Wildflower Meadows New Life

Il ON THE OLD WEST
What you can do to help

THE BENEFITS OF LETTING WEEDS GROW

Britain is slowly embracing ‘No Mow May,” with 46% of
gardeners taking part in 2024 - many with a vague sense it
helps pollinators. But what actually happens when we stop
mowing?

Short grass still has its place

Short lawns can still support wildlife. A short lawn area with a
mix of grasses, white clover and daisies gives a ready supply
of nectar. Pollinating bees will be seen busy feeding up on
this type of lawn. But their visits pale in comparison to the life
teeming in longer grass.

TOP TIP

If you still want to mow...

Put your mower on the highest setting - slightly longer
grass gives flowering plants a better chance without

letting the area get out of hand. o"o

THE WILD SIDE: WHAT HAPPENS IN LONG GRASS?

Think of long grass as a miniature forest. Tall stalks create a dense
structure ideal for spiders, beetles, and other insects. They help
shade the soil and keep it cool and moist.

The fabulously named devil's coach horse beetle lays eggs in
moss and leaf litter. The larvae live underground feeding on tiny
invertebrates, before emerging as adults to hunt slugs, snails,
caterpillars and more. They're one of 350+ ground beetle species
in the UK helping control garden pests.

GRASS: VITAL TO THE FOOD CHAIN

Grass is also vital food for caterpillars. Butterflies like the meadow
brown, gatekeeper, ringlet, skippers and speckled wood rely on
grasses to raise their young. There are many more moth species
than butterflies and these too have grass eating caterpillars.

All these insects form the base of the food chain - feeding frogs,
shrews, hedgehogs, birds, and even foxes.




CREATING YOUR OWN PATCH
FOR NATURE

Start small. Don't feel that you have to give

all your garden over to the ‘wild". Just 1Tm? can
support hundreds of tiny creatures. The ones we
can't see are just as important as the larger ones
- they're food for everything else.

THREE WAYS TO INTRODUCE WILDFLOWERS TO YOUR PLOT

1 Waitand Do Nothing

Let a patch grow all season and watch it. Cut it back in autumn and remove
the clippings. It's surprising how much life will move in. Look at what's
already in your lawn and build on it. Don’t overlook the humble dandelion
- it provides vital early nectar when queen bumblebees are emerging and
hungry. This is the cheapest, but slowest method.

2 Seed Method

Another way is to cut and rake a patch to expose bare soil then shake out
a packet of wild flower seeds - this is best done in autumn and spring
when rain can drive the seeds into the ground and the tiny roots have

a chance of establishing. A general wildflower mix works well if you're
unsure about what type of soil you're working with. You'll have a chance
at greater diversity from the first season, but will have to buy some seed.

3 PlugPlants

The most expensive method is to buy in perennial plug plants. Again the
grass needs to be cut and given a light raking, then the plug plants are
planted, and watered in generously. In a small area this method is more
likely to get a guaranteed flowering. Spring and autumn are the best time
for this, again for the rain and less intense sun.

THE IMPORTANCE OF GROUND PREP SCALE IT UP!

How well wildflowers establish depends on how The same principles scale up over large areas
you prepare the ground. Try laying a tarp to - just more hands are needed. Prepare, sow
suppress grass, come back after a month, then or plant, water, then remove cuttings each
sow into the bare ground. Shuffle over the seed year to encourage biodiversity.

with your feet to press it in, water lightly, and
keep moist until established. You'll be rewarded
with flowers that self-seed year after year, if you
manage the area a little bit.
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COMMON PROBLEMS

The wildflowers keep getting outcompeted by the grasses...

This is a common problem, and is part of the natural process of how habitats change through time.
Static wildflower meadows are a managed habitat.

Wildflowers are slower, more resource-efficient growers than grasses. Grasses grow fast by hoovering
up nutrients, shooting up tall and shading out everything underneath - especially slower-growing
wildflowers. That's why many wildflower meadows look great in the first year, but fade as grasses
take over.

So how do you give wildflowers a fighting chance?
By changing the conditions to suit them better - reducing the nutrients in your soil.

Grasses rely on high nutrient levels, wildflowers don't.

To reduce nutrients, wait until the wildflowers have set seed (late summer/early autumn), then cut the
meadow and remove the clippings. Nutrients are stored in all that top growth, so taking it away removes
nutrients from the system.

Is cutting your grass not unnatural?

It might feel unnatural, but it mimics the impact of ancient grazing herds. They'd feed, move on,
and leave behind flower-rich grasslands - until the grasses returned and the cycle repeated.




