
 

Restoration of Navar Meadows 
 
Navar Meadows is publicly owned, which 
serves as a community platform for a 
whole range of the Save Our Magnificent 
Meadows project objectives in 
Fermanagh. This 4 ha lough shore site is 
comprised of 5 small meadows, and falls 
into the Forestry Services (FS) ‘open 
ground biodiversity obligation’ 
(essentially meaning no tree planting). 
The meadows were viewed as a key 
demonstration and potential research site 
for restoring species-rich grassland in 
Northern Ireland. Of particular interest 
was the historical data available for these 
meadows. In 1960, the site was described 
as “the most species rich species rich 
grassland in Fermanagh” (Parkinson 
1960), and in 1994, as part of a PhD 
study, one of the meadows was described 
as “the finest array of mixed herbage 
recorded anywhere in Fermanagh”.  
 
With further data available for 2005, this 
level of ecological information was highly 
unusual for the region.  However, over 
the last 10 years, unsuitable site 
management, principally abandonment, 

led to a complete collapse in species 
diversity. In 2014, Ulster Wildlife through 
the Save Our Magnificent Meadows 
project found a golden opportunity to 
restore Navar Meadows to its former 
glory, and as such FS and Fermanagh 
Omagh District Council were drawn into 
discussions to establish a 10 year 
agreement allowing for practical 
experimental works.  A conservation 
action plan was produced by Ulster 
Wildlife and with FS agreeing to a long 
term lease, a local farmer, George 
Ferguson, was approached to take a 4 
year agricultural lease on the fields. 
 
Rapid Assessment and restoration 
work 
 
In July 2015 the five fields composing the 
meadow were surveyed using a modified 
rapid assessment methodology providing 
baseline data before any experimental 
works commenced. At this stage, some 
positive indicators were recorded such as 
sweet vernal grass, meadowsweet and 
meadow vetchling, suggesting the 
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potential of the site. As with other sites 
soil testing was also undertaken.  
 
Following this, the key element was to 
secure cutting and removal of the coarse 
vegetation from across a site that had 
grown under the lack of management, 
particularly with soft rush. With 
inappropriate sheep grazing, rush 
infestation and the development of a 
thick layer of thatch, the site had fallen 
on hard times. 
 
The lease became ‘live’ in the autumn of 
2015, and finally, during late October, 
George ensured that the site was cut and 
baled. 108 black bales were taken off the 
4 ha, and Navar Meadows was transformed 
overnight. The material was completely 
valueless, and was described by the 
farmer as “wet cardboard, full of slug 
carcasses”. It was eventually taken by 
another local farmer for bedding.  
 
Co Down company Eco-seeds arrived the 
following day to stitch-in Northern Irish 
provenance yellow rattle seed over 2 ha, 
the first two meadows of the site. With 
the yellow rattle sowing completed, and 
the assurance that Eco-seeds would re-
visit the site if establishment was not 
successful, the sward remained open to 
frost and light through the winter of 
2015/16. With access crucial to the 
conservation action plan, discussions and 
site visits were then held with a view to 
enhancing vehicular access. Branches 
were cleared from gateways and works 
were completed to improve access and 
drainage.   

 
Results after first year of restoration 
 
As the 2016 season advanced, flushes of 
common spotted orchid, ragged robin, 
yellow rattle and an array of other 
positive indicators were revealed. None 
of these had been recorded in 2015. As 
confidence grew that the restoration had 
been successful, the site was used as a 
demonstration of best practice to 
individuals and groups including farmers, 
NIEA and Research leaders. 

By July 2016, the two seeded fields in 
2015 were a blaze of colour. Their 
(mainly yellow rattle) seed was then 
harvested in early August, using the brush 
harvester and volunteers with seed 
vacuums. All 4 ha were then cut and 
baled in the first week of September. The 
hope had been to make hay, but the 
weather intervened and the removal of 
vegetation was the priority so it was 
cleared.  Interestingly, the grass, which 
in 2016 became usable fodder, only 
amounted to only 45 bales. This reduction 
in volume was testament to the results of 
the rush management using yellow rattle 
and harvesting at the right time of year.  
Shortly after cutting, the dried and 
cleaned yellow rattle seed was sown into 
the next two fields in the meadow chain 
to fast-track their restoration.  

 
Final results and future management 
 
All 4 ha have now been restored through a 
combination of yellow rattle seed 
reintroduction and suitable agricultural 
management. July 2017 saw a repeat 
rapid assessment survey to assess 
restoration success (figure 1). The 
majority of the meadows had shown 
increases in species present per quadrat, 
with highly visible flushes of orchids, 
meadowsweet, meadow vetchling and 
other associated positive indicators. The 
less responsive areas of Navar Meadows 
will benefit from ongoing and sensitive 
management, as ensured by the FS and 
agricultural lease. 
 
Impressed by the transformation of the 
site, FS are keen to undertake similar 
measures on other sites under their 
ownership. Navar Meadows are once again 
under full, unfettered management as hay 
meadows. Fencing works are nearly 
complete and the site played host to the 
BBC’s Springwatch Unsprung in 2017, and 
visits from the Save Our Magnificent 
Meadows partnership and Heritage Lottery 
Fund amongst others. Further yellow 
rattle seed, for use on other sites, will be 
collected in August 2017 for a rolling 
restoration programme.    
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