
 

 
Restoration and management of a calcareous meadow in the 
Cotswold 
 
Peewits Valley is a 6 ha field in the 
Cotswold Hills east of Cheltenham and 
part of the Whittington Estate. The soil is 
a thin stony limestone brash over bedrock 
with steep slopes as it rises from 200 m to 
250 m and the field is an awkward shape. 
When Ian Boyd took over the management 
of the field in 1995, there was a crop of 
linseed growing, which used to be called 
‘blue set-aside’, and was often planted 
for the subsidy rather than the crop 
income. The field was an obvious 
candidate for being put into set-aside as 
part of Ian’s Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) requirements and it was left 
unmanaged except for being topped in 
August every year for the next 12 years. 
No seed was ever introduced to Peewits 
Valley, but there must have been a good 

seed bank left from before it had been 
ploughed for crops as a very diverse 
meadow developed. 
 
“In 2007 when I was looking to joined 
Higher Level Stewardship (HLS), I did a 
full assessment of what was growing and 
it was only then that I realised just what a 
wonderful wildflower meadow it had 
become” says Ian. “I show a lot of wildlife 
groups around the meadow as well as 
schools, our bed & breakfast guests and 
many other interested people. I have had 
photographic groups and even a wine-
tasting club having sun-downers on warm 
summer evenings. There is a footpath 
through the middle of it so the field is 
enjoyed by many people.” 
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In April, the field is yellow with cowslips 
and there are patches of green-winged 
orchids. In May, the yellow rattle comes 
through before the orchids and many 
other flowers bloom in June. The purple 
pyramidal orchid is the most common 
orchid, but there are also spotted and bee 
orchids (and the wasp variant) in the 
summer. 
 
Ian explains about the management of the 
meadow “Peewits Valley fits in well with 
the rest of my farm. There are 40 ha of 
permanent pasture and, in our HLS 
scheme, I opted to revert another 60 ha 
of less productive land into more 
wildflower meadows. When the expensive 
grass and wildflower seed largely failed on 
the planned reverted wildflower 
meadows, I spread hay made from the 
Peewits Valley field in a round bale 
chopper. It felt like a hopeless gesture at 
the time but it turned out to be a huge 
success and now, 10 years later, you can 
still see the yellow stripes of cowslips in 
the fields where I spread the hay bales.”  
 
Peewits Valley was used as a donor site in 
2015 by the Cotswold Conservation Board 
which is involved in the Save Our 
Magnificent Meadows project. A brush 
harvester was used to harvest the seed 
which was dried on a shed floor. The seed 
was spread on a field close-by for another 
landowner on the other side of the Coln 
Valley. 
 
Livestock play a big part of the annual 
management of Peewits Valley. “To 
manage all this grassland, I bought a local 
herd of mostly traditional Hereford cows 
and calves. Whilst I have kept sheep in 
the past, I opted not to have any sheep on 
the farm as they tend to graze out much 
of the botanical interest if left for longer 
periods on grassland and that would not 
be great for the biodiverse wildflower 
meadows. Also I wanted a really simple 
livestock system that would be relatively 
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easy to look after and I will admit to 
loving cattle a lot more than sheep” says 
Ian. “The cows calve in April and May and 
the calves are only weaned just before 
the cows calve again the following year. 
Late-cut hay was made from the wildlife 
meadows which has a lower feed value, is 
good enough for cows, but not enough to 
fatten the growing young stock. No grains 
or concentrates are fed for simplicity and 
to keep the costs low. It also helps lessen 
any interaction between cattle and 
badgers as the farm is in a TB area.” 
 
When the Pasture-Fed Livestock 
Association (PFLA) was started, Ian found 
that he was already doing all that the 
PFLA required so the farm soon gained 
their certification. “I found many other 
like-minded farmers. Previously it had felt 
like I was ploughing a lonely furrow with a 
low input cattle system. But most 
importantly, the PFLA provided the farm 
with a brand and story to sell the beef 
with.” 
Selling the finished cattle was not as 

straight forward as Ian had imagined it 
would be. The beef trade was only really 
geared up for grain-fed cattle that meet a 
fairly tight specification of age, shape and 
low fat cover. Anything outside that spec 
is heavily penalised and his cattle often 
fell outside. So, Ian started selling his own 
beef prepared by a local butcher. It took 
a couple of years of difficult selling, but 
the farm story of wildflower meadows and 
the ‘Pasture-for-Life’ branding made it a 
lot easier to sell.  
 
Ian says “Once customers had tasted the 
full flavour of our beef compared to grain-
fed cattle from a dairy herd, they soon 
came back for more. There is also the 
consideration of the nutrient density of 
the beef. Nearly all grazing research and 
development for 50 years has only ever 
been done on one species of grass – 
ryegrass. Grazing and eating silage made 
from one species only cannot make for 
nutrient rich beef and supplementing the 
diet with inorganic minerals is a poor 
substitution. Cattle grazing the 

biodiversity of 
the wildflower 
meadows has 
got to make for 
a more nutrient 
dense beef.” 
 
Now that Ian’s 
beef selling 
enterprise is 
well 
established, 
grassland is 
being spread 
out over the 
arable areas of 
the farm. Herb-
rich leys have 
been sown with 
15 different 
types of grass, 
legumes and 
herbs. The Hereford cows enjoying the meadow © Ian Boyd 



 

cattle are mob-grazed over all the 
grassland. This grazing method means the 
cattle tightly graze a small area, eating a 
third, trampling a third and leaving a 
third of the grasses and herbs behind. The 
herd is moved every 1 to 2 days onto a 
new patch. Most importantly, the field is 
then rested for up to 60 days which allows 
grasses, legumes and herbs to flower 
giving insects and pollinators something to 
feed on. It also allows plant roots to grow 
more, worms to pull down the trampled 
vegetation and humus to build quicker. 
The soil becomes healthier with more 
organic matter and more soil life. Ian has 
observed this in earthworm counts and 
many other proxy tests. 
 
“I now have a mix of permanent pasture, 
herb-rich leys and wildflower meadows, 
and all have different requirements which 
can be complimentary, making it easier to 
manage each of them. No matter what 
the weather, time of year or growing 
conditions, there is always a field best 
suited to being grazed by the herd or 
made into hay or wrapped haylage or 
maybe rested. But it is a real art trying to 

get it right” explains Ian. “As the 
uncertainty of Brexit approaches and 
DEFRA pursues its vision ‘to be the first 
generation to leave the environment 
better they found it’, it would be 
surprising if there was not continuing 
Natural England investment into one of 
our most valuable habitats. It really is 
public money for public goods, though the 
unknown is whether the support will be 
easily available to all those who care for 
the biodiverse meadows.” 
 
Ian sums up his thoughts for the future of 
wildflower meadows: “But what does the 
future hold for our magnificent meadows? 
They tend to be on sites that are 
unsuitable for more intensive agriculture, 
they will almost certainly continue to 
receive support, their biodiversity can 
provide nutrient-rich grazing and the sight 
of a beautiful field of flowers creates a 
lot of goodwill which allows marketing 
opportunities. But it is the feel-good 
factor that owners experience from the 
Magnificent Meadows that will ensure 
their long term future.”  
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