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This booklet has been produced by DEFRA to explain how the ESA

scheme works, and to outline the required management practices.

The diverse countryside we see today has largely been created by

many generations of farmers making their living from the land.

But economic and technical changes have put pressure on the local

farming practices which were responsible for the creation of this

landscape and the wildlife it supports.

The Environmentally Sensitive Area scheme was introduced in

1987 to pay farmers for maintaining or adopting agricultural

methods which promote the conservation and enhancement of the

countryside in areas of high wildlife, landscape or historic value.

The scheme aims, through voluntary agreements funded by the

taxpayer, to strike a balance between commercial farming and the

care and protection of the countryside. It seeks to integrate good

farming practice with a range of specific measures for the benefit of

the local countryside. It is designed so that the majority of farmers

can, and we hope do, enter it.
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SOUTH DOWNS ESA

The characteristic open rolling downland and the river valleys which

cross the Downs provide valuable habitats for the wild flowers and

insects associated with traditional chalk grassland, as well as breeding

sites for birds such as lapwing and snipe. There is a wealth of

archaeological interest, including prehistoric hill forts and other

settlements and the remains of extensive field systems. Historic field

barns, livestock enclosures and traditional flint walls all add to the

interest of this unique area.

Without agriculture, this landscape and much of the wildlife would not

survive. It is essential that it should continue in a way that takes account

of all of these special attributes.

This map is illustrative not definitive.
Based on the Ordnance Survey 1:250,000 map with the permission of the Controller of Her MajestyÕs Stationery
Office, Crown Copyright. Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown Copyright and may lead to prosecution or
civil proceedings. DEFRA licence No GD272361. ADAS Cartography, Wolverhampton. CUH/996/102.
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THE ESA SCHEME
WHAT DOES IT OFFER?

• Voluntary entry. 

• Annual payment based on the amount of land under agreement.

• Several farm management options.

• Payments reviewed regularly.

• An agreement for ten years with a ‘break clause’ after five years.

• Access to capital grants.

ELIGIBILITY

If you occupy land within the ESA, and it is in

agricultural use, you may be eligible to join

the scheme. The different farm management

options, or tiers, reflect the traditional farming

methods which have led to the special

environmental interest in the area. If you

submit an application you may include some

or all of the permanent grass or arable land

on your farm within the ESA.

OPTIONS

As every farm within the ESA is different, you

choose the options, as shown below, that are

most appropriate to your circumstances. The

choice of option can be made on a field by

field basis, having regard to its ecology and

providing the conditions of entry are satisfied.

Management within the more demanding

options includes the requirement to follow all

the prescriptions in a less demanding option.

For more information contact your Project Officer or complete an enquiry form. Both the Project

Officer’s name and the enquiry form are at the back of this booklet. 
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COMMON CONDITIONS FOR
ALL LAND RECEIVING AN

ESA PAYMENT

Some aspects of land management are fundamental to the objectives of the

scheme and they apply to land in all tiers.

LANDSCAPE FEATURES

Hedgerows, walls, traditional buildings,

dewponds and other ponds and

archaeological remains, all play a vital role in

this unique landscape. It is therefore essential

that they are maintained and not damaged or

removed. There is a comprehensive range of

capital grants within the Conservation Plan to

encourage the restoration or reinstatement of

all of these features.

WEED CONTROL

The great variety of plants and insects found

in grassland are all sensitive to chemical

sprays so it is important that herbicides are

not used indiscriminately. Weeds such as

thistles, docks, ragwort and nettles must be

controlled. This should be done by means of

mechanical topping or weed-wiping or spot

treatment, using a knapsack sprayer.

RESEEDING

Reseeding by cultivation can drastically

change the composition of the sward and

reduce plant species diversity. This operation

is not allowed.

LIVESTOCK

Grazing is essential if the grassland is to be

maintained and where practical, enhanced.

While sheep and cattle are most appropriate,

horses may graze the land provided that they

do so in conjunction with sheep or cattle. 

All grassland entered into the scheme is

subject to a Grassland Management Plan

agreed with the Project Officer. This forms

part of the agreement and is binding. 

CODES OF GOOD

AGRICULTURAL PRACTICE

All participants in the ESA scheme are

expected to follow the Codes of Good

Agricultural Practice. Copies of these codes

are available free of charge from

DEFRA Publications, Admail 6000,

London SW1A 2XX.

DETAILED PRESCRIPTIONS

The detailed farming prescriptions which

must be followed are set out at the back of

this booklet. In the event of any difficulty in

following these prescriptions, please contact

your Project Officer. It is possible to adapt an

ESA agreement to make allowances for site-

specific management for some habitats or

species of particular nature conservation

importance.
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PERMANENT GRASSLAND
ON THE CHALK

The plant species composition of the traditional chalk grassland turf is a direct

result of centuries of animal grazing, predominantly by sheep. The best

grassland sites can support up to 40 species of grass, wild flowers and herbs 

per square metre. The objective for this tier is to achieve appropriate grazing

management of the internationally important chalk grassland, to maintain its

conservation status and prevent its loss through scrub encroachment and to

protect historic remains.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You can enter any or all of your grassland

on the chalk, which has not been

ploughed or reseeded for at least five

years prior to the application being made.

may lead to the destruction of their nests or

young. Mowing or topping is allowed, but it

may only take place after 1 July.

FERTILISER

By applying fertiliser, either organic or

inorganic, the growth of the more vigorous

plant species is encouraged to the detriment

of other species of grass and flowers. This is

particularly true of the plants found in

traditional chalk downland turf and, to protect

this national asset, no fertiliser is allowed.

SCRUB MANAGEMENT

Scrub is widespread on some parts of the

Downs and provides a valuable source of

cover and food for birds and invertebrates.

When it is left uncontrolled, it can spread

rapidly and become dense, subsequently

shading out the valuable grassland and

wild flower communities. In order to

prevent this happening, you will agree

a plan of scrub control with your Project

Officer, which will be described in your

Grassland Management Plan.

FIELD OPERATIONS

The delicate composition of the grass sward

and any birds nesting in it can easily be

damaged by chain harrowing and rolling,

so these operations will not normally be

permitted.

GRAZING AND MOWING

Grazing is of paramount importance and

specific requirements will be contained in the

Grassland Management Plan that will be

drawn up with you. If you need to provide

livestock with supplementary feed, particularly

during the winter months, sites will need to

be agreed in advance so that they may be

included in the Plan. Cutting the grass in the

spring can disturb ground-nesting birds and

TIER

1
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PERMANENT GRASSLAND IN
THE RIVER VALLEYS

Traditionally, the grass in the river valleys was used for summer grazing for

livestock and during the winter it provided an undisturbed sanctuary for over-

wintering birds. More recently, through the techniques of drainage in particular, the

land has been farmed more intensively. The objective for this tier is to achieve

appropriate grazing and other management in the river valleys, to protect and

maintain the flora and fauna associated with extensively managed damp grassland

and its adjoining watercourses, and to protect historic remains from damage.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You can enter any or all of your

grassland in the river valleys, which has

not been ploughed or reseeded for at

least five years prior to the application

being made.

WATER MANAGEMENT

The variety of different plants in the river

valleys is partly due to the seasonal

waterlogging of fields. Damp conditions are

also valuable for over-wintering and breeding

birds. The installation of any new drainage

system or the modification of any existing

system to lower the water table is, therefore,

not allowed. The normal system of relatively

high ditch water levels for drinking water for

livestock is also essential for aquatic flora and

fauna associated with ditches. So, where ditch

water levels are within your control, you will

be expected to ensure that between March

and October the ditches contain at least 30

cm of water and that the water level is not

more than 60 cm below grassland level.

DITCH MAINTENANCE

In order for ditches to function properly, they

require regular but infrequent maintenance.

Mechanical ditch cleaning on a rotational

basis is least damaging to plants, allowing

them to re-establish quickly. Under no

circumstances should herbicides be used to

control bank side plants and aquatic

vegetation.

FIELD OPERATIONS

Chain harrowing and rolling during the spring

can be extremely damaging to nesting birds.

You may not carry out these operations

during the main breeding season of April,

May and June.

TIER

2

It is possible to adapt an ESA agreement to make allowances for the site-specific management

needed for some species of particular nature conservation importance. Contact your Project

Officer for further details.
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REVERSION OF ARABLE LAND
TO CHALK GRASSLAND

Reverting arable land back to species-rich grassland will help to re-establish the

characteristic wildlife found on chalk downland and enhance the downland

landscape. The objective for this tier is to increase the extent of existing chalk

grassland through the targeting of arable reversion to species-rich grassland.

This will enable grassland with sward diversification potential to develop

into downland and buffer and reinforce existing sites. It will also protect

historic remains from damage by ploughing.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter land which will enhance

existing chalk grassland and which was in

arable cropping or ley grassland which

formed part of an arable rotation on

31 August 1991. Ley grassland is not

eligible if it was more than five years old

on that date.

MOWING

The seeds of chalk grassland species may still

be present in the soil and, to give them the

best chance of colonising, it is important that

the nutrient status of the land is reduced as

quickly as possible. Cutting the herbage and

removing it is an accepted way of achieving

this depletion, so for the first three years you

must cut the grass, after 1 July, and remove it

as hay or silage.

FIELD OPERATIONS

Once the grass is established, it will

sometimes be necessary to chain harrow and

roll the land, to prevent damage to machinery

when the grass is mown. This is, however,

the only form of cultivation that is allowed

and it must be completed by 31 March.

SEEDS MIXTURE

Recent research work has shown that diverse

seed mixtures have greater potential for

developing into chalk grassland. The seed

mixture must contain a mix of seven grasses

and three wild flowers typical of chalk

grassland. In order to avoid possible problems

that could arise if agricultural cultivars of

some of these species are sown, the details of

the seed mixture must be agreed with your

Project Officer before purchase.

TIER

3A

The purchase of seed mixtures will be

grant-aided under a Conservation Plan.
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REVERSION OF ARABLE LAND
TO PERMANENT GRASSLAND

Reverting arable land back to permanent grassland will enhance the downland

and river valley landscapes, avoid damaging or destroying historic features by

ploughing and reduce potentially dangerous tractor operations on steep slopes.

The objective for this tier is to encourage the reintroduction of grassland for

these purposes and to achieve a balance between arable and grassland

appropriate to each landscape type.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter land which will enhance

the landscape and which was in arable

cropping or ley grassland which formed

part of an arable rotation on 31 August

1991. Ley grassland is not eligible if it was

more than five years old on that date.

SEED MIXTURE AND

FERTILISER

You may choose the seed mixture that you

sow. You are advised, if the land is on the

Downs, to include some species typical of

chalk grassland for the benefit of wildlife

conservation. Once the sward has been

established for three years, you may, at the

Project Officer’s discretion, apply a nitrogen

fertiliser at a maximum rate of 40 kg per

hectare or farmyard manure at 15 tonnes per

hectare each year.

FIELD OPERATIONS

Once the grass is established, it will

sometimes be necessary to chain harrow and

roll the land to prevent damage to machinery.

These operations must be completed by

31 March.

TIER

3B
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ARABLE
MANAGEMENT

WINTER STUBBLES WITH

UNDERSOWING

Invertebrate numbers in over-wintered grass

following cereals are extremely high and

provide a vital food source for birds in the

spring. Many of these beneficial insects also

provide a measure of aphid control in

adjoining crops. If short-term grassland suits

your farming system, you may choose to

leave stubbles from immediately post harvest

and plough or cultivate after 30 November,

then sow a spring cereal crop which must be

undersown with a grass/clover mixture. There

will be no restrictions on the way that the

undersown cereal crop is managed. The

resulting grass crop must, however, remain in

place until at least 30 June in the year

following harvest of the undersown cereals.

WINTER STUBBLES WITHOUT

UNDERSOWING

Stubbles must be left undisturbed from

immediately post harvest until 15 February.

Farmyard manure may be applied to the land,

which will increase the feeding opportunities

for birds. The land may also be sprayed, to

kill off grass weeds, but not before 1 January.

Once the land has been ploughed or

cultivated, there will be no restrictions on its

subsequent use.

Continuous cropping with winter-sown crops does little for the wildlife on an

arable farm. Birds such as partridges, finches and buntings can benefit from

stubbles left over winter, undersowing spring cereals and conservation

headlands. The objective for this tier is to restore to the arable areas some

extensively managed field margins and winter stubbles.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

When you enter land into this tier, you

may enter any or all of your land which is

in arable or cereal cropping. Land which

is under any sort of grass cropping is not

eligible. Once you enter land into this tier,

you will be expected to enter a similar

amount each year over the life of your

Agreement. This area may be rotated

around the farm, as agreed with your

Project Officer.

TIER

4
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CONSERVATION HEADLANDS

The edges of arable fields can support a

variety of invertebrates and wild flowers

without affecting the quality of the crop that

you take from the rest of the field. The

headland strip must be at least 6 metres wide

and the minimum area must be at least

2 hectares. Insecticides may only be used

between 31 August and the following

1 January. An up to date list of permitted

pesticides is available, on request, from your

Project Officer. You may introduce a sterile

strip between the field boundary and the

crop, which may be cultivated and sprayed

with a herbicide, providing the strip is not

more than 1 metre wide.
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PUBLIC
ACCESS

The access option is intended to enable you to permit new access by the public

along routes across or around your ESA land for the lifetime of the agreement.

The route would take the form of a 10-metre-wide strip which is signposted and

available for use by the public at no charge.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter one or more routes on

enclosed land, which is also entered into

one of the ESA’s other options. Land

which is subject to an existing Public

Right of Way is not eligible. If the

proposed route is likely to damage the

ESA’s wildlife or other objectives it may

not be accepted.

SITUATION

New routes are likely to be most appropriate

on sites which are close to towns or villages

where there may be a public need for further

areas for walking within the countryside. New

routes could provide:

• circular walks which link up with existing

Public Rights of Way

• access to a fine view point or historic

feature

• a walk along a riverside or by woodland.

ELIGIBILITY

Routes should be easy to reach on foot or it

should be possible to park nearby. Payments

are not available where there is an existing

Public Right of Way or where the public have

traditionally been allowed to walk even

though no rights exist. Where this de facto

access has existed for some time the courts

might, if required, deem it to be a Public

Right of Way. If, however, the existing use by

the public is only occasional and by only a

few people then payment under the scheme

may be possible.

COUNTRYSIDE AND RIGHTS

OF WAY ACT 2000
Under the Act, the ESA Scheme does not

make payment for new access provision on

land that may qualify as ‘Open Countryside’

e.g. mountain, moor, heath and downland.

Signs and directional arrows will be

provided for you to put up. New stiles,

gates and footbridges may be eligible for

grant under a Conservation Plan.

ACCESS

TIER
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CONSERVATION
PLAN

The Conservation Plan provides an opportunity to carry out a variety of capital

works which will enhance the character of the landscape, wildlife habitats and

protect historic features. Grants are also available to reduce the cost of certain

works that are a requirement of the more demanding environmental options,

e.g. the cost of the diverse seed mixture. The work and the grant need to be

agreed in advance, before any work starts.

This part of the ESA scheme is optional and

work can be carried out over a time period

that suits you. A Conservation Plan can

include

• fencing to enable re-introduction

of grazing

• restoration of ponds

• management of scrub

• renovation of traditional farm buildings

• rebuilding flint walls

• hedge laying, coppicing and planting.

The complete list of eligible items is set out

on the Information Sheet.
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