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1. Summary 

Species-rich chalk grasslands have become increasingly rare over recent decades due to 

changes in land use, moving from low-level grazing practices to more intensive pasture and 

arable production. Home Farm Field (HFF) is an open downland field which was taken out 

of arable production during the late 1990s. Botanical diversity is highest around the banked 

edges of the field, where historically ploughs and other machinery have caused less 

disturbance to the soil. Records of specialist chalk plants, fungi and invertebrate species are 

known to have existed here, or more recently from nearby ancient chalk downland sites.  

The primary objective for this field should be to restore the site for specialist chalk grassland 

wildlife, through the sensitive management of habitats and voluntary local community 

involvement. Grants and schemes may provide the funds needed for the initially intensive 

treatment of multiple grassland cut-and-collects, later reduced to a single annual action, 

followed by low-level aftermath grazing. Ongoing opportunities  for local volunteer groups 

are small-scale habitat tasks to be carried out with hand tools. Further engagement of the 

community through guided wildlife walks is also recommended, with the dual actions of 

collecting invaluable wildlife records while increasing awareness of the site. 

Despite the challenges a site with high public footfall  may pose, there is much potential for 

restoring HFF to a more flower-rich, structurally diverse open meadow, providing an 

expansive area of good-quality habitat connect ing up other high-value chalk grassland sites.  
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would also like to thank the following  wildlife recorders for donating their time , expertise 
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Jackson, Tony Spiers, Paul Stevens and Tim Squire. 
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2. Introduction  

MOULSECOOMB FOREST GARDEN AND WILDLIFE PROJECT 

The Moulsecoomb Forest Garden and Wildlife Project (MFGWP) started in 1994 as an 

inclusive community garden project, set on ten allotments in an area of multiple deprivation 

in Brighton. As well as growing vegetables, fruit, flowers and herbs organically, the team at 

MFGWP provides an outdoor education programme for local pupils who benefit from an 

alternative to a typical classroom setting, as well as providing outdoor activities for young 

people and adults with learning disabilities. Through use of the garden space and the 

adjacent woodland, people are being brought regularly into contact with wildlife and the 

natural world. 

In 2009 a management plan was published for Queensdown Wood, a woodland site directly 

adjacent to the community garden. A wildlife management plan was also created for 

MFGWP in 2019, focused on the enhancement of habitats with in the community  garden, 

while making best use of the resources available to the project. The plan included inviting 

local naturalists to lead public wildlife  engagement events, while collecting valuable 

ecological records and increasing understanding of the wild life using these habitats. By 

extension, the open-access field to the north of the project, aka Home Farm Field, was 

included in a programme of wildlife  recording walks. The site was noted for its wildflower 

richness and potential for rare and notable species to be present. Collectively the team at 

MFGWP wish to see the site increase in its potential value for wildlife and proposed this 

report which include s a suggested management plan.  
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HOME FARM FIELD SITE DESCRIPTION 

Home Farm Field (HFF) is a site owned by Brighton and Hove City Council (BHCC) situated 

within the South Downs National Park. It is an urban-fringe area of open grassland, 

bordered by Hollingdean in the south-west, Hollingbury Golf Course and the Hillfort  to the 

north -west, and Wild Park Local Nature Reserve to the north and east. Queensdown Wood 

protrudes directly into  the field in  the south, with Moulsecoomb Train Station and 

University of BrightonȭÓ Moulsecoomb campus further to the south, within 500m of the 

boundary.  

 View within Home Farm Field looking south-west toward the sea, April 2021 

The site is relatively expansive at approximately 15ha (37 acres) in size, on a south-facing 

incline, with extensive views of Brighton, the surroundin g countryside and sea. The 

underlying geology of the area is chalk, with flint and  clay deposits in the upper soil layers. 

Historically th e land use was arable and ploughed for wheat, then ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ȬÓÅÔ-ÁÓÉÄÅȭ land 

toward the end of the 1990s. It has subsequently been left as a meadow with no further 

cultivat ing of the soil. The current management regime is a single annual topping cut, 

generally in mid-to-late summer. The herbaceous cuttings are then left in -situ as they are 

of little  value to the tenant farmer and would present an additional cost to remove. These 

in-situ cuttings have resulted in layers of thatch and nutrient enrichment over time, with  

parts of the field becoming grass-dense, rank (dominated by tall herbs), with increasing 

amounts of low bramble and densely-mown scrub colonising within  central compartments.  

Along Queensdown Wood boundary is a transitional zone of tall herbaceous flora, bramble, 

and woody climbers, blending into Ash and Sycamore woodland. The west and northern 

boundaries of the field abutting the allotments and golf course consists of a narrow, and in 

places, very sparse line of mature scrub, and a row of medium to large-sized trees.  
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Around the trampled edges of the field, the sward is very short and highly rabbit grazed in 

patches. Some of these areas are very species rich, with good wildflower coverage compared 

to areas of longer vegetation and coarser grasses. Both the western and eastern edges of HFF 

include sloping banks, which have become increasingly encroached by rank and woody 

vegetation. A butterfly bank between the Hollingbury skate park and Lower Roedale 

allotments was created in late 2013, which shall be referred to as the Hollingdean Park 

Butterfly Bank for the purposes of this report . It  demonstrates early successional chalk 

habitat with newly coloni sing wildflowers, however it looks to be currently  unmanaged, 

therefore potentially under threat of becoming swamped by dominant vegetation. 

Fig 1. Home Farm Field aerial map with site boundary and neighbouring areas 

The field is openly accessible with broad footpaths around the outer edges, which are 

frequented by members of public and particularly popular with  dog walkers. Footfall can at 

times be very high through the middle of the site, with ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ȬÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÌÉÎÅÓȭ persisting, 
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particularly during the spring months while the vegetation is short er. There are some issues 

with littering, dog mess and dog waste bags being left in-situ, particularly around the edges 

of the site. 

While the site is botanically rich in some areas of shorter sward, benefitting specialist 

downland invertebrates, the taller rank vegetation is out-competing delicate species and 

likely to  be increasing year on year. The other most valuable parts of the site are the 

transitional  zones of sloping banks and scrub edges, with cover, nesting habitat, and food 

resources benefiting a wide variety of birds, basking reptiles, foraging bats and invertebrate 

species.  

  



8 

3. Habitat management recommendations 

FLAGSHIP SPECIES 

Several notable species of conservation concern, based on both historical and recent species 

data, are selected ÔÏ ÁÃÔ ÁÓ ȬÆÌÁÇÓÈÉÐÓȭ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅ. These species highlight the value of existing 

habitats, providing direction for suggested management actions to benefit the widest suite 

of species as possible. The selected species have either been confirmed as currently  present 

on site or are found close to the boundary.  

Table 1. Flagship species and habitat actions  

Species Habitat type  Action  

Kidney Vetch  
(Anthyllis vulneraria) 
Group: Leguminous 
plants 

An important food plant for 
several species of beetle, 
butterfly  and moth. Requires 
areas of bare ground and low 
nutrient soils  

Cutting back vegetation hard 
and short in patches during late 
summer to autumn, then 
removing cuttings. Consider 
direct seeding or planting of 
plugs in short sward areas and 
on sloping banks to boost 
population  

Earthtongues and 
waxcaps 
Group: Fungi 

Low-nutrient grassland with a 
varied structure of long and 
short sward, along with bare 
earth patches 

Cutting back vegetation hard 
and short in patches during late 
summer to autumn, then 
removing cuttings. Consider 
introduction of aftermath 
grazing with livestock 

Glow -worm  
(Lampyris noctiluca) 
Group: Beetles 

Open areas of short grassland, 
blending into taller vegetation 
(grassland, to scrub, to woodland 
edge). Stoney ground areas with 
presence of small snails 

Cutting into (s calloping) scrub 
edges of the meadow, creating 
sheltered patches of short 
sward areas graduating into 
taller vegetation 

Skylark  
(Alauda arvensis) 
Group: Birds 

Wide open grassland areas with 
vegetation between 20 and 50cm 
in height , undisturbed by human 
trampling or dog activity  

Retaining two areas in the 
middle of the field (away from 
footpaths and boundaries) of 
around 1-2ha under a less 
intensive management regime 
(i.e., no grass cutting April -
Aug). Still aim to cut these 
areas at least once per year 
September - March 

Grizzled Skipper  
(Pyrgus malvae) 
Group: Butterflies 

Wildflower -rich grassland of 
varying length, newly cleared 
bare patches of ground for 
basking and encouraging low 

Meadow cut-and-collect to 
improve botanical diversity. 
Bare ground scrapes to be 
created in defined areas which 
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growing foodplant species such 
as Wild Strawberry 

can be rotationally renewed 
every few years 

Slowworm  
(Anguis fragilis) and 
Common Lizard  
(Zootoca vivipara)  
Group: Reptiles 

Grassland with diverse structure; 
short sward and transition al 
zones into taller vegetation and 
thorny scrub. Areas set back 
from footpaths, undisturbed by 
human trampling or dog activity . 
Underground burrows and 
cavities for over-wintering  

Maintaining transition al edge 
zones. Selecting areas for grass-
cutting heaps which provide 
warmth, breeding habitat and 
invertebrate food sources for 
reptiles. Consider installing 
over-wintering structures as 
per Froglife advice (see Table 2, 
Action 7). 
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HABITAT MANAGEMENT PLAN 

The key habitat types in HFF are largely the wildflower -rich, short sward areas and the 

structurally varied scrub edges. Initially a high -intensity approach to managing the 

grassland area is essential to remove nutrient and thatch, allowing the less competitive 

species to thrive. This may also facilitate the return of shorter grassland species such as 

certain fungi and bare-ground invertebrates. It is also important to limit the potential for 

damaging populations of the notable species already in-situ, therefore it is worth 

considering staggering the intensive cutting treatment over two years, with either pre-

defined areas retained until the end of the bird breeding season, or only two-thirds  of the 

entire site to be under management within  a year.  

Cutting into the scrub edges with in defined areas creates warm sheltered spots called 

ȬÓcallopÓȭȟ which are particularly effective when south or east-facing as the sun warms up 

the ground out of the wind. These sheltered patches are important  for wildflowers, 

butterflies, beetles and basking reptiles. The scrub edge habitats would also benefit from 

additional planting of diverse woody species and thickening up of the sparse areas. 

A key aim of the MFGWP is to involve local communities in the enhancement and 

maintenance of wildlife habitats. The MFGWP volunteers would be well placed to carry out 

some of the lighter annual tasks within HFF  using hand tools. Other volunteer groups from 

the wider community, or the public within the vi cinity of HFF may also wish to become 

involved through organised task days. These could be advertised via posters at the main 

entrances to the site, as well as online through social media. 

Table 2. Short -term habitat management r ecommendations (years 1-2) 

Action  Method  By Timing  

1. Inform and engage 
local communit y 
about the wildlife  
and habitats in HFF 

Temporary signage/posters, 
explaining the works to come. 
Consider inviting new volunteers 
for litter picking days  
 

Volunteers 

Prior to any 
initial habitat 
works taking 

place 

2. Bring the field 
under wildflower 
meadow 
management 
practices 

3X cuts of majority of the 
grassland by tractor mower, 
leaving pre-defined areas un-cut 
to act as refuges for wildlife 

Contractor 
April /May, 
July, and 

September 

3. Reduce the 
nutrient content of 
soils and the thatch 
layer of grassland 

Collection of the cuttings left by 
mower using a tractor and baling 
machine, stashing as habitat piles 
in pre-designated areas 

Contractor 
Within a few 
days of the 

initial mowing  
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4. Enhance the 
structural diversity 
of grassland 

Scarification of pre-designated 
patches to create bare soil, using 
machinery or on a smaller scale 
with volunteers using hand tools 
(spades, rakes and mattocks) 

Contractor 
and/or 
volunteers 

September - 
February 

5. Increase the 
structural  and 
species diversity of 
scrub boundary 

Scalloping of south and east-
facing scrub edges bordering the 
golf course and woodland, with 
hand tools or electric power 
tools. Plant up existing gaps with 
a diverse range of native shrub 
and small tree species, such as 
Blackthorn, Hawthorn, Guelder 
Rose, Lime, Spindle, Wild Service 
and Field Maple 

Contractor 
and/or  
volunteers 

October - 
February 

6. Enhance butterfly  
banks and other 
sloping areas 

Cut and rake of Hollingdean 
butterfly bank, industrial estate 
bank and other raised banks 
around the field edges. Using 
hand tools (shears, loppers and 
rakes) and stashing cut material 
as piles of brash under trees 

Volunteers 
October - 
February 

7. Create a reptile 
and amphibian 
overwintering site 
(hibernaculum)  

Organise a task day involving the 
local amphibian and reptile 
group, to create an over-
wintering site (hibernaculum) for 
amphibians, reptiles and 
invertebrates. See 
https://www.fr oglife.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/07/Hibern
aculum.pdf for suggested design 
specifications 

Volunteers Summer 

8. Install a new pond 
for wetland wildlife  

In partnership with Froglife and 
assistance from the local 
amphibian and reptile group; dig 
a new pond in vicinity of the  
existing dew pond, using 
excavation machinery or large 
groups of volunteers. Line with 
puddled clay to create a water-
tight seal to the bottom . Plant 
edges with native wetland species 

Contractor 
and/or  
volunteers 

Autumn  

 

  

https://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Hibernaculum.pdf
https://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Hibernaculum.pdf
https://www.froglife.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Hibernaculum.pdf
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Table 3. Ongoing habitat management  recommendations  (years 2-3) 

Target  Action  By Timing  

1. Install a 
permanent 
information board 
on the wildlife  and 
habitats of HFF 

Design and install two wooden 
interpretation boards at the main 
site entrances, with a site map, 
wildlife i mages and information , an 
interactive sightings board and 
space for event posters 

Contractor 
Any time of 

year 

2. Maint ain 
sensitive wildflower 
meadow 
management 
practices of 
grassland 

A single annual cut by tractor  of 
the main grassland areas after the 
flowering season. Retain some pre-
defined areas as refuges of long 
vegetation for wildlife . Collect up 
cuttings and stash in previous areas 

Contractor 
Late August - 

September 

3. Bring previously 
un-cut areas of 
grassland under 
management 

Cut the grassland areas left long in 
the previous year. Multiple cuts if 
possible, or a single cut-and-collect 
in spring before the flowering 
season. Collect up cuttings and 
stash in previous areas 

Contractor March - April  

4. Enhance the 
wildflower species 
richness of 
grassland 

Seed or plug-plant local native 
wildflower species in the newly 
managed, low-nutrient areas or on 
sloping banks. Focus on Kidney 
Vetch; a flagship species not 
currently  located within the field, 
but of benefit to several declining 
insect species  

Volunteers 
September - 

April  

5. Maintain areas of 
bare soil and newly 
colonising 
vegetation 

Continued scarification of new 
patches of ground on a rotational 
basis, to create continual structural 
diversity 

Contractor 
and/or 
volunteers 

September - 
February 

5. Maintain and 
enhance scrub 
boundary 

Continued scalloping of scrub 
edges around the boundary of the 
field with hand tools or electric 
power tools, stashing the brash in 
dense piles under trees 

Contractor 
and/or 
volunteers 

October - 
February 
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Longer -term  (3+ years) considerations : 

¶ Introduce a seasonal livestock grazing regime using cattle or horses/ponies, to 

create diversification of the sward and introduce herbivore dung as a natural 

resource for invertebrates. Can be combined with the late-summer tractor cut and 

collect, as an aftermath grazing regime. This would be dependent on installation of 

fencing (permanent or temporary electric). 

¶ Continue the annual cut and collect 

¶ Continue the maintenance of sloping areas and butterfly banks, with  groups of 

volunteers using hand tools 

¶ Continue the raking up of cutt ings and replenishing brash piles 

Fig 2. Suggested habitat management tasks within  Home Farm Field



4. Species reports 

The following section summarises the results of a desktop study, along with the findings 

from wildlife re cording activities during 2020 and 2021. 

BIODIVERSITY RECORDS CENTRE DATA SEARCH 

In March 2021, ecologist Rachel Bicker requested an ecological data search from the Sussex 

Biodiversity Record Centre (SxBRC) to gain an insight into the species present both 

historically and presently on Home Farm Field (HFF) and the surrounding area with a 1km 

buffer. This is the summarising page of that data search. 
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BOTANY 

Historical species records  

A search of botanical records revealed several ancient chalk grassland indicator species 

around the Hillfort and Wild Park  areas, within 500m of HFF. Species such as the nationally 

scarce Round -headed Rampion  Phyteuma orbiculare and the near-threatened Field 

Mouse -ear Cerastium arvense continue to be recorded in present years. Other near 

threatened plants include Common Rock -rose Helianthemum nummularium, $ÅÖÉÌȭÓ-bit 

Scabious Succisa pratensis, Small Scabious  Scabiosa columbaria, Houndstongue  

Cynoglossum officinale, Har ebell  Campanula rotundifolia and Carline Thistle  Carlina 

vulgaris were all recorded at least as recently as 2015, directly north of the site  within Wild 

Park. Withi n the last decade, a colony of the yellow form of Common Broomrape  

Orobanche minor f. lutea was noted and 'ÏÁÔȭÓ-beard  Tragopogon porrifolius seen in small 

numbers, along with the rare hybrid of Salsify  ÁÎÄ 'ÏÁÔȭÓ-beard, Tragopogon x mirabilis. 

Records of Eyebright  (Euphrasia agg.) and Strawberry Clover  Trifolium fragiferum  

persisted from nearby sites in recent decades. Stinking Chamomile  Anthemis cotula was 

recorded around the Hollingbury Hillfort at least as recently as 1987. Interesting orchid  

records include the vulnerable Frog Orchid  Dactylorhiza viridis (or Coeloglossum viride) 

from 1987, the nationally scarce Early Spider -orchid  (in 1996), Autumn Lady's -tresses 

Spiranthes spiralis (in 2003) and Bee Orchid  Ophrys apifera (in 2011), all of which were 

found in the vicinity of the golf course.  

The rare and vulnerable Nightflowering Catchfly  Silene noctiflora used to be regularly 

recorded within HFF  in the early 1990s, while the field was still arable. It  only persisted for 

another couple of years once the ploughing ended around 1998 (Peter Whitcomb, pers. 

comm.). There are not many other botanical records specifically within t his field during the 

time it was being farmed for arable crop, but there were likely to have been other specialist 

arable wild plants in the margins. 
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Wildflower recording in HFF  

Tony Spiers of Sussex Botanical Recording Society visited HFF in both June and August 2021, 

listing species while also leading small groups in learning wildflower identification . He 

noted that several chalk grassland characteristic species were present in small patches 

mainly along the eastern edge of the site. These included Upright Brome  Bromopsis erecta, 

Quaking grass  Briza media, Downy Oat -grass Avenula pubescens and Greater 

Knapweed  Centaurea scabiosa. The edges where the plough historically did not reach is 

where we hoped to see more species indicative of archaic chalk grassland, such as those 

listed in the paragraph above. Unfortunately, those indicators were not found, although 

Small Scabious  Scabiosa columbaria was found in the very nearby Home Farm Industrial 

Estate.  

More centrally and widely found within the field were Wild Strawberry  Fragaria vesca, 

Fairy Flax Linum catharticum , Goat's-Beard  Tragopogon pratensis, Wild Basil  

Clinopodium vulgare and Marjoram  Origanum majorana. In the north -eastern section, 

around 200 spikes of Pyramidal Orchid  Anacamptis pyramidalis were recorded, including 

a single specimen of the rare white form called A. pyramidalis f. albiflora, which may be only 

the second record for Sussex.  

In the western sections of the field the grass becomes more rank and dominant, with Red 

Clover Trifolium pratense, Common Ragwort  Jacobaea vulgaris and Yorkshire Fog  

Holcus lanatus, indicating higher nutrient levels and few of the delicate wildflower species 

persist here. There were also small numbers ÏÆ ÖÁÒÉÁÂÌÙ ÉÎÖÁÓÉÖÅ ȬÇÁÒÄÅn ÅÓÃÁÐÅÅȭ plants 

present, including Pirri -pirri -bur  Acaena novae-zelandii, Fox-and-cubs Pilosella 

aurantiaca and Druce's Crane's -bill  Geranium x oxonianum. 

Small Scabious  flower Scabiosa columbaria © Susie Howells 
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Hollingdean Butterfly Bank   

Local naturalist Peter Whitcomb first began monitori ng the butterfly bank alongside Lower 

Roedale allotments while under construction  in September 2013. Peter visited again toward 

the end of May in the following year, as the early-colonising plant species began to appear, 

such as Corncockle  Agrostemma githago, Cornflower  Centaurea cyanus, Crosswort  

Cruciata laevipes, Sainfoin  Onobrychis viciifolia , Salsify  Tragopogon porrifolius and Blue 

Fleabane  Erigeron acris. Most of these were likely to have originated from  active seeding. 

In June 2014, Fox and Cubs Pilosella aurantiaca and Viper's Bugloss  Echium vulgare were 

noted, but no significant counts of butterflies  were made. It wasn't until 2017 that good 

numbers of Small Blue Butterfly  Cupido minimus were observed, attracted by the 

continual spread of Kidney Vetch  Anthyllis vulneraria (again likely to have been artificially 

seeded). Peter reports that presently Kidney Vetch is still predominant and  the Small Blue 

population is doing well. The botanical community now  seems to be naturalized, with 

patches of Wild Marjoram  Origanum vulgare, Sainfoin, Salsify, and other native species. 

Taller grasses which are situated further back against the allotment fence, provide smaller 

White form of Pyramidal Orchid  Anacamptis pyramidalis 

f. albiflora © Rachel Bicker 




















































































