
Reverting Arable Field to Wildlife Haven 
This guidance summarises the experiences of the 
Woodmeadow Trust since 2012; a 10 hectare site where the 
wildflower seed bank was considered to be exhausted through 
broad-spectrum herbicide use after ploughing annually 

While ‘wood…meadow’ may appear to be two separate habitats thrown 
together, it is possible that it recreates the patchy structure of our ancestral 
British wildwood, and may support greater biodiversity than the sum of its 
parts. For the purpose of the establishment and management of this 
innovative experiment, it has been helpful to draw upon the separate 
guidance available for woodland and grassland habitats. There are however, 
some particular challenges brought about by balancing the needs of both 
woodland and grassland, which we are delighted to review and share. 

Woodmeadow Trust (formerly Hagge Woods Trust) is a charitable incorporated organisation (CIO) number 1151831
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Cultivate 
Create a fine weed-
free seedbed, but 
be prepared for the 
docks & nettles 

Drill 
Wildflowers 
Fine-leaved grass 
species with Yellow 
Rattle and other 
native wildflowers at 
15-20 kg/ha 

Plant trees 
Space trees 1.5 - 5m 
apart in rows 3m 
wide, to manage 
between the rows

NATIVE 
Source British tree 

species that will suit the 
soil and climate

1
CLUSTER 

Plant trees of the same 
species in groups, their 
root fungi (mycorrhiza) 

will help them thrive

2
WAVY 

Straight lines of trees 
don’t look natural, go 

for rows that snake

3



Encouraging the Community 
Both local wildlife and community will benefit 

Native plants of local provenance are of greatest conservation value. With 
collaboration with the landowner you may collect seed by hand from key 
species or take a cut of seed-rich hay from the local reserve.  

“Always collect seed on a dry day” 

Scattering a packet of seed amongst an established grass sward is very ineffective; seed must be sown 
in trays or large plugs greater than 5cm by 5cm and then potted up or grown on until plants are large 
and strong. Planting out should take place between January and April the following year, in clumps of 
three to five plugs per square foot of bare soil, perhaps by cutting and turning a deep section of turf. 

Shade-tolerant flora more typically associated with woodland can be planted while the trees are 
young; all being well it will only be a few years before a woodland canopy is formed. The shade 
should slow the growth of more vigorous grasses, and before long, the field layer may not require 
mowing at all. 

Considering the structure of the mature woodland many decades into the future, only about one in 
thirty of the planted trees will remain. Therefore, pruning each tree need not be meticulous and, 
instead, it may help to identify individuals with most potential early on, in order to focus efforts. All 
these tasks require considerable person-hours when working on a landscape scale. Involve the 
community in events and practical tasks, and their sense of ownership will ensure its success. 

If you’re thinking about making a woodmeadow, why not visit Three Hagges Woodmeadow, YO19 
6EE? We’d be more than happy to chat through your ideas with you. Please see our website 

www.woodmeadowtrust.org.uk and contact rosalind@woodmeadowtrust.org.uk
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MEADOW MANAGEMENT 
Once established, cut the meadow annually for hay. The most difficult areas 
are between the trees, but these can be mown if rows are planted with care. 
Make sure you remove the brutes; docks, nettles, thistles and ragwort. 
Spread hay containing the seed pods of Yellow Rattle across new areas 
where this hemiparasite will help suppress the vigorous grasses.  Otherwise 
‘Cut and collect’ i.e. remove the grass clippings. This reduces the nitrogen 
and stops vigorous grasses from dominating; your rare meadow flowers 
compete better in nutrient-poor soils. 

Your young trees will also establish better and thrive once the competition 
from grasses immediately around them is minimised.

http://www.woodmeadowtrust.org.uk/
mailto:rosalind@woodmeadowtrust.org.uk
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