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Objectives 
1. To maintain existing species-rich grasslands in favorable condition, according to 
Natural England criteria. 
 
2. To restore degraded species-rich grasslands and ensure their conservation. 
 
3. To create robust grassland habitat networks by promoting sustainable low-input 
grassland management throughout the National Park, concentrating restoration and 
creation works in strategic corridors.  
 
4. To improve the condition of existing lowland fens and create new habitat where 
appropriate. 
 

Introduction 
Grasslands are areas where the vegetation is dominated by grasses and other 
herbaceous (non-woody) plants. The grassland type is determined by the climate, the 
topography, the underlying substrate (acid / neutral / calcareous) and importantly the 
site management. In the UK most grasslands have undergone some level of 
agricultural ‘improvement’ such as fertilising, weed-killing, ploughing or re-seeding.  
 
Unimproved grasslands, or grasslands which have formerly been improved but have 
reverted over time to semi-natural botanical communities, provide a very diverse 
habitat that can support an exceptional variety of plants and invertebrates. These in 
turn support large populations of birds, reptiles, and mammals. 
 
A tally of over 20 plant species per square metre is possible in acid and neutral 
grasslands and calcareous examples can support over 40 species per square metre. 
The grassland structure described as tussocky grasses, long and close-cropped 
areas or scrub, along with the mosaic habitats that occur at the boundaries of 
woodlands, moorlands and wetlands are also incredibly important for botanical 
diversity, providing essential niches for invertebrates and the animals that live on 
them. 
 
Maintenance of grasslands in the UK generally depends upon human activities such 
as low-intensity farming. Farming maintains grasslands through grazing and cutting 
regimes. Hay meadows, for example, are traditionally left ungrazed between April 
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and July, cut in late July and then grazed in late summer and autumn. Pastures may 
be grazed at varying times and at different densities. Scree slopes, an exception to 
the rule, are often maintained as grassland by exposure to a harsh climate and 
through browsing by deer and rabbits, which prevents scrub from becoming 
established. 
 
UK BAP priority habitats and Biodiversity 2020 habitats covered by this plan include 
lowland calcareous grassland, lowland dry acid grassland, lowland meadows, and 
lowland fens. Purple-moor grass is included under the Moorland HAP. 
 

National Status 
Although species-rich grassland is fairly widely distributed throughout the UK, 
changes in land management over the last 75 years have left the resource hugely 
reduced and fragmented. It is estimated that agriculturally unimproved meadows and 
pastures declined by 97% between 1930 and 1984 in lowland England and Wales. 
Losses continued during the 1980s and 1990s, and were recorded at 2-10% per 
annum in some parts of England. Species-rich grasslands now mostly survive as 
remnants where there has been a continuity of low-input management. 
 

Local Status 
Of the 45,000 hectares of grassland in the National Park, there is thought to be 
around 1,150 hectares of species rich grassland. The Tabular Hills in the south of the 
National Park still supports diverse limestone grasslands, although the plateaux 
areas have been largely improved for agriculture. Elsewhere in the National Park the 
majority of grasslands have been improved for agriculture, although a few flower-rich 
hay meadows and pastures survive. The majority of the unimproved acid grassland 
occurs on the moorland edge habitat. 
 
Although there is an estimated 940 ha of unimproved neutral grassland in the 
National Park, only parts of this are really species-rich. Unimproved acid grassland is 
similarly represented in the park (2580 ha), most of this being moorland edge habitat; 
species-rich examples are very rare. There is also around 200 ha of species-rich 
limestone grassland, found on the thin, dry soils over limestone bedrock of the 
Tabular and Hambleton Hills in the southern regions of the Park.  
 
During the 1970s and 80s, grassland habitats in the Park suffered because of 
agricultural intensification, in much the same way as they did throughout the UK. The 
patches of unimproved habitat that did survive are fragmented and are generally 
restricted to steep banksides, very shallow soils, the margins of watercourses, and 
road verges (covered by their own habitat action plan). Species-rich grassland is 
therefore considered to be the most threatened habitat in the Park. 
 
Inevitably, most conservation effort has concentrated on fragmented sites still 
classed as unimproved as these are the most diverse and support the greatest 
number of threatened species. The conservation and enhancement of these sites 
must, however, be managed in a way that recognises the importance of habitat 
continuity and encourages the sympathetic management of grassland throughout the 
National Park. 
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Local examples 
• The Hole of Horcum SSSI is owned by the National Park and has many well-

maintained footpaths, from which you can view areas of species-rich 
grassland with rare plants. 

• Ellerburn Bank SSSI is a nature reserve owned by the Yorkshire Wildlife 
Trust.  

• Newtondale is owned by the Forestry Commission and accessible via a public 
footpath. 

 

Legal status 
Of the North York Moors National Park’s 57 SSSIs, 22 have an important grassland 
component. 
 

Links to other Local Action Plans 
Habitat Action Plans: Species Action Plans: 
Farmland  Bats  
Road Verges  Rare butterflies and moths 
Coast  
Trees and Woodland   
Moorlands  
 

Threats 
• Neglect leading to scrub, weed and bracken encroachment. 
• Overgrazing/overcutting leading to reduced species diversity by preventing 

flowering and seed-setting opportunities. It also disrupts the lifecycles of 
invertebrate communities and disturbs breeding birds. 

• Agricultural intensification (including chemical/organic inputs, ploughing and 
reseeding, and drainage) leads (and has led) to dramatic declines in diversity. 
Even relatively low levels of fertiliser or a single herbicide application can 
cause a significant change in the species composition. 

 

Requirements 
• Sensitive livestock grazing and/or cutting regimes which keep invasive 

species at bay whilst preventing poaching of the soils and allowing the 
majority of plants to set seed in at least one year in every three. 

• On areas inappropriate for livestock or cutting regimes, wild grazing by rabbits 
and deer may be the only means of maintaining the grassland.   

• Continuity of low-input management; no inorganic fertiliser input, little or no 
manure and no herbicide application. 

• Invasive weeds such as creeping thistle and bracken may need to be topped, 
trampled, weed-wiped or spot-sprayed to prevent their spread. 

• Scrub should be managed to prevent loss of grassland species. Where the 
grassland is at the edge of a woodland a diverse scrub-edge zone should be 
encouraged where this can be achieved with the ongoing maintenance of the 
grassland interest. 

• If the site has suffered from inappropriate drainage, this system could be 
deliberately broken up to allow flushes and marshy grassland areas to re-
develop. 
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Current local action 
• The Authority have set ambitious targets for species-rich grassland; to create 

or enhance 100ha of species-rich grassland by 2015, topping this up to 150ha 
by 2017.  

• The North York Moors National Park Authority’s Improving Habitat 
Connectivity Programme aims to create, restore and enhance species rich 
grassland sites. Not only is the quality of species-rich grassland sites 
improving but sites are also being made bigger and more connected to help 
local flora and other wildlife thrive. 

• A team of Grassland Volunteers has been set up to monitor grassland sites 
each year, to allow us to see how certain sites are developing and ensuring 
current management prescriptions are delivering our desired goals. 

• Mini-meadows are also being established at local churchyards. The National 
Park are providing advice (and assisting with equipment) to local communities 
who are maintaining these areas, which create a fantastic display of colour in 
spring and summer.  

• Work is carried out by Butterfly Conservation to improve the species-rich 
grassland habitat for remaining populations of Duke of Burgundy butterflies 

• Within the Park around 380ha are under Natural England’s Higher Level 
Stewardship scheme (HLS) to support land managers in maintaining / 
increasing species rich habitat resource using appropriate management.  

• On land which does not fit Natural England’s criteria for HLS, but has 
biodiversity action plan habitats and species, the National Park runs a Wildlife 
Conservation Scheme to provide additional funding for conservation 
management and capital improvements. 

• Yorkshire Wildlife Trust’s Living Churchyard Project is an ongoing project to 
conserve valuable areas of species rich grassland.  

Opportunities  
• This Exploited Land, a Landscape Partnership Project funded by the Heritage 

Lottery provides exciting opportunities to enhance species-rich grassland 
sites in Rosedale and the Esk Valley area, concentrating on lowland hay 
meadows and lowland fens.   

• The Higher Level Stewardship scheme with be replace by the New 
Environmental Land Management Scheme which may have options to create 
or restore species-rich grasslands.  

What can you do to help? 
Land managers:  

• Use sensitive grazing/cutting regimes that stop pernicious weeds and scrub 
encroachment, whilst preventing poaching and allowing plants to flower and 
set seed. 

• Do not use chemical sprays on grasslands, spot-treat injurious weeds only. 
• Do not apply fertilizers to species-rich grasslands; only apply minimal 

farmyard manure when needed on hay meadows.  
• Leave wide arable margins as buffer strips adjacent to grasslands  
• Contact the National Park for further advice.  

 
 
Public:  

• Report important grassland species to the National Park Authority using the 
online recording form on the National Park’s website. 
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http://www.northyorkmoors.org.uk/looking-after/what-you-can-do/recording-wildlife


• Encourage your local parish council to have a village caretaker, who can help 
manage the village green, roadside verges and other common land for 
biodiversity. 

• Encourage your community to create a mini meadow using locally sourced 
seed which in turn will attract insects and birds. 

• Work with the National Park’s volunteer service, giving you the practical 
opportunity to help conserve this stunningly diverse landscape or help survey 
grassland sites. Visit the North York Moors National Park Authority website 
for further details. 

• Grow your own wildflower meadow in your garden using local-origin seed. 
Whether you wish to convert your entire lawn or just discrete landscaped 
areas to meadow habitat, Flora Locale gives advice and lists stockists of 
local-origin seeds and plants. 

• Leave all wildflowers for others to enjoy.  
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