The ELAN VALLEY MEADOWS Project

CONSERVATION & RESTORATION OF SPECIES-RICH GRASSLANDS 
IN THE ELAN VALLEY

The Elan Valley, located to the west of Rhayader in mid-Powys, includes some of the most important neutral and acidic grasslands in Wales. These species-rich grasslands are distributed among seven clusters of upland fringe hay-meadows and pastures spread over a 20 km stretch of the valley. They support a distinctive upland-fringe Welsh flora, including species such as great burnet Sanguisorba officinalis, mountain pansy Viola lutea, wood bitter-vetch Vicia orobus, greater butterfly-orchid Platanthera chlorantha and fragrant orchid Gymnadenia conopsea.
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The 'Elan Valley Meadows project' was set up to address both the management of the existing species-rich grasslands and their potential expansion, as well as some small-scale supporting studies. It also involves demonstrating best practice, and interpreting the project outputs for interested parties and the general public.
Main aspects of the project:

Rehabilitation of existing species-rich grassland

It has become increasingly difficult to manage some of the Elan Valley hay meadows in recent years due to declining hay yields. Within representative meadows long-term experimental work is attempting to determine what levels of lime and/or farmyard manure inputs are required to restore the production of a hay crop while at the same time maintaining high levels of floristic diversity. 

Restoration of species-rich swards

There are considerable opportunities within the Estate for restoring and expanding the extent of species-rich grasslands. In some cases, diversification is occurring naturally along with monitoring to characterize and steer the nature and rate of reversion. In other cases, management intervention such as green-hay strewing has been implemented on receptor sites previously identified as having suitable low nutrient status soils and sward structure.

Bracken and scrub control
As with many upland-fringe sites scrub invasion is another major problem at some of the Elan Valley grasslands. An ongoing programme of bracken control is focusing on stands that retain elements of an acidic or neutral grassland flora beneath the bracken canopy. 

Land-use history
Another key objective of the project is to develop our understanding of past land-use management practices within the Valley that have led to the development of the species-rich grassland communities. Documenting this information will help guide decisions on future land-use management.
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The Project is funded and supported by the Elan Valley Trust and Countryside Council for Wales

