
Wildlife Verges                               
Why have yellow flower signs sprouted up on local verges? Many of you will have 
seen the symbols outside Stream Cottage in Station Road, opposite Lambourn Farm 
on South Road, opposite Inholmes Cottage and Barn-field on St Helena Lane, outside 
Drews Farm on Plumpton Lane and a little further south opposite Miller’s Mead.  

These are part of East Sussex Highways ‘Wildlife Verges’ initiative. The verge 
protection scheme has been running for several years but the number of designated 
or candidate verges has recently increased. ‘Wildlife Verge’ is a non-statutory 
designation of roadside verges that support rare and unusual species, important 
wildlife communities, attractive floral displays, and/or are valued by the local 
community. The wildlife verges help meet the requirement of the 2016 “Well 
Managed Highway Infrastructure: A Code of Practice” that roadside verges should be 
managed with regard to nature conservation value and biodiversity principles.  

The newly designated verges include four that the wildlife group recommended to 
East Sussex Highways as most promising for enhancement as long ago as 2009. Those 
recommendations came from a wildlife group verge survey that year, which looked 
at 19 verges in the parish and recorded the flowering plant species on each in spring 
and summer. So, it has been a long wait but we are very pleased that action is being 
taken at last.  

The yellow flower signs help indicate to the ESCC grass cutting teams what time of 
year to carry out their cuts. Rural verges are usually mown twice a year and the 
cuttings are left on the verge. This is not good for wildflowers as the decomposing 
grass cuttings increase soil nutrients causing coarse vegetation such as docks, nettles 
and grasses to invade. The wildlife verges will be mown once a year, after the end of 
August once wildflowers have set seed and the bird nesting season is finished. Most 
importantly, the cuttings will be removed.  

The new regime should benefit a wide range of invertebrate species, providing floral 
nectar and pollen for some and leaves and stems for others to compete their life 
cycle undisturbed. Orange-tip butterflies, whose larvae feed on Garlic Mustard (or 
Jack-by-the-hedge as it is also known) and Lady’s-smock (whose alternative names 
include Cuckoo Flower and MIlkmaids) are among the butterflies that could benefit 
as well as a huge range of bees, flies and other insect pollinators. The wildlife group 



will be monitoring the success of this new regime and hope to see a decline in coarse 
vegetation and an increase in the more delicate wild flowers.  

The wildflower conservation charity, Plantlife, report that 809 plant species, about 
50% of the UK flora, can be found growing on road verges and in ditches and 
hedgerows. This includes 97 rare and threatened species. For some of these, 
roadside verges are now their main refuge. The road verges of Plumpton and East 
Chiltington include a diverse range of wildflowers but not, as far as we know, any 
rare species. Our 2009 survey found a total of 129 flowering plant species. The newly 
designated Plumpton verges include those we identified as having a high number of 
wildflower species and relatively small amounts of coarse grasses, nettles, docks and 
bramble.  

The wildlife verges could still be under threat, however. The verge on St Helena Lane 
has been damaged severely by a number of vehicles parking there as a result of a 
new build opposite. We hope that restitution will be made by the developers once 
the work is complete (but that it does not involve tipping a load of high-nutrient 
topsoil on the deep ruts). We recorded common spotted orchids on this verge in 
2009 but we don’t know whether they have survived the lack of good management 
in the intervening years. We shall go and look. 

There are other local verges that could be enhanced. Some verges are cut by 
adjacent landowners, often shaved so close that nothing is allowed to bloom. A 
notable example of this is one verge where a wonderful display of Betony was cut 
down in full flower. It is the only verge in the parish where this species occurs. This 
plant has declined markedly in recent years because of the changes in management 
of verges, cultivation, neglect of old grasslands and agricultural improvement 
according the recently published Flora of Sussex.  

Suggest a location for a wildlife verge: 
http://www.eastsussexhighways.com/sites/default/files/documents/knowledgebase
-articles/escc_verge_survey_form_oct_2017.docx 

Read the Wildlife Group report on Plumpton’s verges: 
https://plumptonwildlifegroup.weebly.com/uploads/1/4/1/6/14165790/verges_repo
rt1.pdf 

Read about Plantlife’s Road Verge campaign: http://plantlife.love-
wildflowers.org.uk/roadvergecampaign 
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