Caring for my Perennial Meadow
Early Season Weed Control
Every landscape feature needs management and whilst perennial Pictorial Meadows are very low maintenance this
does not mean no maintenance – especially if you want to retain all that special flower power.
Early to Mid Spring is the perfect time to check on weed content and to undertake some simple tasks that will do just
that. Well established meadows with good species composition are very resistant to invasion from outside but it will
still happen and once established many of our less desirable wild plants are very good at colonising – especially on
these much richer soils.
Not all colonisation is bad of course. Your meadow will change composition in new and exciting ways over time and
many of the desirable plants will spread naturally by seed and root to occupy any available gaps. Below on the left
you can see hundreds of tiny Honesty and Pink Campion seedlings in our Woodland Edge mix doing exactly this.

Then there are many of our native wildflowers that might not be in the original mix but are also great at colonising
gaps if the conditions are right. Unless you really don’t like them they normally add rather than detract from the
display. Meadow buttercup (right) and Dandelions are good examples of these.
Some times (especially in the early years) you may find that some of very attractive sown species are really
dominating and you may wonder whether you should start to treat these as weeds. A good example is this white
Hesperis below which is enjoying a particularly good year in a Golden Summer Meadow. Normally we would advise
you to to just let nature take its course as these sorts of displays can be very dramatic and then almost completely
change the year after as one species exhausts its resources and others come to the fore.

Then there are the real undesirables. This is really anything that you think looks ugly. We tend to be harsh on plants
like docks, thistles, bindweed, rank grass, nettles and brambles. If you have established your meadow properly they
will all find it difficult to freely colonisation from year 2 onwards but they will keep trying! For large landscapes the
simplest and most effective method of control is to use a selective herbicide to carefully spot spray any offending
weeds off before the spring canopy closes over. If caught at the right time this is a very cost effective process. For
small domestic landscapes or where an organic approach is being take, individual undesirables need pulling out or
consider burning. Anything that reduces their vigour and allows the good plants to thrive will be beneficial.

End of Season Cut and Collect
The one task common to all meadow schemes is an end of season cut and collect. This brings a number of benefits.




It acts as an end of season weed control method.
it promotes basal shooting and matt formation of the desirable plants
it controls and slowly reduces soil fertility which favours the more desirable plants

You can use a range of different techniques to do the cut and collect depending on the size of the meadow. A few
square meters of meadow can be cut with hand sheers and raked off. A mechanical reciprocating cutter such as
hedge cutters or a walk behind Scythe Cutter will make easy work of cutting but will need raking off. For larger
meadows, a tractor mounted cut and collect flail will do the job. Some of these come with a tipping collection
hopper so the green waste can be loaded into a van. Be sure the cutting machine is robust enough to cut the
meadow and not pull up the plants which can be the case with some rotary cutters especially if the blades are not
sharp. Aim for a finished cut height of around 100mm.

Collecting and disposing of the ‘arisings’ from the end of season cut is critical in the early years of establishing the
meadow. After that it really helps to sustain species diversity but is probably the single most time consuming and
expensive management task that you need to do. Although it can take quite a number of years to reduce the fertility
in normal garden and landscape soils there will be quite an obvious drop in the first 5 years as quite a substantial
amount of green material is removed. This in turn promotes finer plant forms over time and much greater ecological
stability.

The ‘Chelsea Chop’
Pictorial Meadows are designed for long season flowering and once established should look lovely from spring
to late autumn without any additional work

Sometimes though a mid-season cut and collect can be used to create a different later season look . This is
especially valuable in Schools and Universities where the Autumn term flowering is more important than say August.
A mid season (late June to early August ) cut and collect performed after the first flush of flowers has started to die
away encourages a more compact and much later floral display, often showing colour right up until mid winter.
You may also want to make sure you have the perfect meadow for a special diary date - sometimes referred to as
‘The Chelsea Chop’ . Again you are looking at cutting hard back to around 100 mm and collecting and removing all
vegetation 8 weeks before the key date. This might seem drastic but you are unlikely to regret it. Very shortly the
sward will green over and within a month new flowers will be appearing on a much shorter sward. 2 months later
the meadow will be looking glorious again and with any luck, will continue well into late autumn and even
throughout a mild winter.
You will always loose something by doing this but the mixes are variable enough to accommodate this.

