
 

Ready-made mini-meadows 
 
In the winter of 2014 / 2015, under the 
auspices of Save our Magnificent Meadows, an 
innovative technique was used to create a 
series of mini-meadows in Fermanagh using 
species rich turf that had to be cut during the 
formation of a footpath. 
 
The objectives were: 

1. to ensure local people can appreciate 
wildlife through the creation of a dry 
path through Garrison meadows, 
without impeding hay making. 

2. to use the species-rich turf cut from 
the creation of a footpath so that it 
does not go to waste. 

3. to increase awareness and education 
of species-rich grassland by using the 
turf on selected local sites. 

Garrison meadows footpath 
 
Garrison Meadows is owned by the Church and 
forms 4 ha of species-rich grassland which is 
farmed by Gerry Keenan. It has been managed 
by hay cutting for 37 consecutive years. The 
location of the meadows adjacent to the 
church means that no inputs, such as 
fertiliser, have been put onto the meadow. 
The front meadow’s unfenced location by the 
church means that grazing is also not a 
suitable management option. However, the 
site (though undesignated) is renowned in 
Northern Ireland for its biodiversity, including 
meadow thistles, orchids and a host of 
invertebrates. To increase access to and use 
of the meadows it was decided to put a hard-
wearing footpath through the front field. 
 
 

Tracing the path with school pupils © Giles Knight 



 

 
 

 

Once the need for a path was agreed and the 
route traced out by local school pupils, geo-
matting was purchased and a turf cutter 
hired. Set at a depth of 4 cm, two passes of 
this machine produced a shallow trench 
approximately 1 x 100 metres. 
 
The footpath needed to be flush with the 
ground, which required the top of the 
geomatting to be at the same level as the 
soil. This was in order not to impede ongoing 
management. Equally, it was important not to 
use in-fill sand (as recommended by the 
manufacturers) as this would alter the 
chemical balance of the meadow, possibly 
reducing the diversity. 
 
The path at Garrison has bedded down nicely, 
with a range of species growing through the 
matting, without the use of sand or gravel. 
The natural strimming effect of passing feet is 
aided by a mechanical strimmer once a year, 
while hay making has continued unimpeded.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Laying out the geomatting © Giles Knight 

The finished path in the middle of summer © Giles Knight 

Trying out the new path © Giles Knight 

Fitting the geomatting into the cut path © Giles Knight 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Creating mini-meadows 
 
Initially, the species-rich cut turf was left in 
situ at Garrison Meadows whilst the cutter 
was then taken to five local schools where 
2 x 10 metre patches were cut. The turf from 
these sites was then removed and used 
productively elsewhere in the schools. For 
example, where there were bald patches on 
the playing fields or garden lawns, so nothing 
went to waste. The result of the turf cutting 
meant that the soil nutrients had also been 
removed with the turf, creating an ideal 
medium for transplanting the species-rich 
turf. 
 
The species-rich turf at Garrison Meadows, 
and a good proportion of the root mass and 
low nutrient soil, was then rolled up into 
manageable sized pieces and transported to 
the schools. On arrival it was simply rolled out 
and fitted into the previously prepared 
patches, a bit like a jigsaw, with the help of 
volunteers and school groups. Particular care 
was taken to ensure that neither the species-
rich turf nor the receptor sites dried out, 
particularly during translocation, but also 
thereafter to provide suitable conditions to 
stimulate root growth. Likewise, the pieces 
were slotted together neatly to prevent them 
from braking up, and to discourage badgers 
from digging them up while searching for 
worms. 
 
Two years on, and most of these five mini-
meadows have retained their diversity and 
flourished, providing a fascinating and 
convenient outdoor-classroom for local 
schoolchildren. This was achieved without the 
risks inherent with species-rich grassland 
establishment via seeds or plugs which can be 
prone to slow or no germination, and slug 
damage. At four of the sites, the agreed on-
going management of a single late summer 
cut with no inputs has been followed. 
Unfortunately, at one site the management 
has not been followed, and the botanical 
diversity of the grassland has declined to the 
extent that it has lost most of the species and 
looks like the species-poor grassland that had 
been removed.   
 

Translocated species-rich turf © Giles Knight 

The prepared ground waiting for the species-rich turf 
© Giles Knight 

Stripping the existing vegetation © Giles Knight 

The species-rich turf rolled ready for transportation to the 
schools © Giles Knight 



 

There will be ongoing monitoring on both 
donor and receptor sites to monitor the 
impact of the footpath and whether the 
species-richness of the mini-meadows 
continues.  
 

 
Species-poor grassland and the species-rich turf that had been translocated © Giles Knight 


