
Managing Rush Pastures with wildlife interest

The importance of rush pasture
Many forms of wildlife can be found in this habitat, including several  species whose numbers are in steep
decline: birds like Curlew, Snipe and Lapwing; plants such as Marsh Violet, Marsh Marigold, Ragged Robin
and Cuckoo Flower; butterflies including the Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary and many other invertebrates.

The wealth of biodiversity that this represents means that a hectare of well-managed Rush Pasture may have
many times more species present than a hectare of closely-cropped grassland nearby. The variety of plant
species provides suitable conditions and foodplants for a correspondingly wide variety of insects, which in turn
feed  amphibians and birds.

Why does it need management?
Undergrazed or undermanaged rushes collapse and smother small plants.

� Sheep grazing alone will not prevent this - they won't push through dense rushes

Survey before you work
It's important to know what you're dealing with: the rush-dominated areas should always be surveyed in
early summer before management work is planned for later in the year. Key invertebrate, plant and bird
species will be easier to find at that time.

Management of Rush Pastures rich in plants and other wildlife (see below for restoration management
of sites that are species-poor)
On sites with high plant and invertebrate interest, a small-scale approach is needed. Do not cut all the rush
at once, as this could wipe out both the rush itself and the wildlife you are trying to increase.

Use a brush-cutter with a blade, and cut just above ground level, to avoid scalping or breaking up
the layer of mosses, sedges and other small plants

� Cut the patches of a size that will allow the cut rushes to be removed easily

� Don't cut until after the end of August and before March so that no young birds are present

� Rake off and remove the cut material to allow small plants to recover and to avoid new rush growth
from seed

In the second year, cut patches next to the ones already cut in the previous year, so that the cuts spread
outwards and across the rushy area. Aim to cover all the rush-dominated areas over a period of four or
five years before returning to the areas first cut.

Aftercare
Follow up with grazing, preferably by cattle - cattle will produce a more varied sward, and trample
seed into the ground encouraging germination. If this is not possible, a combination of sheep and
either cattle, or hardy ponies like Exmoors may be a suitable alternative.

� Graze the rushy area from mid-August into October or November, but remove stock as soon as
plants other than rushes are being grazed down

� Aim to produce a sward with varying heights, but with the shortest patches at least 2" (5cms) high
by late autumn

After the first two or three cuts, review the rate of re-growth of the cut areas: bring forward the next cut if
rushes are beginning to dominate again, but leave it longer if they are not, and the smaller plants are
growing well.

Rush Pasture is a valuable and increasingly rare habitat. It supports a wide range of wildlife, including
the Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary, which has undergone a severe decline in England like a number
of other butterfly species which were once widespread
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Main picture: Upper Clun
butterfly recorders surveying
a Shropshire Rush Pasture

Below: Small Pearl-bordered
Fritillaries feeding on a Marsh
Thistle

Centre: Marsh Violets,
Sphagnum and rushes

Lower: Cutting patches of
rush with a brush-cutter to
promote floral diversity



Restoration of species-poor Rush Pasture for wildlife and grazing
IMPORTANT: SURVEY in the summer before starting work, and DO NOT USE HERBICIDES where small plants other than rushes, and/or
any special insects are present.

� Use tractor-drawn or mounted machinery (toppers, flails, rotary mowers) only in late summer, to avoid compacting soils

Cut large rush patches over two or three seasons to allow some wildlife to survive; cut above ground level as explained above,
and remove the cut material as soon as possible

� Where regrowth is rapid, cut again 4-8 weeks after the initial cut

� Use only Glyphosate, applied with a weed-wiper by an experienced operator, in accordance with product labels and good
practice, and taking great care to avoid contamination of groundwater and unwanted damage to desirable plant species. Apply only
when there is a clear height difference between the rushes to be treated and other low-growing vegetation in the last quarter of the
year after grazing

In species-poor rush pasture, shallow scrapes can be created in the wettest part of the rush-dominated areas to encourage Snipe, Curlew
and Lapwing. However, this should NOT be done in areas with greater plant diversity and/or special insect populations.

THE SMALL PEARL-BORDERED FRITILLARY
This butterfly occurs in damp, grassy habitats as well as woodland clearings and
moorland. The adults fly close to the ground, stopping frequently to take nectar from
flowers such as Bramble and thistles. It can be identified by the presence of several
whitish markings on the underside hind wings; the outermost arc of these whitish
markings are bordered by black chevrons. The butterfly remains widespread and locally
abundant in Scotland and Wales, but has undergone a severe decline in England.

Management should aim to maintain damp or heathy vegetation where violets (often
Marsh Violets) are abundant in medium height swards and where suitable nectar
sources such as Marsh Thistles are available. Waterlogged sites can be unsuitable
especially under very acidic conditions.

The ideal form of management is light cattle grazing, as some poaching encourages
violet regeneration. Heavy grazing, especially by sheep, is detrimental. Leaving stock
on too long can also damage the sward and destroy desirable wildlife.

Where grazing is impractical, autumn mowing and raking can be effective in maintaining
suitable habitat. See above for a suitable prescription.

Scrub clearance can be undertaken as required, especially if it is acting as a barrier to
colonisation. On open, exposed sites some planting of perimeter shelterbelts will
increase habitat suitability. On afforested stream edges clearance of conifers and brash
5-10 metres back can create ideal habitat. On some sites, careful management of
Gorse scrub may provide suitably sheltered conditions and nesting habitat for birds.

Left: Improving habitat diversity - Volunteers from the Upper
Clun Community Wildlife Group raking and bagging patches of
cut rushes for removal

Above: Ideal long-term management - Cattle grazing recently
restored rush pasture
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