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The views expressed in this report are those of the AONB Unit and do not necessarily reflect those of High Weald AONB Joint Advisory Commi(ee members.  

 

 

The High Weald Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is one of the best surviving medieval landscapes in 

northern Europe. The components of the High Weald’s natural beauty that make it recognisably dis-nct are: 

  

�  Geology, landform, water systems and climate: deeply incised, ridged and faulted  

 landform of clays and sandstone from which spring numerous gill streams. 

 

�  Se&lement: dispersed historic se(lements of farmsteads and hamlets and late medieval villages. 

 

�  Routeways: ancient routeways o0en narrow, deeply sunken, and edged with trees, hedges,  

 wildflower-rich verges and boundary banks. 

 

�  Woodland: a great extent of ancient woods, gills, and shaws in small holdings 

 

�  Field and heath : small, irregularly shaped and produc-ve fields o0en bounded by,  

 and forming a mosaic with, hedgerows and small woodlands 

 

The High Weald AONB Joint Advisory Commi&ee (JAC) is a partnership established in 1991 of 15 local 

authori-es, Defra, Natural England and organisa-ons represen-ng farming, woodland, access and community 

interests. The JAC is responsible for publishing and monitoring the statutory AONB Management Plan.  

The JAC is supported by a small, dedicated staff team, the High Weald AONB Unit, which develops 

understanding of the High Weald’s key components - their history, development, distribu-on, special quali-es, 

management, deteriora-on, damage and loss - to provide an evidence base for the AONB Management Plan 

and related policy, guidance and ac-on. 

This report furthers that understanding and aims to help everybody conserve and enhance one of England’s 

finest landscapes.   
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1. Introduc2on  

The High Weald AONB is characterised by low input grassland and is a refuge for species-rich grassland. There is 

scope to increase this resource, and the High Weald is well placed to benefit from future government investment 

in it as a ‘public good’. It is recognised, however, that there are many types of grassland managed in many 

different ways, many issues for land managers around managing grassland for mul-ple objec-ves and that more 

support is needed.  

 

This survey was undertaken as part of a collabora-ve approach to developing a High Weald Nature Recovery Area 

proposal that will provide recommenda-ons on knowledge transfer, landscape-scale targe-ng, restora-on 

mechanisms, grassland management plans, and measuring grassland outcomes.  

The survey of grassland owners and managers was undertaken from 8 to 23 February 2019. It was an online 

survey promoted to the AONB Partnership’s contacts via emails to landowners and managers, e-news and social 

media. A total of 63 responses to the survey were received.  

2. Survey results and analysis 

 2.1 Area of your holding 

In terms of the holding area, the majority of respondents at two-thirds (66% or 42 people) said their holdings 

were between 10 and 499 acres. Most of these (38% or 24 people) said their holdings were between 10 and 99 

acres. Some 16% (10 people) had holdings of less than 10 acres and 5% (3) had holdings of 500 acres and over. 

Some (13%  or 8 people) didn't specify the area of their holding.  
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 2.2. Nearest village or town 

The map below shows loca-ons of the nearest village or town to the respondents' grassland areas where they were 

specified, 10% (6 respondents) didn't specify the loca-on. The majority of responses (70% or 44) were from grassland 

managers in the East Sussex High Weald, with four from the High Weald in Kent and three from the West Sussex High 

Weald. Six responses were from managers of grassland outside the High Weald in Kent and East Sussex, amoun-ng to 

over 570 acres in total.  
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 2.3. What types of grassland do you have on your holding? 

Tradi-onal pasture and tradi-onal meadow were the most common types of grassland on respondents’ holdings, 

accoun-ng for almost half (47%) of the grassland types men-oned overall. Almost two-thirds of respondents (65% 

or 41) said they had tradi-onal pasture and almost as many had tradi-onal meadow (62% or 39). The remainder 

was mainly either wet grassland, rough grassland, herbal or mul--species ley, large lawns or gardens, wood 

pasture, and rye grass or short-term ley. Less common, and accoun-ng for just 7% of the grassland types 

men-oned overall, were horse or other paddocks, heathland or 'Other' (grassland planted with na-ve trees, 

orchard, banks, pond area and poor grass that is not species-rich were men-oned). 
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 2.4. In the future, would you like/do you plan to make either of these changes to your 

  grassland? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More than 90% of all the survey respondents (57 people) said they would like to, or planned to, make their grassland 

more species-rich or improve its value for wildlife. Just over a fi0h (22% or 14 people) said they would like to, or 

planned to, increase produc-on from their grassland. Some 17% of respondents (11 people) chose both op-ons, and 

three didn’t answer the ques-on. 
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 2.5 How do you manage your grassland?  

 

Some 63% of all the respondents (40 people) said they cut their grassland for hay and almost as many (60% or 38) 

graze their grassland with their own stock. The next most common grassland management methods amongst  re-

spondents were cuOng by a contractor and topping grass without removing the cuOngs, followed by cuOng the 

grassland themselves, a grazier bringing stock in and cuOng for sileage. 

 

 

• 'Cut - Other' included 'cut and raked by volunteers par-cipa-ng in churchyard management ' and 'topped very 

occasionally '. 

• 'Grazed - Other' included, 'a0ermath grazed Nov to Jan' and  'sheep keep '. 

Although not included in the  above chart as a management response, one respondent also men-oned that they 

'can't get it grazed'.  

  

 

How do you manage your grassland? 

By no. of responses and no. of responses as a percentage of the total 



 

 

 

 

 2.6 How do you pay for the management of your grassland? 

The most respondents (40% or 25 people) said they pay for management of their grassland through both farm sales 

(e.g. fodder, stock and meat) and public funding (agri-environment scheme and/or Basic Payment Scheme). This was 

followed by en-rely self-funding as a hobby or interest (30% of respondents or 19 people), then support through 

schemes using public money (10 respondents) and then self-suppor-ng through fodder, stock or meat sales (7 re-

spondents). 

Other methods of payment for grassland management men-oned by 6 respondents were diversifica-on, farm 

a(rac-on, PCCs, rental, estate management company, and a free grazing agreement with grazier. 

 

 

NB. Two respondents chose more than one of the op-ons in the bar chart above. 
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By no. of responses and no. of responses as a percentage of the total 



 

 

 

 

 2.7 In your view, does your grassland provide any other services of value?  

 

The vast majority of respondents (95% or 60) chose ‘beauty and landscape’ as a service provided by their grass-

land. ‘Access to nature’ was chosen by over three-quarters of respondents (79% or 50). This was followed by 

‘health and wellbeing’ which was chosen by just under two-thirds (65% or 41). 

Amongst the 11 men-ons of 'Other' services of value men-oned by respondents in the free text box as being  

provided by their grassland, almost two-thirds were 'wildlife habitats and biodiversity' or 'insects and pollinators'. 

Addi-onal services men-oned were tourism, educa-onal talks and seed harves-ng for meadow regenera-on. 
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 2.8. What sources of advice and informa(on do you use for grassland   

 management?  

The High Weald AONB Partnership and the Weald Meadows Ini-a-ve (WMI) was men-oned most o0en as a source 

of advice and informa-on, it had been used by 65% of respondents or 41 people. This was followed by Natural 

England which was men-oned by 38%, or 24 respondents, and websites or online sources of advice and informa-on 

which were used by a third of respondents, or 21 people. Conserva-on organisa-ons (e.g. the Wildlife Trusts or 

Buglife) were men-oned by nearly a quarter (24% or 15 people). Less commonly used by respondents, each being 

men-oned by between 10 and 11%, were local groups (e.g. Small Farm Training Group), other agents (e.g. FWAG), 

land agents (e.g. CLM Clu(ons) and industry bodies (e.g. Agriculture and Hor-culture Development Board).  

 

 

'Other' sources of advice were men-oned by a quarter of respondents and included: 

• None 

• own experience and self-educa-on 

• booklets 

• experienced staff 

• contractors  

• seed dealers 

• the Soil Associa-on 

• PFLA 

• grazing or wildflower groups. 
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 2.9 Do you manage, or have you in the past managed, your grassland in any 

 agri-environment scheme? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over a third of the survey respondents (37% or 23 people) did not manage, and had not in the past managed, their 

grassland in any agri-environment scheme. However the majority of respondents overall (62% or 39 people), manage 

or had managed their grassland within an agri-environment scheme. The two most frequently men-oned of these 

schemes were the current Environmental Stewardship Scheme and the Old Countryside Stewardship Scheme, of 

which 17 people (or 27% of the respondents) respec-vely took part, or had taken part in. Followed by the Country-

side Stewardship Mid-Tier Scheme, then the expired Environmental Stewardship Scheme and lastly the Countryside 

Stewardship Higher-Tier Scheme of which only 5 respondents were, or had been, involved in. 
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 2.10 Would an agri-environment scheme, with payment by results leaving the land 

  manager in control of deciding when to do what, rather than following set  

  instruc(ons and dates, appeal to you in managing your grassland? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority of respondents at 86% (54) said ‘yes’ this kind of scheme would appeal to them. Although 13% (8 people) 

said ‘no’ and one respondent said they didn't know. 

 

 
Respondents’ comments in the free text box included these themes: 

• Unless a scheme helps  farm income, land managers may not want to join or fund the balance of costs 

• Interest would depend on the prescrip-ons and how results are  assessed 

• The difficulty of assessing results 

• Effects on results e.g. climate, weather and land managers' knowledge, interest and incen-ves 

• Belief that land manager knowledge  is limited in some areas, e.g. wild flowers 

• Finding the CSS too restric-ve to adjust land use to meet needs as a visitor a(rac-on 

• Lack of understanding of schemes and being put off by bureaucracy 

• Schemes being complicated and not viable 

• Land area managed being too small to make joining worthwhile. 
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 2.11 Does the ELM approach where the land manager develops their own  

 management  plan, with the opportunity to get help through an advisor, appeal to 

 you? 

 

The vast majority of respondents at 92% (58) said ‘yes’ this approach appealed to them. Only two said ‘no’ and three 

said they didn't know. 

 

Respondents’ comments in the free text box included these themes: 

• Finding previous schemes effec-ve as they incen-vised farmers and landowners for doing less or making 

changes at no cost, rather than rather than having to pay for new work, e.g. leaving hedges uncut or 

changing -ming of mowing headlands. 

• Interest would depend on the manager and whether they are prepared to  develop their own plans. 

• Interest would depend on the adviser.  

• Interest would depend on the terms of the ELM. 

• A preference for an approach where an advisor is not required so the land agents aren't the main profiteers. 
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 2.12 What help would be useful? 
  [in developing your own land management plan] 

‘Web-based management informa-on’ was seen by the most as a very important source of help, with slightly fewer 

seeing a ‘one-off visit from an adviser’ as being very important. Just behind  these in terms of being seen as very 

important sources of help were ‘group visits to other grassland sites’, ‘adviser help to produce a land management 

plan’ and ‘paper-based management informa-on’. ‘Training courses and workshops’ were seen as an important 

source of help by the most, and slightly fewer thought a ‘one-off visit from an adviser’ was important. ‘Regular visits 

from an adviser’ were perceived by the most as being less important, or not important.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Only one 'Other' response was rated and shown in the above chart: 'Assistance with iden-fying and form filling for 

relevant schemes'. 

 

In the free text box, ‘online chat with an advisor’ was men-oned by a respondent. It was also commented by 

another respondent that ‘the adviser should not have to be a land agent paid by the farmer’. 
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 2.13 How confident would you be in assessing your grassland using these     

  defini(ons?  

  [defini-ons of semi-improved and species-rich grassland used in Countryside Stewardship]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority of the survey respondents overall, 56% (35 people) said they would be either quite confident (40%) or 

very confident (16%) in assessing their grassland using the Countryside Stewardship defini-ons. However almost a 

third (19 people) said they would not be very confident in using the defini-ons, and a further 11% (7 people) said they 

would not be confident at all. 
 

 2.14 How knowledgeable do you feel about soil health in general? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority of the survey respondents overall at 57% (36 people) said they felt not very confident (46%) or not very 

confident at all (11%) in their knowledge of soil health in general. However just over a third (22 people) said they felt 

quite confident in their knowledge, and a further 3% (2) said they were very confident in their soil health knowledge. 
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 2.15 Have you recently obtained informa(on on your soil’s health? 

        

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some 38% of the overall survey respondents had obtained informa-on on their soil’s health (24 people). Of these, 

almost half (48% or 11 people) said they got someone else to take them and send them for laboratory analysis. A 

further 10 respondents (43%) took samples themselves and sent them for analysis. Two respondents undertook a 

combina-on of both those sampling op-ons, and only one took samples and analysed them themselves. 
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Over half the survey respondents (62% or 39 people) 

said they had not recently obtained informa-on on 

their soil’s health. However just over a third had (36% 

or 23 people) and one person didn’t answer. 

Reasons given  in the free text box as to why 

respondents hadn't recently obtained informa-on on 

soil health included: 

• assuming the soil is OK 

• that it was analysed a few years ago 

• not knowing what to do 

• being worried about the cost 

• not being knowledgeable enough 

• it not being a priority 

• not feeling the need to 

• not being sure of the benefits 

• not having thought about it. 

46%

42%

8%

4%

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Get someone else to

take samples & send

for lab. analysis

Take samples & send

them for lab. analysis

yourself

A combination of all

of the above

Take samples and

analyse them

yourself

Those who had recently obtained  

informa2on on soil health were asked 

how, i.e. did they:  

 

(By no. of responses and no. of responses 

as a percentage of the total) 



 

 

 

 

5

14

14

8

13

5

8

8

6

5

5

5

5

6

5

4

9

6

9

5

3

7

9

3

4

3

0

0

0

0

0

1

13

5

3

4

9

9

4

3

6

5

4

3

4

3

4

1

11

13

10

14

6

10

7

9

4

6

9

9

7

6

4

3

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Lack of species-rich grassland experience

Lack of funds to pay for an adviser

Poor returns from keeping livestock

Lack of suitable machinery

Public access issues

Difficulties finding a useful adviser

Fields not fenced or fences in need of repair

Fields do not have a water supply

Difficult vehicular access

Enthusiasm to manage my grassland

Unable to get a grazier or to get a grazier to graze the land regularly

Unable to get a contractor to take a hay cut

Lack of livestock management experience

Livestock are restricted in their movements

No land or facilities to overwinter livestock

Lack of secure tenancy on land

A very big obstacle

A big obstacle

A small obstacle

Not an obstacle

 2.16 Are there any obstacles for you in managing your grassland? 

 

‘Poor returns from keeping livestock’ was seen by the most respondents as a very big obstacle or a big obstacle to 

them in managing their grassland. ‘Lack of funds to pay for an adviser’ was seen as equal to ‘poor returns from keep-

ing livestock’ in terms of being a very big obstacle, followed closely by ‘public access issues’. Conversely ‘lack of 

funds to pay for an advisor’ was seen by almost as many as not being an obstacle. ‘Fields not fenced or fences in 

need of repair’ came close behind ‘lack of funds to pay for an advisor’ in terms of being seen as a very big obstacle 

or a big obstacle. ‘Lack of species-rich grassland experience’ was perceived by the most as being a small obstacle or 

not an obstacle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NB. Survey respondents were not asked to rate any ‘other important obstacles’ that they specified in the free text 

box. 

 

‘Other important obstacles’ men2oned by respondents in the free text box were mainly about costs and subsi-

dies. There were nine men2ons on this theme: 

• Lack of engagement or contribu-on to capital costs by Natural England  

• Poor subsidies for managing land for long term benefit of the land  to keep it available for food produc-on 

longer term 

• Return on management costs 

• Income from farm to jus-fy any expenditure  

• Lack of finance to maintain fences, cut hedges and overhanging trees 

• Cost of na-ve species seed mixes for improving the variety and quality of grasses and wildflowers 

• Cost of hiring help to implement environmentally beneficial strategies in the field 

• Capital to invest into establishment of no--ll grassland     

• Contractor costs. 
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‘Other important obstacles’ in managing grassland men2oned by respondents in the free text box: 

 

• “Time to devote to this important aspect of farming!” 
• Contractor knowledge of good management prac-ces ( for burial grounds) 

• Public aOtudes (burial grounds) i.e. -diness versus wild flower meadows and wildlife  

• Needing to proceed with the majority view where  the estate is run by a management company with 

residents as members 

• "Environment Agency's irrelevant phosphate calcula-ons being applied to my grazing system " 

•  "The difficul-es are star-ng to defeat me and I am sad to see the meadow in decline "  

• Old age 

• Steep land with heavy impermeable subsoil, poor drainage on lower slopes 

• People on footpaths with dogs 

• Walkers with dogs not under control wandering wherever they want to are a major disincen-ve to 

conserva-on work (and woodland management). 

 

Other comments made by respondents in the free text box in associa2on with this ques2on: 

 

• For Churchyards and cemeteries (370+ in Sussex), these are areas with open access for the public, 

covering many acres of countryside so a perfect opportunity to promote wildlife conserva-on 

• Educa-on, and changing aOtudes to wildlife conserva-on are key.  Grazing is rarely possible 

although sheep are unhelpfully used as 'mowing machines' in summer months in two Sussex 

churchyards  

• Only a few acres with 12 sheep does not seem applicable 

• Grassland management needs a reason - livestock are the obvious and historic answer.  Pressures 

from fashionable vegan and vegetarian lobbies are hur-ng consumer confidence - produce from 

pasture fed historic landscapes  needs to have a special endorsement- perhaps country- wide, and 

completely unlike the  infuria-ngly irrelevant and misunderstood  red tractor  scheme.  Could all the 

AONBs and na-onal parks  do a joint marke-ng “marque” venture?  

• Created forest of some 400 species-rich trees with Forestry Commission 1993, 1.5has planted ,150 

approx. more incl.23 Black Poplars, restored 3 woods, added scrape,535 mts. hedging 

• Government grant schemes seem to me to be too complicated to make a claim  

• Late-cut hay is less valued and local contractors only use big round bales     

• The best way to get more species would be for you to source and provide the seeding and plan-ng 

• I don't have the resources or equipment 

• We have been very fortunate to work with some brilliant advisers from local wildlife groups, 

government bodies and private consultants. Further funding to be(er the reach of these advisers 

through educa-on of the public etc would be money very well spent. 

 

 

 2.17 Joining a focus group or receiving further informa(on on events 

When given op-ons for keeping in touch, 86% of the survey respondents opted in to receive further 

informa-on on the AONB Partnership’s grassland management events programme in 2019. That's 54 

people, although two of them didn't leave their contact details for us to follow up with them. And 46% (29 

people) opted in to join a focus group to discuss future support for the High Weald’s grassland managers. 

 

 

16 


