
 

 

 
Lessons learnt with seed sowing methods 
 
As part of the Save Our Magnificent Meadows 
Project, Ulster Wildlife trialled different 
methods of sowing seed harvested from 
species-rich grassland. Harvesting and sowing 
seed from species-rich grasslands is a 
relatively new restoration method in Northern 
Ireland, and the trials will help to take this 
form of grassland conservation forward in the 
future. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

General site preparation 
• Assess each site individually – in 

Fermanagh, though the average field 
size is small, field characteristics vary 
hugely, inc: topography, soil type, 
aspect, compaction, previous 
management, weed burden, presence of 
positive indicators, influence of 
hedgerow, drainage and even access 
issues for stock and machinery. 

• Agree and ensure access and timings 
with landowner or farmer – make sure 
that all parties understand the process 
and how to play their respective parts in 
it – the value of a clearly explained and 
discussed plan is hard to beat. 

• Ideally sow into sparse but established 
swards, which have been recently cut. 

• Aim for receptor sites that contain a 
few positive indicators. This 
demonstrates soil suitability and, 
therefore, avoids the need to soil test. 

• Try to avoid heavy machinery and soil 
turning as this creates difficulties when 
sowing and encourages opportunistic 
broad-leaved weeds, particularly on 
damper soils. 

• There should be at least some bare soil 
visible. This could be natural gaps left 
between tufts of recently cut grass to 
bigger (but intact) bare patches created 
by grazing, cutting or other processes. 

• Ideally undertake sowing in the autumn. 
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Hand-sowing 
• Ideally done during the autumn, or at 

least before Christmas, though if 
necessary through till February. 

• A suitable method for sowing seeds on 
small patches of ground and with 
volunteers or school children. 

• No equipment needed, just the ability 
to spread seed thinly and evenly – 
sometimes easier said than done! Use 
sand or sawdust to bulk-out the seed 
and prevent a more even spread. 

• Be as methodical as possible - the issue 
being (especially with small seeds) 
knowing which sections have already 
been covered and the remaining areas. 

• If working in a group, use stakes or 
similar to divide up the site. 

• Start with a small section and a little 
seed. Beware using up all the seed 
without covering the area required – 
aim for a gram per square metre; 

• Spread as evenly as possible, bearing in 
mind that there will be 1000’s of seeds 
even in a small handful – take the wind 
into account, and develop a steady 
regular motion. 

 

Seed fiddle 
• Suitable for larger areas if available 

(cost approx. £260). 
• Though a relatively low tech solution, 

the steady gait and rhythm required is 
harder than it appears. 

• Great for demonstration events of a 
traditional nature, where the older 
generation remember seeing them in 
use. 

• Useful on steep slopes where other 
machinery cannot be used. 

• Mastering the technique includes 
appropriate calibration - something 
made easier by clean seed samples. 

• This is a machine designed primarily for 
grain sowing, and as such the lighter 
and smaller wildflower seed can be 
problematic. However, it is good for use 
with relatively clean samples of yellow 
rattle seed. 

• Be careful when transporting the fiddle 
– it is an awkward shape and other 
heavier implements can easily damage 
it in transit. 

 

Culti-pack seeder 
• Expensive - approx £7500 – and heavy 

but for big areas of grassland 
restoration it comes very highly 
recommended. 

• Most effective from September to 
December, ideally October or 
November. 

• Effectively it is a direct drill, which is 
of particular value in fields already 
under grass. 

• The front roller opens a shallow groove 
in a recently cut or heavily grazed 
sward, and the seed hopper releases a 
calibrated amount of seed. The back 
roller then presses the seed against 
the soil, ensuring good seed to soil 
contact. 

• An effective piece of machinery for 
use in a wide range of sites of variable 
condition. 

• Capable of delivering a consistent 
quantity of seed, even if not a 
particularly clean sample, at a rate of 
around an acre an hour. 

• The machine leaves a set of grooves 
visible after passing; you can see 
where you have been in most 
conditions. 

• It weighs half a tonne, so requires a 
sturdy trailer and ramp for transport – 
a piece of marine ply will save the 
trailer bed, as the metal rollers make 
marks on all non-soil surfaces – and 
steel toe-capped boots are advisable. 

• Ideally stored indoors when not in use; 
• The culti-pack seeder has been used to 

restore over 30 ha of grassland in just 
two seasons in Fermanagh and Tyrone. 

• Results are often spectacular and, 
assuming suitable sites with good soil 
preparation, its use has almost always 
been successful increasing the 
diversity of the sward. 

• Not suitable for use in friable, 
cultivated seedbeds or very wet 
ground, as there is a danger of the 
machine sinking as the roller turns. 
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