Managing a
Smallholding for
Wildlife
Many landowners ask for advice on how to manage their land for wildlife, but often
receive what appears to be conflicting advice from different organisations. This
quick reference leaflet aims to provide you with the best summary advice possible,
so that you can evaluate and make decisions for yourself on how to manage your
land sensitively for wildlife.

What do I need to do to manage for wildlife?
You don’t necessarily have to ‘do’ anything to help wildlife.
Sometimes non-management is as good as management.
However, for some species or habitats there are specific things
you can do to encourage more wildlife. A coppice woodland, for
example, can be extremely wildlife friendly if it is regularly and
sensitively managed. Otters however, will tend to use areas on
floodplains which have been left unmanaged and undisturbed.
Usually a balance between managing areas of your land
sensitively, and leaving other ‘wilder’ areas is best for wildlife.
© F Southgate

What do I have on my land now?
Before doing anything, try to find out what is on your
land already. You could have areas of wildlife-rich land
which don’t need any changes in management, or
sensitive species such as water vole which do. Advice
for wildlife management may change according to the
species and habitats found.

To some this looks like scrubby wasteland but in fact it has
a good range of habitats and habitat structure for wildlife.
Make sure you know what’s on your land and what it needs
before ‘managing’ it for wildlife
© F Southgate

Landowners can request information on the rare and
protected species and habitats found in their local area
from the Sussex Biodiversity Record Centre
(www.sxbrc.org.uk). SxBRC can also recommend good
local wildlife surveyors. Some professionals may be
willing to survey land for free or might help you to
conduct your own wildlife survey. Try calling Wildcall
– a free Sussex based information service which can
connect you to the right people (01273 494777).
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Types of species and habitats to look out for.
There are a number of species and habitats
which are rare or protected and there are a
number of plants and animals which are
‘indicators’ of good or bad habitats. For
example, otters are indicators of good
wetland habitats, dragonflies and kingfishers
indicate good water quality, and the presence
of healthy numbers of coots and moorhens
may indicate the absence of the invasive
predator, American mink. Barn owls like to
hunt over tussocky grasslands and their
presence often indicates good populations of
small mammals and a lack of pesticide
pollution. Dormice and bats can indicate
healthy,
connected
woodlands
and
hedgerows.

The dormouse. A protected species which lives in
Woodlands © J Doyle

For a list of the main Sussex rare species and
habitats go to www.biodiversitysussex.org.uk or www.sxbrc.org.uk. Good habitats to look out for
include ancient woodland, species rich, acid or chalk grasslands, natural wetlands, wet woodland,
reedbeds, saltmarsh, heathland, chalk grassland, ponds, natural rivers and chalk streams. Good
species include breeding birds, water voles, dormice, butterflies and dragonflies.

Things to avoid – the ‘Bad Guys’!
There are goodies and baddies when it comes to wildlife. A
general rule is that species which are not native to Britain
or the local area are bad, particularly if they grow
aggressively. Garden centres often sell pond plants which
are alien to the UK – species such as Parrots feather and
Himalayan balsam are especially bad for wetlands;
Rhododendron is a particular problem in woodlands.
Invasive plants and animals can quickly take over your land
and out-compete native species. If you have them, keep on
top of them and seek professional advice about how to
manage and remove them.
American mink are an introduced species to the UK and can
have a severe impact on birds and water voles in particular.
You may wish to consider mink control to help protect local
wildlife. The image on the right shows invasive wetland
plant Crassula helmsii. It has been banned from sale but is
now widespread across Sussex, and once established is
almost impossible to remove.
© T Hill
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The Dos












Ask for advice from a number of different people.
Find out from old maps what used to be on your land
and what the important historic or archaeological
features might be. Tithe maps are useful (circa
1840’s). They can show you where old woodland,
meadows, ponds & hedgerows used to be.
Take a look at your site from the air – it can tell you
interesting things about your land e.g. where old
river channels are. Google Maps now has freely
accessible satellite images.
Check if your land includes protected areas, species
or habitats(www.sxbrc.org.uk).
Consider the things that wildlife needs for survival
i.e. food, shelter, nest sites, water.
Try to create a mosaic or patchwork of habitats.
Don’t just manage for one species or habitat.
Look at the natural characteristics of your land and
assist what is already there rather than trying to
Otters live in secluded and unpolluted riverside areas
© T Maddox
create something new that would not naturally occur.
For example don’t drain a good piece of land to plant
a woodland, or create a wetland where it wants to be dry.
Think about seasons, and what resources there are for wildlife on your land particularly in winter
and early spring (food, shelter etc).

The Do Nots








Dragonflies and damselflies are good indicators of healthy
wetlands but some damselflies can only fly a few hundred metres.
They need a network of interconnected ponds and wetlands to be
able to breed and feed © G. Harding

Don’t manage your land because it looks
untidy. Some of the untidy, unmanaged
areas are the best bits for wildlife.
Don’t re-invent the wheel. Many experts
already know the best management for
your land and there are some good
existing sources of information. Call
Wildcall on 01273 494777 for advice.
Don’t introduce non-native species to your
land. Local and native wildlife is best.
Be realistic. Some species and habitats
may just not occur naturally in your area
and they will never turn up on your land.
This doesn’t make your local wildlife any
less valuable.
Don’t assume that areas that look ’dead’
like old silted ponds aren't good for
wildlife. They may be home to rare and
specialist species.
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Is there a good time to manage my land?











Trim hedgerows in autumn and winter outside bird
nesting season (Feb – August) - preferably late
Jan— early Feb so that birds can eat fruits and
berries throughout winter. Sept/Oct is the next
best time if this is not possible. Try and cut hedges
on rotation so only some are cut in any one year.
If clearing out ditches or ponds, it is best to do the
work in October.
Try and coppice between October and January.
If mowing meadows there are two options. One is
early cut (as the first vigorous flush of growth
comes through, usually late April) or a late cut
(July/August) after bird nesting season & flower
seeding has occurred. Or both if you need to
reduce the nutrients and thatching in the grass.
For water voles, it is best to manage watercourses
in September/October.
If grazing meadows. For wet meadows, reduce
stocking density from April - July to avoid nest
trampling. More stock can be brought on from late
summer/autumn to reduce grass down before
winter. Dry meadow management is similar but
may have slightly different timings.
Surveys of your land are best carried out in May
and/or June/July

Hedgerow berries are an essential source of
food for birds in winter © A Price

When do I need permission to carry out work on my land?


If your land is in a protected wildlife area, see www.sxbrc.org.uk or www.magic.gov.uk for details



If any work you want to do is within 8m of a main river channel, or involves earthworks,
construction or tree planting in river floodplains



If you are involved in an Environmental or Forestry grant. You may need a derogation from the
grant giving body if you wish to diverge from your original agreement i.e. to top thistles earlier than
July.



If you know, or suspect that there are rare or protected species on your land (see
www.sxbrc.org.uk).



If the work you will be doing could affect any of your neighbours, particularly for flooding.



If your local County or District Council requires planning permission i.e. for the construction of a
pond. www.eastsussex.gov.uk or www.westsussex.gov.uk.
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Mapping and restoring the habitats in the wider
environment to help create an ecological network
Wildlife does not recognise the boundaries of your land. So working with your neighbours and local
parish can help connect patches of good countryside. If neighbouring land is managed well there will
be more wildlife on your land. Cluster farms are a good way to work collaboratively with neighbours.
Towns, intensive arable land, roads and bridges can often create an impenetrable barrier to wildlife –
but by creating wildlife gardens, urban tree lines and parks, and reducing the use of chemicals, the
effect of these barriers can be reduced.
Many people ask us retrospectively when a planning application has been submitted, to find a way to
stop a development by finding rare or protected species. In general once a planning application has
been submitted it is too late to do this. We therefore recommend that local people map all the species
and habitats in their parish and send them to the Sussex Biodiversity Record Centre (SxBRC) or
submit them on www.brc.ac.uk/irecord. Once mapped, we have evidence of the value of the habitats
in a local area and can use this to properly inform people of the potential risks to wildlife from
development etc. Wildcall can advise you on local habitat mapping (01273 494777).

General rules to follow for a wildlife friendly piece of land
Try not to use chemicals - Even slug pellets can be fatal to hedgehogs and birds (and even your dog).
Using insecticides, herbicides or fungicides, kills the food of the wildlife you are trying to encourage.
Go native - If planting trees, plants or meadow species, plant native species which are common to
your local area. They are generally much better for your local wildlife in the long term.
Create a pond – this is one of the single most beneficial things to do for wildlife (See pond creation
advice sheet or Freshwater Habitats Trust for more info).
Create connected hedgerows - Plant and ‘gap up’ hedgerows. Hedgerows are very important for
birds, insects, butterflies, amphibians and reptiles, mammals such as dormice and bats etc. Creating
more quality hedgerows will help wildlife move around on your land more easily.
Use buffer strips – strips of permanent vegetation on field margins, surrounding hedges and next to
watercourses allow connectivity and provide a physical barrier against pollutants and run off.
Let it rot – Dead wood is great for wildlife. Fallen and standing deadwood is fantastic for
woodpeckers, bats and all kinds of insects. Wood piles can create refuges for wildlife such as
hedgehogs and otters. Compost heaps are also great for keeping wildlife warm.
Berry important – Any native tree or plant which yields seeds or berries is important food for wildlife.
If pruning or cutting back, try and leave some areas uncut with the nuts and berries still visible.
Minimal intervention – Although some land needs managing, the less disturbance an area gets, the
more wildlife will be there.
Protect the old — Ancient habitats such as woodland and grasslands are fantastic for wildlife
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Can I get financial help or grants to
conserve wildlife on my land?
The simple answer is yes, although some grants can be
complicated and you may only be eligible if your land is
in a target area. Grants for conservation and
management work include:Countryside Stewardship grants. An ever changing
minefield but they can pay for long-term management
as well as individual capital works particularly in
Government target areas or for UK target species and
habitats www.gov.uk/countryside-stewardship-grants
Catchment Sensitive Farming. This grant scheme
concentrates on specific river catchments which have
problems with water quality. It can pay for changes in
farm management and individual capital works to
improve water storage, sustainable urban drainage,
reduce soil erosion etc. www.gov.uk/guidance/
catchment-sensitive-farming-reduce-agriculturalwater-pollution
Forestry Commission. A range of grants are available
for woodland management, creation, carbon storage
etc. www.forestry.gov.uk/ewgs

Creating a pond is one of the best things you can do for
wildlife. Creating new ponds is better than managing old
ponds © F Southgate

Woodland Trust. Offer grants for tree planting.
www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/plant-trees/
Local Authority grants. Most local authorities run a
small Wildlife Enhancement Grant or similar.
Volunteer schemes. Many local conservation groups
have teams of volunteers. If you manage an SNCI (Site
of Nature Conservation Importance), a Public Right of
Way (PRoW), or an area which is of conservation
interest to local groups then they may be able to supply
free labour for conservation tasks such as coppicing
and removing invasive species.
Free advice. Most local government and non
governmental organisations will provide free advice to
landowners on request if they are interested in
conservation work (Sussex Wildlife Trust, Environment
Agency, Natural England, Forestry Commission, etc.)
Other grants. Occasionally other grants are available
from local Heritage Lottery or similar projects.

This photo shows old river meanders now in fields. The
river has been straightened and engineered. Retaining
and enhancing some of these old features can be good
for wildlife. Microsoft Virtual Earth - Microsoft co.
© Getmapping plc 2007 Intermap
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Specific advice
The following organisations may be able to help you with wildlife management advice :Local Groups

Wildcall Wildlife Advice Line - 01273 494777 www.sussexwt.org.uk/discover/wildlife-advice

Sussex Ornithological (birds) Society - www.sos.org.uk

Sussex Dragonfly Society - www.webjam.com/bdssx

Sussex Butterfly Group - www.sussex-butterflies.org.uk

Sussex Amphibian and Reptile Group - www.sussexarg.org.uk

Sussex Bat Group - www.sussexbatgroup.org.uk

Sussex Mammals group - https://sites.google.com/site/sussexmammalgroup/

Small Woodland Owners Group – www.swog.org.uk

High Weald AONB Unit (advice on all High Weald Habitats) www.highweald.org/look-after/property-management.html

West Weald Project - www.westweald.org.uk

Brighton Permaculture Trust (orchards and more) - https://brightonpermaculture.org.uk

Wildlife Trust Living Landscape Projects including Gatwick Greenspace and Lewes
www.sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk/get-involved/community-projects

Arun and Rother Connections (ARC) - www.arunwesternstreams.org.uk/projects/arc

High Weald Meadows Initiative www.highwealdlandscapetrust.org/weald-meadows-initiative.html

Manhood peninsula partnership (Selsey and Chichester Coastal Plain)
peninsulapartnership.org.uk

Ouse and Adur Rivers Trust - www.oart.org.uk

Arun & Rother Rivers Trust— http://arrt.org.uk

Sussex Flow Initiative (River Ouse, Natural Flood Management): www.sussexflowinitiative.org

West Sussex Smallholders Group - www.westsussexsmallholdersclub.org.uk
National groups

Permaculture Association — www.permaculture.org.uk

Buglife — www.buglife.org.uk

Floodplain meadows Partnership - www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk

Royal Society for Protection of Birds – www.rspb.org.uk

Freshwater Habitats Trust (previously pond conservation) - www.freshwaterhabitats.org.uk

The Mammal Society - www.mammal.org.uk

Non Native Invasive Species Secretariat — www.nonnativespecies.org
Further Sources of Information
The following may help you find out more about managing your land :



RSPB Farming for Wildlife: www.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/farming/advice/
Managing your woodland for Wildlife’ available at: www.woodlands.co.uk/owning-a-wood/
managing-your-woodland-for-wildlife/managing-your-woodland-for-wildlife.pdf
Natural England Wildlife Guide - www.naturalengland.org.uk/advice/wildlifeguide/default.aspx
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Contacts
Sussex Wildlife Trust
www.sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk
01273 497555

Wildcall
Free wildlife advice line
01273 494777

Natural England
enquiries.southeast@naturalengland.org.uk

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB)
01273 775333
www.rspb.org.uk

Environment Agency
Ask for Fisheries & Biodiversity or
Land Drainage consent teams
03708 506506
www.environment-agency.gov.uk
Forestry Commission
www.forestry.gov.uk
0117 906 6000

Sussex Biodiversity Record Centre
www.sxbrc.org.uk
01273 497521
River Restoration Centre
01234 752979
www.therrc.co.uk
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