will generate revenue to provide a financial return 
for investors by selling high-integrity carbon and biodiversity 
units to businesses to help them fulfil their net zero 
commitments and biodiversity net gain obligations.

Policy…
Big Nature Impact Fund Landscape Recovery: Round 2

Neutral 
grassland?



…Practice
Landscape Recovery: Round 2





Healthy grasslands habitats in good ecological 
condition, which are connected at landscape-
scape, are essential for wildlife and people. 
Their condition & extent is important for 
ecosystem service delivery.

Possible indicators of 
'ecosystem condition'

‘Valuing the Vital: ecosystem services in UK grasslands’ – Plantlife report

https://www.plantlife.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Plantlife-report-2-Ecosystem-Services-of-UK-Grasslands.pdf


Farming income for 
Semi-Natural 
grasslands



‘Report explores the 
economics of farming across 
England, Scotland, and 
Wales, evaluating the 
financial resilience and 
potential returns for farmers 
when managing these lands 
for food, societal, 
biodiversity, and climate 
benefits’



Context – grasslands in UK

Different types of land & topography:
• Wales (80%) & Scotland (85%) grassland 

pasture classed as Less Favourable Area (LFA) 



Economic context – specific challenges 

• Farms dependent on livestock grazing have some of the lowest FBI – direct payments = 

100% of FBI – operating at a loss without them

In 2021/2022, ‘Less Favoured Area’ livestock farms had an FBI of £26,800 and lowland of 

£13,900 (compared to the average UK farm’s FBI of £72,000).

• Increased input costs

24% rise in animal feed costs and a more than doubling (104%) in fertiliser prices, the latter 

being impacted by reduced production linked to escalating natural gas prices.

• No such thing as an ‘average farm’

Though the average farm size in 2021 was 81 hectares, half of the 216,000 UK farms were 

under 20 hectares (i.e. the median farm size is about 20 hectares)



or

Species-rich / semi-natural



'Maximum Sustainable Output'



Source: Plantlife's Farming Income for Semi-natural Grasslands report

https://www.plantlife.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Plantlife-Farming-Income-For-Semni-Natural-Grasslands-Report-FINAL-PDF-1.pdf


CS Option Code Option Name Previous Rate New Rate

GS6 Manage priority habitat species-rich grassland £182 £646

GS7 Restoration towards species-rich grassland £205 £646

GS8 Creation of species-rich grassland £428 £646

GS13/GS14 Manage/Create grassland for target habitats, species or features £130 £528

GS2
Manage grassland with very low nutrient inputs - outside SDAs or within 
SDAs £151 £151

Manage species-rich floodplain meadows (New Option) £1,070

ELM payment rates - update 

LIG1/LIG2                         SFI Low/no input grassland                                                                 £152   

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-plan-2021-to-2024/agricultural-transition-plan-update-january-2024#annex-4-premium-payments


‘I worry about signing up to 
something and failing’

Celebrations, but devil in 
the detail?



‘In 2024 we will get more advice to more farmers. For instance, 
we intend to provide a more joined up experience for farmers 
through better integration of the FAS with other services and 
initiatives to provide an improved offer. We will also 
significantly increase the level of funding available for 
approved external providers, such as trusted land agents and 
farm wildlife groups, to provide advice and support to farmers.’

Comments
• Free/low cost advice for farmers 

is essential for SR grasslands – 
require bespoke management 
guidance

• Need more detail on type of 
advisory services that will be on 
offer

• Big difference between standard 
FAS advice & botanical advice 

• Without accessible advice, risks 
farmers going with more 
understandable/lucrative options 
e.g. tree planting

‘Learning from the success of the Farming Resilience Fund, from 
2024, we will start funding more sustainable farming advice. 
This will help more farmers understand what opportunities are 
available to them and increase adoption of tools such as for 
carbon audits and natural capital assessments, supported by 
trusted advisors. We will look to join this up with the improved 
facilitation fund to provide farmers with joined up access to 
expertise, advice and support.’

Advisory services



‘…our partnership with the British Standards Institution (BSI) to 
develop a range of nature investment standards which provide 
clear rules for how farmers can access payments from nature 
markets. We are expecting the first set of standards from the 
work to be made available in 2024.’

‘Our Natural Environment Investment Readiness Fund (NEIRF) is 
supporting the development of a series of nature projects that 
can operate on private sector investment. The third round of the 
NEIRF specifically supports farmers to access nature markets. 
We are also investing £30 million of seed capital in the Big 
Nature Impact Fund which will attract private sector 
investment into a range of nature projects in England.’

‘…allow farmers to have SFI 
agreements and stack with private 
markets, where they are not being 
paid twice for the same actions’

Private markets 



CIEEM blogBNG

https://cieem.net/what-exactly-is-other-neutral-grassland-and-how-should-we-make-the-best-of-it-by-richard-gowing/


Irreplaceable habitats 

Nerlekar (2020) paper 

https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1922266117




Hereford Development Plan:
‘River Wye Special Area of Conservation (SAC), including the 
section of the River Lugg which is currently failing with respect 
to the levels of phosphate. In addition, there are extensive 
areas of land in the east which fall within the floodplain.’





Nitrogen - impacts on wildlife
• Eutrophication / nutrient enrichment 

 = nitrogen-loving plants out-compete more sensitive species

• Acidification 

 = changes in soil chemistry affecting plants, lichens and fungi

• Direct damage 

 = bleaching, leaf discolouration, poor health

• Fundamental alteration of species communities and ecosystems

 = impacts on biodiversity, health, climate and crops 



• 8% decline since 2005 – target of 16% decrease by 2030

• Agriculture is the source of 83% emissions in England

• Key driver for nature, public health, water quality & climate:

“agricultural emissions of NH3 have a greater influence than city sources for 
Birmingham (32 % agriculture, 19 % city) and London (25 % agriculture, 13 % city)… 
Action plans aimed at national agricultural sources of NH3 and strengthened 
supranational agreements would be most effective at alleviating PM2.5 in most UK 
cities.” (Kelly et al (2023) City & Environment Interactions)

• Common sources (farm manures & fertilisers) causing: 

o nitrous oxide (N2O) emissions – powerful greenhouse gas 

o nitrate pollution of rivers & streams 

Spotlight on ammonia



Plantlife's policy asks (...or just a few!)

• Strategic approach & resource for grasslands – a Grassland Action Plan
• ELM – fair reward for farmers & land managers, recognising the value of semi-natural grassland and 

work of farmers:
o SFI payments increased & safeguards around herbal ley options
o Free/low-cost, tailored management advice

• Investment in mapping & monitoring e.g. updates to Priority Habitat Inventory
• Semi-natural grasslands recognised as a nature-based solution to climate change

o Development of Grassland Carbon Code & grassland private market standards
• Adoption of an Ancient Grassland definition 

o Ancient Grassland Inventory; statutory guidance; premium ELM payments; planning system 
protections; public & political recognition

• Nitrogen - legally-binding government targets for reducing ammonia & nitrogen oxide emissions 
with plans of action
o Effective regulation, incentives, advice and support to enable farmers to reduce ammonia emissions.



Connecting policy & practice

• Farmers' voices & experiences are central
o Reality vs policy – e.g. paperwork, agricultural 

calendar, weather (!), family & peers etc.
o Case studies = easily relatable & digestible proof
o Storytelling (Defra farming blog & videos)
o Demonstration walks & MP visits

• Evidence-gathering
o Botanical & fungal surveys
o Citizen science e.g. Cairngorms Mob Grazing 

Trials
o Carbon data collection e.g. Thames Valley 

Wildflower Meadow Restoration Project & 
Floodplain Meadow Partnership (funded by 
Ecover grant) … but just talking to each other & 

inspiring incremental changes!
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