Habitat Management Plan – Grassland Verges
Background:

This plan aims to manage the grassland verges that are found along the cycle network in York.

At present the grassland verges along the cycle networks have undergone low intensity management regime that has not been aimed at increasing biodiversity. They are often found in mosaics of other habitats such as scrub. The low intensity management has resulted in a low diversity sward dominated by common improved grassland species such as false oat grass Arrhenatherum elatius, Cock’s foot Dachtylis glomerata, crested dog’s tail Cynasaurus cristatus, cow parsley Anthriscus sylvestris, nettle Urtica Dioica, and creeping buttercup Ranunculus repens.

Sustrans aim to increase the diversity of the verges along their cycle networks in order that they can create well connected wildlife corridors throughout York in accordance with the Sustrans Biodiversity Action Plan.

Current Factors affecting the habitat:
The grassland along the verge have been traditionally managed to create a short and neat sward in order to maintain a tidy appearance. Other pressures have also constrained the habitat management and these include:

1. The verges have been managed as amenity areas with mowing occurring throughout the growing season. 

2. The areas are used frequently by the public such as dog walkers who do not appreciate the sensitivity of the habitat.
3. The verges suffer from general neglect due to underfunding resulting in scrub invasion.

4. Fly tipping and vandalism are also a problem along the cycle path network.

Current Actions:

Legal Status
The cycle path network throughout York is owned by Sustrans and it is therefore their responsibility to maintain them. Right of access is granted for pedestrians and cyclist, but not to other unauthorised vehicles.

All sites are subject to national laws on wilful and criminal damage, and to civil law pertaining to trespass, though these are rarely evoked in most urban sites perceived as being derelict.

By their nature, the grassland verges tend not to be included in any SLINC, SINC, LNR, SSSI or other designation, nor are any large trees normally subject to Tree Preservation Orders (TPOs). 

Management, research and guidance

At present general management of the grasslands has been to either cut the grass to often or not frequently enough.

Public open spaces such as the grasslands on the Sustrans network should be maintained for a variety of public uses in ways that support enjoyment and security. Such land should contribute towards the provision of minimum standards for accessible natural greenspace, following Natural Englands recommendations that an urban resident should have: access by foot to a natural greenspace of at least 2 ha within 280 m; at least one 20 ha site within 2 km; at least one 100 ha site within 5 km; and at least one 500 ha site within 10 km.
Action Plan objectives and targets

1. Produce an inventory of the grassland types that are found along the cycle path network in York.

2. Banks and verges that are of poor quality grassland will be improved.
3. Control any patches of alien plant species along the Network including Japanese knotweed, himalayan balsam and giant hogweed.
Proposed Actions

1. Carry out habitat surveys of the grass verges to establish a baseline of the species found on the sites.

a. The sites should be surveyed during the spring and summer (May to August) to try and create a detailed plant inventory. This survey should be repeated on a five year basis, but annually if major changes to the habitats occur. The data can then be used to determine the success of the management practices employed.
2. Mowing at different times and heights to improve structure and biodiversity
a. One late cut (October to November) with a possible secondary cut to remove any re-growth but preferably not using a cylinder or flail mower. Removal of hay after it is dried to allow seeds to fall into sward, but also to begin to reduce the nutrient level of the soil.
3. Reseeding and replanting
a. This is best left until an appropriate mowing regime has been established. Adding new species is more successful done by introducing established plants rather than seed, but with obvious cost implications. More aggressive plants can be reintroduced by direct seeding, but only if there is a method of penetrating the sward and thatch such as scarifying with a spiked harrow or using a slot-seeder. If adding plug plants good success can be achieved using contact herbicide on adjacent grasses where new plants are sown. 
b. Since the primary concern is to create the “wildflower meadow experience” a more simplistic approach is adopted. Diversification can be achieved by introduction of relatively tough meadow species such as Oxeye Daisy Leucanthemum vulgare, Black Knapweed Centaurea nigra and Yellow rattle Rhinanthus major. Yellow rattle is parasitic on grasses and so will reduce the vigour of the more dominant species allowing other species such as bird’s foot trefoil Lotus corniculatus and Lady’s smock Cardamine pratensis to be introduced.

4. Control any areas of invasive alien species and scrub to avoid the grasslands being outcompeted.
a. Identification of the species of invasive alien that is causing a problem is the first issue that needs to be addresses. When this has been achieved the best chance of success is spraying with glyphosate to control the spread and reduce the vigour of the species in question over a number of successive years. This can be done in accordance with the Environment Agency’s guidance for the control of non-native invasive weeds in or near fresh water.

	Action
	Potential Deliverers
	Years
	Meets Objective Number

	
	
	2010
	2011
	2012
	2013
	2014
	

	Carry out detailed grassland habitat surveys
	YWT, ST
	X
	
	
	
	X
	1.

	Carry out detailed survey of areas that have significantly changed.
	YWT
	(X)
	(X)
	(X)
	(X)
	(X)
	1.

	Late mowing carried out between September and October.
	YWT, ST
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	2.

	Secondary late cut carried out after first to remove any re-growth.
	YWT, ST
	(X)
	(X)
	(X)
	(X)
	(X)
	2.

	Reseeding of grassland with hardier herbs 
	YWT, ST
	
	
	X
	X
	x
	3.

	Reseeding with less hardy  herbs
	YWT, ST
	
	
	
	X
	X
	3.

	Planting of the least hardy plug plants
	YWT, ST
	
	
	
	
	X
	3.

	Contact spraying areas around plug plants.
	YWT, ST
	
	
	
	
	X
	3.

	Control of invasive species with glyphosate spraying
	YWT, ST
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	4.


Co-ordination and Review

This Biodiversity Action Plan will be implemented over 10 years with a first review after 5 years. A group will be set up to co-ordinate implementation and to report on biodiversity gains. This group will meet at a minimum on a yearly basis.

Review will be carried out in conjunction with related Habitat and Species Action Plans as appropriate.

Review will consist of measuring achievement of targets. Monitoring methods will be developed and implemented, which will inform the review process.

The Management Plan will be revised and updated in the light of review results and any relevant changes in circumstances and/or additional information which becomes available during the review period.

This plan should be reviewed at 5 yearly intervals. 

