Coastal and floodplain grazing marsh

1 Description

This is not a specific habitat but is a landscape type which supports a variety of habitats; the defining features being hydrological and topographical rather than botanical. 

The habitat is characterised by periodically inundated pasture or meadow, usually by mesotrophic water, and a network of drainage ditches (containing standing fresh water) or banks designed to retain water. The drainage ditches will usually be man-made and, as such, are liable to create a landscape of flat, low-lying fields with straight watercourses which may act as field boundaries and/or drinking points for stock. The habitat will therefore tend to occur on land that is liable to flooding from the overspill from rivers. The ditches are especially rich in plants and invertebrates. 

The Floodplain Grazing Marsh element of this habitat is of interest in Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire. Grazing marshes are particularly important for the number of breeding waders such as snipe, lapwing and curlew, which they support. Internationally important populations of wintering wildfowl also occur, including Bewick and whooper swan. Other UKBAP habitats may in some cases occur within areas of grazing marsh, and where this happens, land parcels may be recorded as belonging to both habitats. This habitat definition may include semi-natural floodplain grassland, active water meadows and areas of wet grassland with intensive water level management, such as at Otmoor. It is important to stress that this “habitat” does not include wet, perhaps rushy, pasture that may flood but where there is no control of water level.

There is the potential for confusion with several other habitats. The habitat is most usefully considered as a complex that will have many structural components including wet woodland, aquatic, swamp, fen-meadow and tall-herb fen communities, lowland wet grassland showing varying degrees of agricultural improvement, including improved grassland, and ruderal communities.

Geology

Floodplain grazing marsh is usually associated with surface water gley, groundwater gley and peat soils with a low to moderate fertility, often underlain by clays and loams of mildly acidic to neutral reaction.

Hydrology

· The habitat only occurs in areas that are periodically flooded and where water levels are managed with ditches that augement the natural flooding regime, and the water table is close enough to the surface to create damp soil conditions for some period of most years.

Abundance
The UK BAP gives an estimate of 300,000 ha of this habitat in the UK. The majority of this is in England with a 1994 estimate of 200,000 ha.

Threat

· The results of ecologically insensitive flood defence structures

· Agricultural intensification

· Decline in traditional water level management

· Eutrophication of the water courses/ditches (and its impact on characteristic species).

2 Characteristic species

Species associated with the grassland component

· Grazing marsh grasslands are typically dominated by the more common grasses of neutral soils, for example meadow foxtail Alopecurus pratensis, crested dog’s tail Cynosuarus cristatus, rye grass Lolium perenne, and Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus. 

· Grazing marshes are particularly important for the number of breeding waders they support, such as snipe, lapwing and curlew, and wintering wildfowl such as Bewick and whooper swans.

Species associated with the ditch component

· Ditches have a wide variety of species but may be marked by the occurrence of common reed Phragmites australis, as well as species more typically associated with freshwater swamps and fens, such as greater pond-sedge Carex riparia and reed sweet-grass Glyceria maxima.
· The dominant freshwater aquatic macro-invertebrates of drainage ditches are beetles (Coleoptera), bugs (Heteroptera), snails (Mollusca-Gastropoda) and fly larva (Diptera). Grazing marshes are also undoubtedly important habitats for dragonflies. For example 14 species out of a British total of 44 occur on the Essex marshes.
3. Associated Habitats 

Ancient and /or species rich hedgerows 

There is an allowable overlap between the habitats – hedges can be considered as part of the floodplain grazing marsh as well as habitat in its own right. 

Fens 

In general, grazing marshes will have a dominant grassland component, and this will help to provide separation from Fen. Fen is not usually grazed to the same extent and is in general subject to less intensive management. Small areas of Fen may occur within floodplain grazing marsh habitat. However, if these areas are larger than 0.25 hectares then they should be recorded as Fen and NOT as floodplain grazing marsh.

Lowland Meadows 

Lowland meadows may occur as features within coastal and floodplain grazing marsh. If they meet the definitions for both habitats then they should be recorded as such.

Lowland mixed deciduous woodland

Lowland mixed deciduous occurring in coastal and floodplain grazing marsh should be considered as units of lowland mixed deciduous woodland if their area is greater than 0.25ha. Smaller areas of lowland mixed deciduous woodland (that is less than 0.25ha in area) may be included within the overall extent of the site supporting coastal and floodplain grazing marsh.

Mesotrophic / Eutrophic standing waters

Any standing waters occurring within coastal and floodplain grazing marsh that are greater in area than 2 hectares should be recorded as standing waters and NOT coastal and floodplain grazing marsh. Smaller areas of standing waters though may be included in the grazing marsh habitat or recorded as BAP ponds if their meet the definition.

Purple Moor Grass and Rush Pasture

Purple moor grass and rush pastures may occur as features within coastal and floodplain graxing marsh. If they meet the criteria for both definitions then they may be recorded as separate habitats.

Reedbeds

Any reedbed occurring within coastal and floodplain grazing marsh which is greater than 0.25ha in size should be recorded as reedbed and NOT coastal and floodplain grazing marsh. Smaller areas of reedbed however may be included within coastal and floodplain grazing marsh.

Wet woodland 

Wet woodland occurring in coastal and floodplain grazing marsh should be considered separately from coastal and floodplain grazing marsh if it is 0.25 hectares in area or larger. Smaller areas of wet woodland (less than 0.25ha) should be considered as elements within coastal and floodplain grazing marsh.
4. Management

The habitat is characterised by the control of water levels through the use of pumps and /or sluices. There will normally be some grazing or occasionally mowing for hay / silage at some time of most years.

5. Key issues associated with discriminating from other habitats

The habitat associations are described above in section 4.10.3, with issues surrounding identification of other individual habitats within coastal and floodplain grazing marsh with the references to size thresholds. In general, where habitats are greater than or equal to 0.25ha for most habitats (between 0.1ha and 2ha for ponds and >2ha for standing waters) then they should be considered as that specific habitat. 

The smallest unit of this habitat to usually be selected as Local Wildlife Site is 0.25ha
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