From Small Seeds …
Dan Tuson describes how wildflowers are being given a helping  hand on the Lydden SSSI.

As the harvest season draws to an end,  the fields and farmland of the Kent Downs are alive with the  hum of tractor, plough and harrow preparing the ground for next years crops.  But on one east Kent farm  the normal practice of sowing seeds has taken on whole new meaning thanks to a novel project brought about through the cooperation of the farmer, a local contractor,  Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) , English Nature , and Folkestone and Dover Water Services Ltd.

Designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest, Warren Banks near Lydden have long been appreciated for their diverse array of chalk downland flowers, including plants such as dropwort and green winged orchids.  So when the  opportunity arose to cut hay on the banks, conservation officers were keen to see the flower rich hay go to good use.   Financed by the  landowner Folkestone and Dover Water Services Ltd, the flower rich hay was carefully cut,  raked and bagged and then taken to a neighbouring field where it was strewn in the hope that  seeds from the hay will germinate and the chalk loving plants will colonise new areas of ground.  

Following expert guidance from English Nature, a local contractor and his team of dedicated cutters, rakers and spreaders were able to complete the task within a few days  using just hand-strimmers and rakes to avoid damaging the sensitive grassland.  The hay was then carefully spread on the grass margins on the next door field which, thanks to the commitment of the local farmer, are being managed under Defra’s Countryside Stewardship Scheme.  These wide field edge margins help protect hedges from sprays and fertiliser that would normally be spread on the farm’s crops.  They also provide useful wildlife corridors and with the dosing of flower rich hay have now hopefully become a new seed bank for a whole new range of flowers.  The field margins will be carefully checked next year to see how many wild flowers have managed to establish on their new found habitat. 

Hay spreading is simply mimicking the way that plants in the wild spread their seed and reproduce.  This method gives nature a helping hand and will hopefully help to increase the amount of wildflower rich grassland in the Lydden area.  This project has shown how more can be achieved for wildlife by coordinating the activities of conservation organisations and working closely with landowners and managers. Only by working in this way can we protect and increase our rich natural heritage.
For information on agri-environment schemes such as the Countryside Stewardship Scheme contact Defra 01233 813667
For information on English Nature please contact : English Nature, Coldharbour Farm, Wye, Ashford,  Kent.  TN25 5DB (01233 812525)

