
 

Monastery meadows restoration 
 
Positioned in the very centre of Fermanagh’s 
county town of Enniskillen, the 1 ha 
Monastery Meadows, owned by the church, is 
the most urban of all of the grasslands that 
Ulster Wildlife has worked on. Highly visible 
to the entire community, Monastery Meadows 
was two abandoned grasslands that 
represented genuine green infrastructure with 
real wildlife potential. Furthermore, meetings 
with teachers in the adjacent Mount Lourdes 
Grammar School revealed an appetite for full 
engagement with this ‘en-suite’ outdoor 
classroom.  
 
First steps in the restoration work 
 
To make the whole project manageable, a 
resource-based decision to tackle just one of 
the two fields was taken, with a view to 
restoring it properly, thereby showing the 
‘before’ by retaining the un-managed field 
next door. 
 

As the winter of 2015 progressed, Wednesday 
volunteering at Monastery Meadows got into 
full swing. Environment Agency volunteers 
were first to take part, removing small trees 
and scrub. The Conservation Volunteer (TCV) 
teams and individual volunteers (from as far 
afield as Belfast and Donegal) also 
contributed to the initial clearance works, 
particularly of rank and woody vegetation. 
Grammar school pupils, council staff and 
Ulster Wildlife then continued by felling 
encroaching scrub, managing hedgerows and 
removing dumped materials. The left-over 
grass sward was strimmed and mowed.   
 
Not everything was about removing scrub, 
rubbish, and cutting the sward. Suitable trees 
were planted, nest boxes erected and a bug 
hotel was constructed the school. With the 
meadow cleared, a stump grinder was 
deployed to finish the job, with the aim of 
making the site manageable long-term as a 
hay meadow.  

Monastery Meadows in 2014 before restoration © Giles Knight 



 

  

Pupils from the grammar school helping to clear the meadows © Giles Knight 

Cutting the meadow in 2014 © Giles Knight 



 

Despite couch grass dominated sward, there 
were remnant species rich indicators present 
including red clover, sedges and ribwort. 
After the clearance in 2015, a rapid 
assessment survey was undertaken to identify 
the common indicator species and record 
their frequency across the grassland.  
 
Pupils from Mount Lourdes used their outdoor 
classroom even during this first summer term, 
and the National Meadows Day event in July 
2015 attracted many first-time visitors to the 
grasslands. The first common spotted orchid 
spike was recorded that day and during 
August, the grass was cut with an allen 
scythe. Despite the weather, hay was made 
and a hay ruck was built in the company of 
the Sisters of Mercy, the BBC, local press, 
volunteers, council staff, teachers and many 
people from the local community of 
Enniskillen. 
 
Follow-up enhancement of meadow 
   
Once the grass was cut in the summer of 
2015, the meadow was sown with a yellow 
rattle based mix to fast-track restoration in 
tandem with appropriate management. 
Boundary works removing the trees was 
undertaken with the RSPB and Ulster Wildlife 
trainees, and the Irish Hedge-Laying 
association carried out a hedge laying / 
training / schools demonstration. Further 
scything demonstrations with volunteers and 
brush cutting training for volunteers all took 
place that year, along with species and 
habitat studies and land management 
seminars.   
 
From these humble beginnings the site began 
to come into species rich condition in the 
following year (2016), with yellow rattle 
establishing, and species such as common 
knapweed, common bird’s-foot-trefoil and 
sedges flourishing (figure 1).  
 
A total of 247 Grammar School girls from 
Years 8, 11 and 13 completed meadow habitat 
studies, learned about systematic and random 
sampling techniques and fulfilled many other 
parts of their biology and geography syllabus. 
A cultural connections event was held in July, 
where scything demonstrations, grass rope 

and hay rake making drew considerable 
interest.   
 
The rest of the meadow was then cut with an 
allen scythe in August 2016, and hay was 
again made. In trying conditions, the grass 
was tedded 6 times, finally yielding two hay 
rucks. These hay rucks were then transformed 
into Hay Heads, named Hayley and Baley by 
the schools Eco-Committee. The students also 
participated in the creation of the Hay Heads 
blog, a platform for the community to share 
wildlife, farming or cultural experiences by 
posting a story/poem/personal statement or 
clips/pictures celebrating conservation in 
Fermanagh. 
 
A yellow rattle based wildflower mix was 
again sown in the autumn of 2016 to further 
enhance a site that also hosted a meadow 
restoration workshop, with attendees from 
across the country. This event culminated 
with a local farmer demonstrating a manual 
home-made hay baler, made of his own 
volition and inspired by Magnificent Meadows. 
 
A rapid assessment of Monastery Meadows was 
undertaken in July 2017, revealing significant 
enhancement of this key community platform, 
with orchids, meadow vetchling and tufted 
vetch now present in the grassland. This 
increase in species richness continued to 
exceed expectations with an average of 
approximately five positive indicator species 
found in each quadrat (figure 1). A local 
farmer has been asked to continue to cut and 
lift the grass in August of each year, thereby 
leaving a highly beneficial and lasting legacy 
from Magnificent Meadows. The school and 
local community of Enniskillen are now 
looking at how they can work on the second 
meadow to enhance it for wildlife.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  
 
 
Figure 1: Average number of positive indicator species per sample point per year.  
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Rapid Assessment Survey in summer 2017 © Eva Fernandez 


