
 

 
Spreading the word and spreading the hay 
 
Karla Elms bought a 3 ha meadow adjacent to 
a Blakehill Farm Nature Reserve in Wiltshire 
in 2012. She feels very strongly that society 
needs to be connected to the landscape, and 
set about educating herself on ecologically 
sensitive land management. Karla has a 
background as a science teacher, and is 
passionate about educating her own children - 
5 and 7 year old boys - and the younger 
generation about the food chain. “We need to 
know and understand where our food comes 
from, its wider effects on health, both 
physically and mentally, and the wider 
ecological health of our landscape.” says 
Karla to explain her motivation for buying the 
land and taking on the ecological 
management. 

In 2014, Karla asked the Save Our Magnificent 
Meadows Project for advice on how to 
improve the biodiversity of her meadow. The 
land is heavy clay, which lies wet throughout 
the winter, and there was poor floral 
diversity. When Karla purchased the land, 
there was an earth mound with scrub, thorn 
and willow. The Project helped by advising on 
an initial soil analysis to find out the nutrient 
levels, and how to take the management 
forward when the results came back to say 
that the levels were relatively high. Advice 
was also provided on ditching, hedging and of 
course the management of the grassland.  
Karla was able to attend open days at the 
neighbouring nature reserve, and workshops, 
particularly on invertebrates and reptiles. 
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The meadow she purchased from the farmer is 
roughly spilt into two halves: 

 One half is managed by the farmer 
with a late hay cut, around late 
August, and occasionally the farmer 
may take a second cut later in 
October. This has been the 
management for 5 or 6 years and is 
slowly reducing the nutrient levels.   

 On the other half of the field she is 
experimenting with increasing the 
richness of wild flowers and grasses, 
and animal husbandry. 

 
In the first year the ditches were cleared to 
drain the heavy clay soil and to help ‘warm’ 
the land in the spring. Karla also started 
clearing the ‘mound’ which she found used to 
actually be a pond! In the 1990s, the farmer 
had used the pond as a dump, and all of this 
extra scrap and waste had filled in the 
depression and created a mound with scrub 
vegetation encasing the junk. So Karla set 
about restoring the pond, and where possible 
re-using the dumped material. Any excess soil 
excavated from the pond area is being 
reformed into invertebrate mounds, and 
broken pottery and stones are being fashioned 
into heaps for reptiles to use. These are along 
the lines of the ‘mounds’ created at Blakehill 
Nature Reserve (see the guidance note on 
how to create an earth mound for 
wildlife).The cut scrub is being made into log 
piles for invertebrates and small mammals. 
Karla is also experimenting with wild flower 
seeds in different ways. The spoil from the 
ditch clearance has been seeded with yellow 
rattle, and a mixture of wildflower seed 
suitable for the local area has been scattered 
in different parts of the experimental 
meadow to patch sowing. She has also 
scattered seed from her own garden where 
Karla has been creating a wildflower meadow 
for many years.  
 
Karla did try stripping an area of turf to 
create a fallow seed bed for sowing, but 
unfortunately, due to the low lying nature of 
the land, this created a shallow pond. “You 
live and learn” says Karla. “This method 
wasn’t very successful at creating a wild 
flower area in this landscape, but I’ll be 
trying other methods of increasing the species Karla’s boys enjoying the meadow © Karla Elms 
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diversity. The next step is to prepare an area 
for green hay spreading or planting plug 
plants, and I am researching the pros and cons 
and where to get material from such as the 
neighbouring nature reserve”. 
 
Karla is also interested in animal husbandry 
and having a good supply of vegetables for her 
family. She has a few sheep and buys in 
turkey chicks in July, culling them in 
November. Karla has found that one of the 
issues associated with keeping poultry of any 
kind is the high nutrient levels in the manure, 
particularly phosphorous, and she takes great 
care to rake up all the droppings. This will 
hopefully prevent the soil becoming enriched. 
 
After just 3 years Karla has achieved a great 
deal on her relatively small area: 

 an increase in diversity. 
 different flowers are beginning to 

flourish, including vetches,  
cuckooflower and cowslips.   

 in places there is a proliferation of 
fungi of various types, including puff 
balls.  

 small mammals have been seen 
scurrying along the hedgerows.  

 Toads and frogs have been heard and 
seen in the wetter areas of the 
meadows and the mounds and log piles 
are being used by many small 
creatures.  

 owls have been seen hunting over the 
meadow, hares have returned  and 
deer visit the pond. 

 
Karla takes the boys and their friends to 
‘play’ in the meadows in all weathers and she 
is currently taking courses to gain her Forest 
School accreditation. Karla explains why she 
wants to do this “Reconnecting my own 
children with the natural environment is 
important to me, and I want to be able to use 
my experience with the natural environment 
in a classroom setting particularly for children 
that can struggle with more formal education. 
This will give them confidence and balance in 
the long run, and I have seen the benefits in 
my own boys of being able to play in a wild 
environment.  
 

 

 

 

 
Karla’s boys searching for insects in their back garden 
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Two piles of plastic were cleared from the pond  © Karla Elms 

Beginning of a stone mound  © Karla Elms 


