


UPPER THAMES TRIBUTARIES ESA
The ESA covers six river valleys and includes some wonderful examples of

flood meadows and pastures together with features such as willow trees,

hedgerows, ponds and reed beds. The valleys contrast dramatically in

appearance, ranging from the narrow valleys of the Windrush, Evenlode,

Glyme and Cherwell to the wide open floodplains of the Thames and Ray.

As a result of human settlement since prehistoric times the area is rich in

archaeological interests. 

The traditional pastoral landscape has evolved over centuries through the

farming of the fertile floodplains. The hay meadows, which are cut each

year and then grazed, are unique in their diversity of wild flowers. The

damp pastures also provide habitat for some of our rare wading birds,

whose breeding numbers have declined rapidly in recent years.

It is important that the traditional agricultural management continues in

order to conserve these special areas. 

The Upper Thames Tributaries ESA aims to protect and, where

possible, enhance the distinctive character of the landscape,

ecological and historic resources by encouraging the sensitive

management of its grassland and surrounding features.

This map is illustrative not definitive.
Reproduced from the 1993 Ordnance Survey 1:250,000 mapping with the permission of the Controller of
Her Majesty’s Stationery Office © Crown copyright. Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown copyright and
may lead to prosecution or civil proceedings. DEFRA Licence No: GD272361.
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THE ESA SCHEME
WHAT DOES IT OFFER?

• Voluntary entry.

• Annual payment based on the area 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 management options, or

tiers reflect the traditional farming methods

which have led to the special environmental

interest in the area. If you wish to apply, you

must include all your permanent grassland that

lies within the ESA. Eligibility for the individual

tiers is described in the following pages under

the heading ‘Conditions of Entry’.

OPTIONS

As every farm within the ESA is different, you

are able to choose the options, as shown

opposite, that are most appropriate to your

circumstances. The choice of option can be

made on a field by field basis, having regard to

its environmental interest 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.
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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.

PERMANENT GRASSLAND

Tier 1A

EXTENSIVE GRASSLAND

Tier 1B

ARABLE REVERSION TO

EXTENSIVE GRASSLAND

Tier 3A

WET GRASSLAND

Tier 2

ARABLE REVERSION TO

WET GRASSLAND

Tier 3B

ARABLE MARGIN BUFFER STRIP

Tier 3C

UNFERTILISED HEADLAND

SUPPLEMENT

STOCK EXCLUSION

SUPPLEMENT

HAY MAKING

SUPPLEMENT

HEDGE RESTORATION SUPPLEMENT
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COMMON CONDITIONS FOR
ALL LAND RECEIVING

ESA PAYMENTS

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

scheme and apply to land in all tiers.

GRASSLAND MANAGEMENT

Grazing is essential if the grassland is to be

maintained and, where practical, enhanced.

While sheep and cattle are the most

appropriate grazing animals, horses may also

graze the land. If horses are grazed,

management problems will be reduced by

ensuring that they are grazed in conjunction

with sheep or cattle.

WEED CONTROL

Due to the variety of plants and insects that are

found in grassland it is important that

herbicides are used carefully. Weeds such as

thistles, docks, nettles and ragwort must be

controlled either by topping or by careful use

of herbicides. In such cases, weed-wiping or

other methods of spot treatment must be used.

LANDSCAPE FEATURES

The management of willow trees, hedgerows

and other boundary features has a major

impact on the landscape. The removal of these

is not permitted and there is a comprehensive

range of capital grants within the Conservation

Plan to encourage restoration of these features.

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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ARABLE MARGIN
BUFFER STRIPS

Grass margins around arable fields next to watercourses can improve water

quality by preventing soil, pesticides and fertiliser getting into the water. They also

provide a valuable new habitat for wildlife, particularly where they link other

existing habitats. The objective of this tier is to protect and enhance the wildlife

interest in, and adjacent to, the watercourses.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

Any arable land that borders ponds,

ditches or rivers can be entered into this

tier. The grass margin should be between

5 and 30 metres wide.

ESTABLISHMENT OF GRASS

The grass seed mixture and sowing rate must

be agreed with the Project Officer before

purchase. If you wish to include native wild

flowers in the mix then grant aid may be

available through the Conservation Plan.

Cultivations and sowing should take place as

soon as possible after harvest so that the

margin is established before the autumn.

MANAGEMENT

To create an ideal wildlife habitat the grass

margin should be relatively undisturbed and

tussocky in appearance. Management of the

margin after 1 July can be either by mowing,

topping or extensive grazing. To add variety,

the outer part of the margin could be left uncut

or only cut every other year. Pesticides and

fertilisers should not be applied to any part of

the margin. Once you have chosen your

preferred management this should be agreed

with the Project Officer within six months of

the start of the agreement.

TIER

3C

If you establish a good network of rough

grass margins around the farm it is quite

possible that they will be used by barn owls

hunting for voles. If there is sufficient food

barn owls can be encouraged to breed by

the construction of nest boxes. Grant aid

may be available for these under Work Code

50 of the Conservation Plan.
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SUPPLEMENTARY PAYMENT
OPTIONS

HEDGEROW RESTORATION

Most farms have some hedges which are

gappy or overgrown. A payment is available

for the restoration of these hedges, if the work

is agreed as part of a long term programme.

Work can include laying, coppicing or planting

and any hedges located within the ESA

boundary may be eligible. Where hedgerow

restoration is only carried out on an infrequent

basis then a Conservation Plan grant may be

more appropriate.

UNFERTILISED HEADLANDS

(for land in Tier 1A)

Most of the wildlife interest associated with

improved grassland is around the field

headlands, close to the hedges and ditches.

If no artificial fertilisers or manures are applied

to a six metre margin around the field then

considerable environmental benefits can be

achieved. The supplementary payment is then

available on the complete field area.

STOCK EXCLUSION

(for land in Tiers 1B or 3A)

The absence of grazing livestock in April and

May can encourage breeding waders, in

particular where there is very wet grassland

nearby. Grazing in mid-summer and autumn

should be managed so that a tussocky sward

structure develops which will provide suitable

nest sites in the following spring. This

supplement may also be used where other

environmental interests will benefit from

reduced grazing pressure in the spring.

HAY MAKING

(for land in Tiers 1B or 3A)

A very special mix of grasses and flowers has

developed on the damp hay meadows. The

combination of late cutting and then drying the

herbage ensures that most of the seeds are left

on the surface. Autumn grazing will tread the

seeds into the soil for germination the

following year. To be eligible for this

supplement the land must be shut up for hay

making, without any spring grazing, and not

mown until after 10 July. Cattle or sheep must

graze the aftermath.
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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.

SITUATION

New routes are likely to be most appropriate

on sites which are close to towns and villages

where there may be a public need for further

areas of 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 historical

feature

• a walk along a riverside or woodland.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter one or more routes on

enclosed land which is also entered into

one of the ESA’s 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.

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

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 then payment under the new

scheme may be possible.

Signs and directional arrows will be

provided for you to put up. New stiles, gates

and footbridges may be eligible under the

scheme for grant under a Conservation Plan.

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.
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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 and wildlife habitats,

and will protect historic features. Grants are also available to subsidise the cost of

certain works that are a requirement of the more demanding environmental

options, e.g. (construction of water control structures). Prior approval in writing is

needed before any work starts or materials are bought.

This part of the ESA agreement is optional and

can be carried out over a time that suits you.

Standard payment rates have been calculated

for many eligible items, making it easy for

farmers to carry out work themselves and

claim on a standard basis. These rates will be

used as the basis of payment calculations

where appropriate. A Conservation Plan

agreement can include:

• the reintroduction of willow pollarding

• hedge planting, laying or coppicing

• pond creation or restoration

• water control structures and ditching

• other works for the restoration or

enhancement of wildlife habitats.

The complete list of eligible items and rates of

grant payable is set out on the Information

Sheet.
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• List of Prescriptions

• Information Sheet

• Enquiry Form


