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Converting grass or arable land to wild flowers 

Grassland can be successfully converted to wild flowers, but dangers lie in wait for the unwary. Too 
many examples have come our way of customers spraying off grassland, making a seedbed, sowing  
new seed and ending up with the same grass which they started with and very few if any of the wild 
flowers which they sowed. How can it go so wrong? The culprit is almost certainly dormant seed. 

Arable land will have lost most perennials through repeated herbicides and poses less of a problem 
regarding dormant seed. However there will be huge numbers of annual weeds which need to be 
reduced. 

What is dormant seed?  
We cannot see it but the soil is full of it, annuals and perennials. Dormant seed lasts for years. 
Gardeners will know that if you work an area of soil and leave it in the growing season, it will green 
up in a week or two. This is dormant seed. In grassland, the dormant seed will probably be grasses, 
most of which are perennials. These seeds will out-compete wild flowers, which are notoriously slow 
to establish. An annual such as fat hen may grow to 4ft while a cowslip grows to 4 inches.  
 
Method to reduce dormant seed on grassland sites 
This can only be done in the growing season, May – Sept.  
May: Rotavate, make a seed bed and wait for it to green up. Spraying first is also an option.  
June: Harrow (which is a farming technique for raking) on a dry day which will kill off the inch high 
seedlings. This automatically brings up more dormant seed. 
June – Aug: Repeat the process (waiting for it to green up again which may mean waiting for some 
rain). The more times you can do this the better, may be 3 or 4 times. By the time you get to the end 
of August, the dormant seed will have been significantly reduced.  
September: Sow.  
 
Method for arable sites 
After harvest, cultivate to encourage weed germination. Spray and then broadcast the new seed the 
next day, which means dropping it out of the seed drill with no disturbance of the soil. Roll 
(Cambridge roll, a roller with ridges). If there is no more disturbance of the soil, you should not bring 
up any more dormant seed. Drilling seed means making a slot in the soil and dropping the seed into 
it and then lightly covering it. This does not suit wild flower seed, which likes to be left on the soil 
surface, hence the term ‘broadcasting’. 
 
Spring sowing of grassland sites 
From the above you can conclude correctly that creating a seedbed in the spring and trying to sow 
will end in tears as there is no time to fallow and reduce dormant seed. This is especially the case 
with fertile soils. Getting rid of dormant seed takes time, usually a growing season, which is why 
planning is vital. One method to avoid the problems of dormant seed is to sow your seed onto a 
sterile mulch (PAS 100 green waste) spread to a depth of 75mm. This is highly effective but adds 
additional cost. 


