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Summary 

There is growing evidence of significant shifts in vegetation composition over the past five years at 
the former airbase on Greenham Common. There has been a gradual change in the character of the 
vegetation since the land was transferred from military use to the local authority and the land 
restored back to common grazing. However, the changes in the last five years have been significantly 
more rapid and indicate a need for changes in management to adapt to changing circumstances. 
There are serious risks of long-term damage to both the conservation interest of the site and its 

value for grazing. The changes seen in the vegetation point to a combination of changes in weather 
patterns and severe weather events coupled with continuous grazing, especially through winter 
months as the causal factor. It is recommended that grazing levels are adjusted more frequently in 

response to weather events and forage availability , and that the land is allowed to ‘rest’ for 

appropriate periods in order to allow the land to recover and thus protect the ecology and grazing 

value of the land in the long term. 

 

Introduction 

The vegetation on the former Greenham Common airbase has undergone significant changes in 
character since the land was transferred to the local authority and grazing was resumed. The 
previous management practice of regular mowing of the land whilst it was in military use maintained 
almost all of the areas around the base as short turf mostly less than 3 cm tall, including areas 
dominated by mixtures of heather and gorse. The cessation of this regular management resulted in 
some areas of gorse growing up rapidly and management at the time was insufficient to keep on top 
of this. It also allowed other scrub and tree species to establish. The removal of the concrete 
runways and hardstandings created large areas of bare gravel, a unique habitat in Berkshire. Over 
the course of the intervening period there has been a gradual reduction in the cover of heather and 
dwarf gorse, a reduction in the extent of bare, gravelly areas, increase in the cover of dense scrub 
and very significant increase in cover of common gorse (which is now being addressed through 
management intervention). These changes are for the most part predictable and are a consequence 
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of natural succession, soil forming processes, re-distribution of nutrients around the site by grazing 
animals, capture of nitrogen by gorse and nutrient input from atmospheric deposition. 

I have been closely monitoring the airbase since 2017, focussing on the rare plants which make the 
site unique and special. Some of these are useful indicators of changes in the character of the site 
and rapid increase in the abundance and distribution of these and other plants can be very 
informative. Many of these small plants are annuals which are opportunistic and have the ability to 
take advantage of rapidly changing circumstances such as reduced abundance of perennial grasses 
and increased availability of bare areas. Some mosses also have this ability to take advantage of 
changes and can indicate, for example, that grazing levels exceed the ability of plants to put on 
sufficient growth. 

 

The timeline 

There were clear indications that winter grazing levels were excessive in 2015/16. In that year cattle 
were frequently entering the areas of woodland to the south of the airbase in search of forage. This 
resulted in high levels of damage to the areas of wet woodland, in the form of poaching, soil damage 
and impacts on the woodland flora.  

With winter grazing continuing at similar levels in 2016/17 and 2017/18 there began to be evidence 
of changes in the vegetation on the airbase. These were: 

x An increase in the abundance and distribution of blinks, a tiny annual plant which is 
associated with patches of bare ground in the grassy areas. 

x A marked increase in the abundance and distribution of small-flowered buttercup, an annual 
plant of bare, disturbed turf and trodden areas. 

x An increase in the abundance of slender trefoil, an annual plant of short, damp turf and 
lawns. 

x Evidence of physical damage to heather by cattle trampling, ie damage to woody stems.  

 

The winter of October 2017 to January 2018 was mostly wet and mild but this was followed by a 
prolonged severe cold spell in February and March with significant snow fall, which is likely to have 
delayed plant growth. Then, in June through to early August there was a prolonged period of 
drought accompanied by very hot, sunny weather which caused most shallow-rooted plants to die 
off or to flower and set seed very quickly. In the summer of 2018 all above-ground parts of perennial 
grasses were essentially dead and there would have been very little available forage for grazing 
animals, even though small numbers remained present. 

The vegetation had not fully recovered by the early part of 2019 and there were some major shifts in 
the relative abundance of plants. The key changes evident were: 

x A loss of perennial grasses from many of the areas where the summer drought would have 
had greatest impact, ie places with free-draining, stony or shallow soil; 

x These areas became dominated mainly by squirreltail fescue, an annual grass with no forage 
value; 

x There was a marked increase in the abundance of small ‘weedy’ annual plants of bare, stony 
places including cornsalad, scarlet pimpernel, small mouse-ear and field madder; 
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x There was a noticeable increase in the extent of bare ground created by cattle trampling in 
grassy areas in late winter; 

x There was a continuation of the increase in the abundance of blinks, indicating increased 
availability of bare, damp patches in the turf. 

 

In 2020 there were further severe weather events which had profound influences on the vegetation. 
There was an exceptional prolonged period of rainfall in February. This was followed by a prolonged 
drought which lasted until July.  

The effects of the exceptional rainfall early in the year included: 

x A marked increase in the abundance of the common moss Bryum capillare, which 
favours bare, damp soil; 

x A flush in abundance of toad rush, a plant commonly associated with bare, trampled 
places; 

x An increase in abundance of procumbent pearlwort, a common ‘weedy’ plant 
associated with bare, damp soil on paths, tracks and lawns; 

x Further increase in the abundance of blinks in the short turf.  

The dry spring and early summer weather appeared to result in poor plant growth and the 
sward generally appeared ‘stunted’ throughout the year. This was accompanied by other 
evidence of poor pasture health: 

x Many areas were dominated by the small annual plant small mouse-ear; 
x Areas where one would expect perennial grasses to be thriving were dominated by 

swathes of squirreltail fescue and soft brome. 

Later in 2020 there was some recovery in the health of the vegetation although the sward 
remained very short. Some re-establishment of perennial grasses was noted in areas where 
plants had died off earlier in the year. However, continuation of grazing into the winter again 
resulted in evidence of damaging impacts: 

x The extent of bare ground in the grassy areas due to trampling is increasing; 
x There is evidence of widespread soil compaction in the increasing extent of shallow 

water after rain; 
x There is a marked increase in the distribution of the moss Archidium alternifolium, a 

species associated with bare, damp soil; 
x There is a continued increase in the abundance of the moss Bryum capillare; 
x Much of the sward is under 1 cm tall; 
x There are very few over-wintering stems of flowering plants present (which can have 

damaging effects on invertebrates).  

   

Conclusions 

There is compelling evidence from the vegetation on the airbase of a trend of quite rapid change. 
This is likely to be the result of a combination of continuous all-year-round grazing, a series of mild, 

88



wet winters, prolonged droughts and hot summer weather in 2018 and 2020. Some species are 
benefitting from these changes including the rare plants annual knawel and upright chickweed. 
However, the majority of impacts are detrimental and include: 

x Severe damage to the wet woodland in the SSSI; 
x Severe reduction in plant productivity and forage quality in the sward; 
x Marked increases in ‘weedy’ species and mosses to the extent that they make up a large 

proportion of the sward in many areas; 
x Reduced seed production as a consequence of flowers and seed heads being grazed off; 
x Reduced availability of pollen and nectar sources for invertebrates; 
x Reduced availability of over-wintering habitat for invertebrates;  
x Reductions in the abundance of grazing-sensitive plants such as zigzag clover and common 

spotted orchid; 
x Physical damage to heather and consequent reduction in its abundance.   
x Widespread soil compaction. 

 

Recommendations 

Whilst it is acknowledged that it can be difficult to manage common grazing systems in a similarly 
responsive manner as one would in a farm context, there is a need to more effectively balance 
grazing levels with forage availability. This is becoming urgent as some of the effects could have 
long-lasting impacts on both the grazing quality of the land and the ecology of the site, which will 
damage the Site of Special Scientific Interest. Both aspects are dependent upon each other. Grazing 
is critical to the maintenance of the grassland and heathland mosaic, to keep the vegetation in good 
condition, help to control scrub establishment and to provide structural variation. However, when 
grazing is not adjusted effectively in tune with weather conditions, plant growth and productivity 
there are damaging impacts on both the viability of the site to support grazing and its ecology.  

In any grazing system there should be a mechanism to ‘rest’ the pasture so that plant growth can 
recover, plants are able to re-build energy reserves and make use of available nutrients. When this is 
not possible there is usually a decline in productivity and forage quality, leading to the sort of issues 
seen at Greenham Common, ie increasing cover of bare patches, increased ‘weediness’, loss of 
forage grasses, soil compaction and increase in moss cover. These rest periods may need to be 
adjusted to fit with weather patterns and the health of the system, so flexibility will be needed until 
it is clear that an equilibrium has been reached between grazing levels and productivity. As a general 
rule, rest periods should be timed to coincide with periods of reduced plant growth, such as early 
winter and during summer droughts. Each period should last at least 6 weeks or until such time as 
plant growth is seen to recover. 

Key changes required as a matter of urgency: 

• There is a need for agreement over the introduction of pasture rest periods so as to achieve 
a better balance between grazing levels and availability of forage. It is strongly recommended that 
all grazing animals are removed during these periods to maximise the benefits; 

• Such rest periods should coincide with periods of reduced plant growth in early winter, 
during summer droughts and after similar extreme weather events which adversely affect 
productivity. It is recommended that rest periods should last for at least 6 weeks or until plant 
growth recovers. 

89



Photos illustrating the changes in vegetation: 

       

  

A view of the sward in May 2009 
showing that although the 
vegetation was only about 12cm tall 
most plants and grasses are able to 
flower and the sward is quite dense, 
providing good forage.   

A similar view taken in May 2012 
showing remarkable plant growth 
and a dense sward of grasses and 
flowering plants. 
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In June 2016 parts of the sward 
remain very rich in flowering plants 
and there is good overall cover of 
perennial grasses. 

The long severe drought of 2018 had major impacts on the vegetation resulting in 
early dying off of most annual plants and die-back of perennial grasses. 
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A view of alder woodland south 
of the airbase taken in April 
2019 with extensive ground 
damage by cattle trampling. 

A typical view of the grassland in June 2020 following another prolonged drought from April. 
Note the short and patchy nature of the sward.  
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All photos included in the report were taken by Graham Steven. 

 

Graham Steven 

Natural England Field Unit 

2 March 2021 

A view of the grassland in August 
2020 just starting to recover after a 
long drought but with many areas 
still very bare. Note the very short 
nature of the sward and lack of 
flowers. 

A view of the site in December 2020 showing the very short sward present at this time and high 
cover of mosses. 
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