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6 Regeneration of Devil’s-bit Scabious from the seed bank 

This study explores the re-establishment possibilities of the host plant Devil’s-bit Scabious from the 
soil seed bank. 

Main question 

Are viable Devil’s-bit Scabious seeds present in the soil seed bank of the mire vegetations? 

6.1 Methods 

Five soil samples (0-5 centimetres plus the litter layer) were collected by means of a soil corer in each 
of the four experimental blocks, and in the area known as the Lows north and Ashcott plot. The soil 
samples were spread out in a seed tray on top of layer of kiln-dried sand, watered and placed in a 
polytunnel. The seed trays were covered by horticultural fleece to protect them from influx of other 
seeds. The trays were watered every week and any emerging seedlings were identified and recorded. If 
necessary, seedlings were grown on in pots to enable identification. 

6.2 Results 

No Devil’s-bit Scabious seedlings emerged from the soil samples. There was a high proportion of 
rushes present in all samples, mainly Soft Rush and Bulbous Rush and the proportion of grasses was 
low (see figure 6.1). One specimen of Ivy-leaved Bellflower germinated in a soil sample originating 
from block 1, while six specimens of Bog Pimpernel emerged from a soil sample collected on Ashcott 
plot. Please refer to appendix IV for further information about recorded species. 

6.3 Discussion & Conclusion 

Seedlings emergence techniques are widely used when the aim is to establish seed bank densities 
(Simpson and others 1989). It provides an estimate of viable seeds in the soil based on germination of 
seeds maintained under conditions favourable to germination. A limitation of this method is that one 
can never be sure that germination conditions for all species in the sample are met. However, this 
method is desirable over direct counting of seeds as this is extremely tedious and gives no information 
about viability (Simpson and others 1989). A good number of seedlings emerged from the samples, 
and, in agreement with findings by several other authors (eg several references in Grime 1989; Bekker 

Figure 6.1  The mean proportion of forbs, grasses, sedges and rushes emerging from the five soil 
samples originating from the four experimental blocks and the Lows north and Ashcott plot. 
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and others 1997), the species composition in the grassland seed bank flora and the aboveground plant 
community was strikingly dissimilar, containing large amounts of non-target species such as Soft Rush 
and Bulbous Rush (Bakker & Berendse 1999). Although other rare forbs like Bog Pimpernel and Ivy-
leaved Bellflower were encountered in some of the soil samples, Devil’s-bit Scabious did not emerge 
from any of the samples and it is therefore assumed that the possibilities for regeneration of the 
butterfly’s host plant from the soil seed bank are very limited or nonexistent. 

A seed of the host plant Devil’s-bit Scabious  
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7 Devil’s-bit Scabious’ micro-scale habitat characteristics  

This section explores the habitat characteristics of Devil’s-bit Scabious at micro-scale in the study 
area. 

Main question 

What factors are associated with the presence and/or abundance of Devil’s-bit Scabious in the study 
area?

Research questions 

1. What biotic factors are associated with the presence and/or abundance of Devil’s-bit Scabious 
in the study area?

2. What abiotic factors are associated with the presence and/or abundance of Devil’s-bit 
Scabious in the study area? 

7.1 Methods 

Of 29 quadrats in which Devil’s-bit Scabious was present and 29 quadrats without the species, all 
species and their percentage cover were recorded. The vegetation cover was assessed by estimating the 
percentage cover of Purple Moor-grass, fine grasses (including sedges), rushes, Devil’s-bit Scabious, 
other forbs, scrub and litter. Furthermore, vegetation structure height was assessed in all quadrats by 
means of 15 measurements with a sward stick (Stewart and others 2001). For each quadrat, soil 
variables were estimated by calculating an Ellenberg score for fertility, pH and moisture with help of 
the software program Mavis (Mavis plot analyser Version 1.00). Each score was cover-weighted using 
the formula Score= Sum (E * c)/ Sum c, in which E= Ellenberg score for each species and c = cover 
value for each species. For each plot, a percentage competitor, stress tolerator and ruderal score based 
upon the proportion of each species attributable to different parts of the C-S-R triangle (Grime and 
others 1988) was calculated in Mavis. For further analysis, species percentage scores were log-
transformed (log (score+1)). With help of  the software program Canoco for windows version 4.5, 
patterns of variation in floristic composition and their relationship with the environmental variables 
were explored. Linear ordination methods (Principal Component Analysis and Redundancy analysis) 
were used as the beta diversity in community composition was not high (length longest gradient < 3) 
(Lepš & Šmilauer, 2003). Further tests in SPSS 12.0.1 were used to detect any significant differences. 
The data was not normally distributed (Shapiro-Wilk tests) and variances were significantly not equal 
(Levene’s test). Therefore, non-parametric tests have been used. The quadrats with and without 
Devil’s-bit were tested for significant differences in terms of the variables pH, fertility, moisture, % 
competitors, % stress tolerators, % ruderals, % litter, % scrub, % coarse grasses, % fine grasses, % 
Juncus spp, % forbs, number of species, average vegetation structure height and standard deviation 
(SD) of vegetation structure height. Furthermore, stepwise linear regression analysis was carried out to 
identify predictors for  percentage cover of Devil’s-bit Scabious. The variables pH, fertility, moisture, 
% competitors, % stress tolerators, % ruderals, % litter, % scrub, % coarse grasses, % fine grasses, % 
juncus spp, % forbs, number of species, average vegetation structure height and SD of vegetation 
structure height were used as independent variables, and % Devil’s-bit Scabious as dependant variable. 

7.2 Results 

In the text and figures, quadrats in which Devil’s-bit Scabious was present are referred to as S-
quadrats and quadrats without the species are referred to as X-quadrats. For further data, see Borsje 
(2004b). 
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In the Principal Component Analysis of the plant species composition of the 29 quadrats with Devil’s-
bit Scabious and the 29 quadrats without the species, four axes with eigenvalues of 0.17, 0.12, 0.08 
and 0.07 were found. Together these axes explained 30.6 % of the total species variance. The PCA 
axis 1 scores can be interpreted in terms of abundances of the plant species (R2=0.99, p<0.0011, 
F=1507.80, df =21) in the following way: 

PCA1 = 1.06 + n * log (abundance + 1) 

The plant species Purple Moor-grass, Tormentil, Devil’s-bit Scabious, Catsear, Carnation Sedge Carex 
panacea, Yorkshire Fog Holcus lanatus and Bent spp explain most of the variation.  

Redundancy analysis was carried out on the species data with environmental variables Ellenberg 
moisture, pH and fertility values, mean vegetation structure, standard deviation of the vegetation 
structure height % stress tolerators, % ruderals, % competitors and % litter and scrub cover. The 
analysis resulted in 4 axes with eigenvalues of 0.14, 0.08, 0.05 and 0.04, of which the first three axes 
were statistically significant (axis 1: F=7.927 p=0.002, axis 2: F=4.641 p=0.004, axis 3: F=3.099 
p=0.04). The first three axes correlate well with the environmental data (r=0.93, 0.86 and 0.84 
respectively).  The first axis correlates most strongly with Ellenberg moisture (r=-0.835 p<0.001), 
Ellenberg pH (r=0.709 p<0.001), % competitors (r=-0.806 p<0.001) and % ruderals (r=0.794 
p<0.001). The second axis correlates with average for the vegetation structure height (r=0.394 
p=0.002), standard deviation of the vegetation structure height (r=0.441 p=0.001) and the percentage 
scrub (r=-0.577 p<0.001). The third axis correlates significantly with the variables pH (r=-0.632 
p=0.005), fertility (r=-0.416 p=0.001) and % stress-tolerators (r=0.449 p<0.001).  

Monte Carlo permutation tests have been carried out to identify the variables that explain most of the 
variance in species composition. It was found that the variables moisture, pH, % competitors, % 
ruderals and % scrub all had a significant effect on the species composition (Bonferroni correction 
applied; / 10= 0.005. Together, these variables account for 77% of the total variance explained by all  
environmental variables. 

In the distance biplot of the samples with the environmental variables (fig 7.1), samples with Devil’s-
bit Scabious present are shown with an S, while samples where the plant is absent are shown with an 
X. The correlation biplot of the species and the samples (same coding of the samples) is shown in 
figure 7.2. It seems that a dissimilarity in terms of species composition exists between X-quadrats  and 
S-quadrats. The main group of X-quadrats seems to have higher moisture levels, higher percentages of 
litter, and a higher percentage of competitors than S-quadrats, while S-quadrats seem to have a higher 
pH value, higher fertility levels and a higher percentage of ruderals. From the correlation biplot we can 
infer that X-quadrats are associated with higher abundances of Purple Moor-grass, Sharp-flowered 
rush Juncus acutiflorus, Common Sedge Carex nigra and to a lesser extent Bog Myrtle, while the S-
quadrats have higher abundances of fine grasses (eg Bent spp, Sweet Vernal-grass) and forbs (eg 
Catsear, Tormentil).  
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Mann-Whitney U tests confirmed these suspicions; the values of the variables moisture, % competitors 
and % litter were significantly lower for quadrats containing Devil’s-bit Scabious, while the values of 
the variables pH, fertility, and % ruderals were higher for quadrats containing Devil’s-bit Scabious 
(see fig 7.4, 7.5 and 7.6). Furthermore, it was found  that the % fine grasses, % forbs and number of 
species were significantly higher for quadrats containing Devil’s-bit Scabious while the percentage 
coarse grasses was significantly lower for quadrats with  Devil’s-bit Scabious present (see fig 7.3).  

Fig 7.3:  Mean % of fine grasses for quadrats with Devil's-
bit Scabious (Succisa) and quadrats without Devil's-bit 
Scabious. Error bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. 

Fig 7.4: Mean % of competitors for quadrats with Devil's-
bit Scabious (Succisa) and quadrats without Devil's-bit 
Scabious. Error bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD.  
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Figure 7.1 Distance biplot of the samples and environmental 
variables . Mean= average vegetation structure height,  SD= 
standard deviation of vegetation structure height. Quadrats 
containing Devil’s-bit Scabious have the label S, while those 
without the plant have the label X.  

Figure 7.2: Correlation biplot of the samples and species. 
Quadrats containing Devil's-bit Scabious have the label S, 
while those without the plant have the label X. Plant species 
are assigned by the first four letters of the latin genus and 
species names, except for Rumex acetosa and Rumex 
acetosella. These species are assigned by rumetosa and 
rumeella respectively.  
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Linear stepwise regression showed that of all the variables entered, pH, % competitors, % ruderals and 
% fine grasses were statistically significant predictors for % Devil's-Bit Scabious cover (R2=0.893). 
This resulted in the regression model: 

% Devil’s-bit Scabious = 22.18 + 1.36 (pH) + -0.97 (% C) + -1.04 (% R) +  -0.46 (Fine grasses) 

It is interesting to note that the coefficient for fine grasses is negative which suggest a negative 
relationship between the percentage Devil’s-bit Scabious and percentage fine grasses. However, 
Mann-Whitney test have already shown that the percentage fine grasses is higher in S-quadrats than in 
X-quadrats, and a regression carried out solely with the variable fine grasses does result in a positive 
relationship (see figure 7.7). It is interesting to note that a number of quadrats do contain higher 
percentages of fine grasses, however, Devil’s-bit Scabious  is absent (see figure 7.8). 
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Fig 7.6: Attribute plot of the quadrats with (label S) and 
without (label X) Devil's-bit Scabious.  Size of the samples 
is scaled to the value for the variable Ellenberg pH score. 

Fig 7.5:  Attribute plot of the quadrats with (label S) and 
without (label X) Devil's-bit Scabious.  Size of the samples 
is scaled to the value for the variable Ellenberg moisture 
score. 

0 10 20 30 40 50

% fine grasses

0

10

20

30

%
S

u
c
c
is

a
p

ra
te

n
s
is

-1.0 1.5

-1
.0

1
.0

x
x

xx x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

xx x

x
x

x

x

xx

x

x
x

x

x
x

x

S S

S

S

S

S

S

S

S

S

S

S
S

S S

S

S

S

S

S

S

S S

S

S

S

S

S
S

Fig 7.7: Scatterplot for % fine grasses against % Succisa 
pratensis (Devil's-Bit Scabious). Fitted regression line: % 
succisa = 1.13 + 0.140 (% fine grasses). 

Fig 7.8: Attribute plot of the quadrats with (label S) and 
without (label X) Devil's-bit Scabious. Size of the samples is 
scaled to the value for % fine grasses. 
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7.3 Discussion and conclusion 

This study on the habitat characteristics at micro-scale of Devil’s-bit Scabious is carried out with a 
small number of samples (quadrats), still, the results are in agreement with the present knowledge on 
the ecology of the plant.  

The quadrats containing Devil’s-bit Scabious were typically more species-rich and contained more 
fine grasses than the quadrats without the species, while the quadrats without Devil’s-bit Scabious had 
higher abundances of Purple Moor-grass, and a higher proportion of competitors in the species 
composition. The fact that the plant was mostly absent from these “highly competitive quadrats” is in 
agreement with Grime’s C-S-R theory (1979), which states that Devil’s-bit Scabious, as a typical 
stress tolerator; exploits sites where the growth of potential dominants is restricted by a low level of 
soil fertility and/or cutting and grazing regimes (Grime and others 1988). As soon as the dominance of 
highly competitive species like Purple Moor-grass is reduced, other less vigorous species are given a 
chance to compete, resulting in more species-rich, botanically interesting vegetation communities 
(Bakker 1989; Grubb 1977; Crofts & Jefferson 1999).  

Samples containing Devil’s-bit Scabious were drier and less acidic than samples without the species 
present. Species that were most strongly correlated with the samples without Devil’s-bit Scabious 
were Purple Moor-grass, Bog Myrtle, Sharp-flowered Rush, and Common Sedge. These species are all 
able to cope with prolonged flooding in winter (Weeda and others 2003). Locations with Devil’s-bit 
Scabious might be at a little higher altitude in the landscape resulting in a slightly drier environment; 
Grime and others (1988) mentions that Devil’s-bit Scabious is seldom found in waterlogged sites, and 
if so, mainly on tussocks of other species. The pH range where Devil’s-bit Scabious can be found is 
quite broad, roughly from 3.5-8.5, however, maximum frequency is reached in the range of 5.5-6.5. 
The pH range of Devil’s-bit Scabious’ main competitor in the study area, Purple Moor-grass, is also 
quite broad, however, the optimum for this species is clearly in more acidic environments (pH <4) 
(Grime and others 1988). The quadrats without Devil’s-bit Scabious might be too wet or too acidic for 
the species. 

However, this conclusion is probably too hasty. The vegetation in the study area is in transition; after 
severe drainage caused by nearby peat excavation and several years with a lack of vegetation 
management, the area is now subject to restoration management. Water levels have been restored and 
grazing and topping management has been put in place. The actual conditions that allowed Purple 
Moor-grass to reach its dominant position (lack of vegetation management, increased availability of 
nutrients as a result of peat oxidation caused by drainage, ability to cope with strong fluctuations of the 
water table) are changed to conditions more favourable for species-rich communities. 

But Purple Moor-grass is capable of sustaining its own dominance; it produces copious amounts of 
acid, slow decomposing litter, thereby suffocating other plant species (Weeda and others 2003). 
Moreover, Purple Moor-grass  is very efficient in reuse of nutrients. Before shedding, it withdraws 
nutrients from the above ground biomass to its roots and this contributes largely to the competitive 
vigour of the species (Berendse and others 1987; Weeda and others 2003). As a result, reducing the 
dominance of Purple Moor-grass is a slow process, which is most successful if its nutrient cycling is 
hampered by early cutting or grazing (Weeda and others 2003;  Crofts & Jefferson 1999).  

Although conditions for less vigorous plant species to flourish might be present or the conditions 
might at least become more favourable to them, this does not mean that all target species of the target 
community are able to react quickly to these changes in the environment. Re-colonization of restored 
patches might be slow or even absent. Two important constraints are impoverished seed banks and 
limited dispersal capacities of plant species (Bakker & Berendse 1999). Seed banks of grasslands all 
over Europe contain large amounts of non-target species while rare and often endangered species are 
under-represented or absent (Bakker & Berendse 1999; Thompson 2000). Adams (1955) mentions that 
seeds of Devil’s-bit Scabious remain viable for at least a year, however, it is thought that no buried 
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seed bank exists (Grime and others 1988, see also chapter 6). Seeds of Devil’s-bit Scabious have no 
well-defined dispersal mechanism, and are poorly dispersed (Grime and others 1988), mostly falling 
close to the parent plant. Moreover, small populations of Devil’s-bit Scabious suffer from a reduced 
germination percentage, reduced number of seedlings in the population and higher seedling mortality 
(Hooftman & Diemer 2001; Vergeer and others 2003; 2004). 

Even though suitable conditions for Devil’s-bit Scabious might occur in several compartments of the 
study area, the species might still not be able to recolonize these areas from the scattered small 
populations that are still present. The observation that several quadrats contained fine grasses and 
forbs, but contained no specimens of Devil’s-bit Scabious might indicate that re-colonization of 
suitable habitat by Devil’s-bit Scabious is a slow and difficult process.  

Devil's-bit Scabious with Catsear, Tormentil, Bog Asphodel and Bog Myrtle 
in one of the more species-rich patches on the study site (July 2004). 
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8 Effects of the grazing regimes on Devil’s-bit Scabious 

The attributes of different types of grazing management could have different effects on the growth 
form of Devil’s-bit Scabious. For example, it is known that sheep select for Devil’s-bit Scabious, 
grazing the plant down tightly, which might prevent flowering and thus reproduction. Without the 
ability to set seed, the chances of the species increasing its cover and spreading to areas in which it is 
now absent are minimal. The aim of this experiment is to investigate the effects of the restoration 
management in the form of sheep grazing and cattle grazing on the host plant Devil’s-bit Scabious. 
Furthermore, the aim is to identify any possible bottlenecks that, under the present management, might 
exist when the aim is to restore the cover and frequency of Devil’s-bit Scabious to a level that allows 
re-establishment of the butterfly, and to restore the vegetation to “favourable condition”. 

Main question 

How do the restoration grazing regimes affect the Devil’s-bit Scabious plants in the study areas?  

Research questions 

1. Do the variables number of leaves in the rosette, number of buds, length and width of the 
largest leaf and biomass of the plants at the start of the experiment differ between the groups 
of plants subject to the three treatments (cattle grazing, sheep/goat grazing and control)? 

2. Do the variables number of leaves in the rosette, number of buds, length and width of the 
largest leaf, biomass, number of stem leaves, number of flowering stems, number of flowers 
and height of the flowering stem differ after they have been subject to the treatments and do 
any significant differences in terms of the variables number of eaten stems and number of 
eaten flowers exist between the three treatments?  

3. Have any of the measured characteristics of the plants at the beginning of the experiment had 
any effect on the measured plant characteristics and expressed life history functions at the end 
of the experiment? 

4. Has the height and type of the surrounding vegetation around a plant had any effect on the 
abovementioned variables measured at the end of the experiment? 

Hypotheses 

The biomass of Devil’s-bit Scabious plants subject to sheep/goat grazing will be lower than 
that of plants subject to cattle grazing, and grazing on Devil’s-bit Scabious will result in a 
reduced ability to attempt reproduction since the flowers are consumed. Biomass of ungrazed 
control plants will be highest and these control plants will be most successful in their attempts 
to reproduce7.
In the treatment cattle grazing, plants growing in unpalatable or less preferred vegetation will 
have a higher biomass and will be more successful in their attempts to reproduce. For sheep 
grazing, this effect is not expected as sheep are able to select for certain species from a 
mixture.  

8.1 Methods 

In May 2004, Devil’s-bit Scabious plants were randomly selected in the Lows south and on Ashcott 
plot. In the Lows south the plants have been subject to grazing with North Devon cattle, stocking level 
1.7LU per hectare8. The thirty plants on Ashcott plot have been subject to grazing with Shetland sheep 
and domestic goats, stocking level 0.85 LU per hectare9, and thirty control plants were present within 
an exclosure in the Lows south.  

7 A successful attempt to reproduce is defined as the ability to put up a flowering stalk and to bear flowers.  
8 Assuming for cattle: 1 animal = equivalent to 0.5 Livestock Unit (LU). 
9 Assuming for sheep & goats: 1 animal = equivalent to 0.125 Livestock Unit (LU).  
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Of these randomly selected plants, number of rosette leaves, number of buds and length and width of 
the largest leaf of each plant were measured. In September 2004, 30 plants were again selected in the 
area subject to sheep/goat grazing and in the area subject to cattle grazing. A number of control plants 
within the exclosure were affected by grazing by cattle because they were located to close to the fence. 
Since the density of Devil’s-bit Scabious in the exclosure was low, only 28 control plants could be 
used for further recording. The variables number of leaves in the rosette, length and width of the 
largest rosette leaf, number of flowering stems, number of stems eaten, number of flowers, number of 
flowers eaten and the length of the flowering stems were recorded. Furthermore, around each plant 
five vegetation height measurements were carried out using a sward stick (Stewart and others 2001). 
The first bit of vegetation touched by the perspex plate was recorded in five different categories: 
Purple Moor-grass, Bog Myrtle, fine grasses, forbs or scrub.  

For statistical analysis, biomass per plant at the start and at the end of the experiment was calculated as 
the product of the number of leaves of the rosette and the length and width of the largest leaf (Vergeer 
and others 2003). The number of stem leaves, flowers and flowers eaten per flowering stem were 
added up for plants that had more than one flowering stem. For the length of the flowering stem, the 
mean of the stems present was used for further analysis. Of the five vegetation height measurements 
taken around each plant, a mean was calculated and a score (between 1 and 5) for each of the 
categories Purple Moor-grass, Bog Myrtle, fine grasses, forbs or other scrub was assigned to each 
plant. Analysis was carried out with the SPSS 12.0.1 for windows software package.  

The variances were significantly not homogenous, therefore, to test for significant differences between 
treatments, non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis and Mann-Whitney U tests were used. In total 88 plants 
were used for the analysis, 30 plants subject to sheep/goat grazing, 30 plants subject to cattle grazing 
and 28 control plants.  

When planning the experiment, it was not known that on the study site that was going to be subject to 
sheep grazing, goat grazing would also be introduced. The fact that one of the three treatments 
consisted of mixed sheep and goat grazing makes it difficult to attribute the results of this treatment to 
one of these grazing animals, or to discern the effects of the two types of grazing animal. However, 
because the ratio of sheep:goats was roughly 4:1, and goats preferably browse while the effects of 
grazing were studied on a herb, it is assumed that the effects of the treatment are most likely the result 
of sheep grazing, and the grazing in the concerning area will be further referred to as sheep grazing. 

8.2 Results 

For further data, see Borsje (2004b). At the start of the experiment, no significant differences existed 
between the plants subject to the three treatments in terms of number of leaves in the rosette and 
number of buds, however, the length of the largest leaf is longer of the plants under sheep grazing and 
the width of the largest leaf is wider of control plants than for plants under cattle grazing, and the 
leaves of the plants under sheep grazing are also wider than the leaves of plants under cattle grazing. 
This does not affect the biomass of the plants, as no significant differences exist at the start of the 
experiment (see figure 8.1).  
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Figure 8.1: Bars represent biomass of the plants at the 
start (May) of the experiment. Error bars show Mean +/- 
1.0 SD.  Bars with the same letter do not differ 
significantly. ncattle=30, ncontrol=30, nsheep=30. Error bars 
show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. 

Figure 8.2: Bars represent biomass of the plants at the 
end (September) of the experiment. Error bars show 
Mean +/- 1.0 SD.  Bars with the same letter do not differ  
significantly. ncattle=30, ncontrol=28, nsheep=30. Error bars 
show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. 

Figure 8.3: Bars represent the variable length largest rosette 
leaf of the Devil's-bit Scabious plants in May. Error bars 
show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. Bars with the same letter do not 
differ significantly.  ncattle=30, ncontrol=28, nsheep=30.

Figure 8.4: Bars represent the variable width largest rosette 
leaf of the Devil's-bit Scabious plants in May. Error bars show 
Mean +/- 1.0 SD. Bars with the same letter do not differ 
significantly. ncattle=30, ncontrol=28, nsheep=30.

At the end of the experiment, the biomass of the control plants was higher than the biomass of the 
grazed plants (figure 8.2). However, the number of leaves in the rosette did not differ significantly. 
The high biomass is caused by the significantly higher values for length and width of the rosette leaves 
of the control plants compared to the grazing treatments (see figure 8.3 and 8.4 ).
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Figure 8.6: Bars represent the variable mean number of 
flowers for Devil's-bit Scabious  plants in September. Error 
bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. Significant differences exist 
between all treatments.  ncattle=30, ncontrol=28, nsheep=30.

Figure 8.7: Bars for the variable height of the surrounding 
vegetation. Error bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. Significant 
differences exist between all treatments. ncattle=30,
ncont rol=28, nsheep=30.

Of the control plants, 25 plants flowered, while only three cattle grazed plants and 11 sheep grazed 
plants flowered (see fig 8.5). With a mean of 2.25 flowering stalks per plant, the number of flowering 
stalks was higher for the control plants than for the grazed plants, while the number of flowering stalks 
was higher for sheep grazed plants as compared to cattle grazed (means of 0.47 and 0.10 respectively).  

Also the number of flowers per plant differed markedly between treatments. Control plants had a mean 
number of flowers of 8.6 and a maximum of 14 flowers per plant, while the mean number of flowers 
per plant for the plants under cattle and sheep grazing was only 0.10 with a maximum of one flower 
per plant and 0.70 with a maximum of three flowers per plant respectively (see figure 8.6). The mean 
length of the flowering stalks was also significantly higher for control plants than for the grazed 
plants, while the plants under sheep grazing had longer stalks than the plants under cattle grazing.  

Fig 8.5: Bars represent the number of flowering and 
flowerless plants per treatment. 
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The vegetation around control plants was significantly higher than the vegetation around grazed plants 
(see figure 8.7). 

While in the grazed plots the plants did not get the chance to develop flowers at all, the plants in the 
ungrazed plots did. In the ungrazed plots some of the flowers were bitten off the stalk and were thus 
recorded as eaten. More eaten flowers were recorded on ungrazed plants than on grazed plants This is 
because in the grazed treatments, the whole flowering stalk was eaten including any possible flowers, 
which made it not possible to record individual eaten flowers. The mean number of flowers eaten for 
control plants (5.44 per plant) indicates that grazing occurred inside the exclosure where the control 
plants were located. It is thought that the grazing inside the exclosure can be attributed to roe deer 
since roe deer are very abundant in the area. Rabbit grazing seems less likely as they are not often seen 
in the study area.  

The mean height of the surrounding vegetation, or the type of surrounding vegetation had apparently 
no effect on the biomass of the plants or the ability to attempt to reproduce, since no significant 
correlation between these variables was found.  

8.3 Discussion and conclusion 

At the start of the experiment, the leaves of the plants due to be subject to sheep grazing were slightly 
longer than those of the plants due to be subject to cattle grazing, however, plants did not differ 
significantly in terms of number of leaves in the rosette, number of buds, width of the largest leaf or in 
estimated biomass. Therefore, it is assumed that any differences found between the three groups of 
plants at the end of the experiment are attributable to the treatments. 

Effects of grazing 

Plants subject to sheep grazing and cattle grazing were heavily affected; the number of flowering 
plants was low in both categories, while the mean number of flowers per plant and the mean length of 
the flowering stalk was also significantly lower than that of control plants. It can be concluded that 
both types of grazing management do affect Devil’s-bit Scabious plants.  

Differential effects of grazing  

Sheep are known to select for Devil’s-bit Scabious and to concentrate grazing on the more palatable, 
herb-rich patches in which Devil’s-bit Scabious is often found (Warren 1994; Butterfly Conservation 
2001; Crofts & Jefferson 1999) while cattle can not graze selectively. It was hypothesized that sheep 
grazing would result in small rosettes with a low biomass, and a reduced success in terms of 
reproduction attempts compared to plants being grazed by cattle or not being grazed at all.  

In contrast to this expectation, plants subject to sheep grazing were more successful in their attempts 
to reproduce than plants subject to cattle grazing; the number of flowering plants, the number of 
flowers per plant, the number of flowering stalks per plant and the mean length of the flowering stalk 
were all higher of the plants subject to sheep grazing than of plants subject to cattle grazing.  

It is thought that the observed results are linked to the different stocking levels of the two experimental 
areas. The stocking level in the cattle grazed area was very high with 1.7 LU per hectare during the 20 
weeks of the experiment. To put this stocking rate into perspective; 2.0 LU per hectare is the average 
stocking rate for sheep and beef production on improved grassland (Crofts & Jefferson 1999) and the 
recommended stocking rate for M25 mire vegetations, based on the likelihood of significant vertebrate 
interest, is only 0.5-0.625 LU per hectare (Crofts & Jefferson 1999). The stocking level in the sheep 
grazed area was calculated by assuming that one goat is equivalent to one sheep in terms of livestock 
units, resulting in a stocking level of 0.85 LU per hectare This stocking level comes much closer to the 
recommended stocking level of  0.625 LU per hectare.  
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As a result of the high grazing pressure in the cattle grazed area, almost all biomass was removed 
during the grazing season, resulting in a tight and very short sward. As a result, the Devil’s-bit 
Scabious plants have not been successful in their attempts to reproduce because the plants including 
the flowering stalks were being grazed down continuously. The high stocking levels in the area are 
part of the restoration management aimed at reducing the domination of Purple Moor-grass in favour 
of forb species and fine grasses. By means of the high stocking levels, the dominance of Purple Moor-
grass is reduced through continuous removal of its re-growth. This will favour target species like less 
vigorous herbs and fine-leaved grasses that are less capable to compete for water, light and nutrients. 
Devil’s-bit Scabious is one of these target species, not only because it is part of a well-developed mire 
community, but also because it is the host plant of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly. The aim is to restore 
the habitat of this butterfly species in order to make re-establishment possible. However, the results of 
this experiment show that the stocking level in the area seriously hindered the ability of the host plant 
to reproduce. As a result, the chances on increase in cover or colonization of “empty” areas are 
minimal, especially because no persistent seed bank of the species is thought to exist (Adams 1955; 
Grime and others 1988, see also chapter 6). 

In the area subject to sheep grazing, a more heterogeneous vegetation in terms of vegetation height 
was present, although patches containing Devil’s-bit Scabious and fine grasses were grazed down 
short (personal observation). Even though the grazing pressure in this area was only half that of the 
cattle area, still not many Devil’s-bit Scabious plants managed to produce any reproductive organs and 
the plants that did flower had short flowering stalks, mostly bearing only one flower. These short 
flowering stalks bearing only a few flowers are similar to the “secondary” flowering stalks found on 
Devil’s-bit Scabious plants some time after they have been subject to a hay cut (personal observation). 
Adams (1955) found that plants whose leaves were cut to 3 centimetres every week during May and 
June, also had considerably shorter flowering stems than those of a control group. On Ashcott plot, 
Devil’s-bit Scabious plants that had been grazed by sheep had considerably less flowering stalks, 
flowers and shorter flowering stalks than the control group. Furthermore, it was observed that the 
sheep had preferentially grazed patches in which Devil’s-bit Scabious was present. This suggests that 
even at low grazing pressures, sheep grazing is likely to have detrimental effects on the reproductive 
success of Devil’s-bit Scabious and therefore on its ability to spread and increase its cover in the area. 

It was hypothesized that plants growing in patches of unpalatable Bog Myrtle or less preferred Purple 
Moor-grass would be less affected by the grazing treatments, because the grazing animals would avoid 
these patches. However, no significant difference between the type of surrounding vegetation and any 
characteristics of the Devil’s-bit Scabious plants was found. This can probably be attributed to the 
high stocking levels in the area, which has forced the animals to graze the sward down completely. If 
the grazing pressure would have been lower, the animals could have been more selective about where 
they would and would not graze and unpalatable or less preferred vegetation would have been left 
alone or grazed less intensively (Bakker 1989).  

Observations relevant to the conservation of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly

The estimated biomass of the plants subject to sheep grazing and cattle grazing did not differ 
significantly at the end of the experiment. Even though the grazing pressure in the sheep grazed area 
was only half that of the grazing pressure in the cattle grazed area, the effects on the biomass of 
Devil’s-bit Scabious were similar. This strongly suggests that, even at low stocking rates close to the 
recommended stocking rate for mire vegetation with considerable invertebrate interest (Crofts & 
Jefferson 1999), the sheep graze preferably in the more palatable fine grass patches, or might even 
select for Devil’s-bit Scabious, thereby affecting the biomass of Devil’s-bit Scabious plants heavily. 
The available biomass of the host plant is an important factor in the ecology of the Marsh Fritillary 
butterfly as it is a cluster laying species. When ovipositing, females select for large lush plants (Emmet 
& Heath 1990; Thomas & Lewington 1991), while small plants reduced to tight rosettes are avoided 
(Warren 1994). Moreover, later on in the year when the eggs have hatched, the groups of larvae finish 
their “plant of birth” quickly, and need more large host plants with a high biomass nearby to be able to 
feed sufficiently. If sheep grazing is to be continued in the future after the site has been sufficiently 
restored, this might hinder re-establishment of the butterfly because of the effect sheep grazing would 
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have on the butterfly’s host plant. The aim is to graze the area with cattle in the future (English Nature 
2003), but because of the isolation of the site from the main grazing units, it is difficult to find a 
contractor who is prepared to graze the area with cattle.  

The estimated biomass of the ungrazed plants was higher than that of the grazed plants, however, the 
difference is not large and the number of leaves in the rosette did not differ significantly between 
treatments. The higher biomass of the control plants was caused by the longer length and width of the 
rosette leaves of the control plants. It is interesting to note that the difference in terms of biomass was 
relatively small for the control plants compared to the grazed plants, and no difference was detected in 
the number of rosette leaves, which was low for all treatments compared to the start of the experiment. 
The loss of leaves in the grazed treatments can be attributed to the grazing action of the animals. 
Adams (1955) has shown that plants growing in long grass had fewer rosette leaves than plants 
growing in short grass or on bare soil. The loss of leaves for the control plants can probably be 
attributed to the height of the surrounding vegetation, which was significantly higher (mean 26 
centimetres) for control plants than for plants subject to grazing (mean 6 centimetres).  

It is interesting to note that none of the treatments control, sheep grazing or cattle grazing seemed to 
result in host plants having properties that make them suitable for ovipositing by the female butterfly; 
the biomass of the plants is low and rosette leaves are few. For optimum growth of Devil’s-bit 
Scabious, plants growing on the periphery of a tussock or a tussocky area have advantages. They are 
protected by the presence of the tussocks against too heavy grazing, as would happen in fine grass 
patches. However, they are also not completely smothered by the high surrounding vegetation; at least 
at one side of the plant enough light is present which makes production and maintenance of abundant 
rosette leaves worthwhile and feasible. Anecdotal evidence suggests that ovipositing females select for 
these large ‘periphery plants’ (pers. comm. M. Yeandle and C. Bulman). Cattle grazing with a low 
stocking rate of 0.1-0.4 LU/ha, as recommended by Butterfly Conservation, could encourage the 
development of such large host plants suitable for egg-laying by creating a sward where these 
periphery conditions could be frequently found. 

The sheep on Ashcott plot preferably grazed the fine grass patches where Devil’s-bit 
Scabious was present (September 2004).
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9 Re-establishment of Devil’s-bit Scabious by transplants 

Devil’s-bit Scabious often performs poorly during ecological restoration experiments that involve 
sowing of the species (Warren and others 2002; Hooftman and others 2003 ; Pywell and others 2003).  
Hooftman and others (2003) and Hooftman & Diemer (2002) found low germination percentages for 
Devil’s-bit Scabious, and Vergeer (pers. comm.) found that germination percentages vary considerably 
from year to year. Establishment of  Devil’s-bit Scabious by transplants might avoid the difficult 
germination and establishment phase altogether. This experiment investigates whether establishment 
of Devil’s-bit Scabious in the study area by means of transplants is a possibility, and whether success 
rates are influenced by cattle grazing. A successful establishment for a plant is here defined as a plant 
that is still alive at the end of the experiment. 

Main question 

Is re-establishment of Devil’s-bit Scabious by means of transplants a possibility in the study area and 
what factors influence the success rate? 

Hypotheses 

Establishment success will be influenced by the biomass of the transplants at the start of the 
experiment, and the success rate will be significantly lower for plants subject to cattle grazing, 
as these plants have to cope with defoliation, and for transplants growing in high surrounding 
vegetation, as these plants have to cope with a more competitive vegetation. 
At the end of the experiment, transplants will have a lower biomass than autochthonous10

plants, and transplants will be less successful in their attempts to reproduce11.

Research questions 

1. Have any of the measured plant characteristics number of leaves in the rosette, 
number of buds, length of the largest rosette leaf and width of the largest rosette leaf 
of the transplants at the start of the experiment had any influence on the establishment 
success? 

2. Do the ungrazed and grazed plants differ in terms of the plant characteristics number 
of leaves in the rosette, length of the largest rosette leaf, width of the largest rosette 
leaf, number of leaves on the stem, number of stems flowering, number of stems 
eaten, number of flowers, number of flowers eaten and the length of the flowering 
stalk at the end of the experiment and does grazing influence the establishment 
success? 

3. Does the height of the surrounding vegetation influence the success of establishment? 
4. Are there any differences between planted and autochthonous plants in terms of 

biomass and the number of plants having success in their attempts to reproduce? 

10 Autochthonous plants are defined as Devil’s-bit Scabious plants that were already present in the study area. 
11 A successful attempt to reproduce is defined as the ability to put up a flowering stalk and to bear flowers. 
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9.1 Methods 

In May 2004, 80 pot-grown specimens of Devil’s-bit Scabious were planted in a compartment of the 
study area where the species was absent. Each plant was planted in a hole with a diameter of 7 
centimetres and a depth of 12 centimetres filled with potting compost.  Half of the plants have been 
subject to grazing with Red Devon cattle (stocking density 1.7 LU per hectare), the other half of the 
plants were planted within an exclosure. The cattle broke into the exclosure in early June, therefore, 12 
control plants had to be excluded from the experiment because they were damaged by the cattle. At the 
time of planting, the variables number of leaves in the rosette, number of buds, length of the largest 
rosette leaf and width of the largest rosette leaf were measured. In September 2004, the plants were 
visited again and the variables number of leaves in the rosette, length of the largest rosette leaf, width 
of the largest rosette leaf, number of leaves on the stem, number of stems flowering, number of stems 
eaten, number of flowers, number of flowers eaten and the length of the flowering stalk were 
measured of the plants that were still present. Furthermore, around each plant five vegetation height 
measurements were carried out using a sward stick (Stewart and others 2001) and the first bit of 
vegetation touched by the perspex plate was recorded in five different categories: Purple Moor-grass,
Bog Myrtle, fine grasses, forbs or scrub. 

For analysis, biomass per plant at the start and at the end of the experiment was calculated as the 
product of the number of leaves in the rosette and the length and width of the largest leaf (Vergeer and 
others 2003). The number of stem leaves, flowers and flowers eaten per flowering stem were added up 
for plants which had more than one flowering stem, and for the length of the flowering stem, the mean 
of the stems present was used for further analysis. Of the five vegetation height measurements taken 
around each plant, a mean was calculated and a score (between 1 and 5) for each of the categories 
Purple Moor-grass, Bog Myrtle, fine grasses, forbs or scrub was assigned to each plant. Analysis was 
carried out with the SPSS 12.0.1 for windows software package. The data was not normally 
distributed, and the variances were significantly not homogenous. Therefore, non-parametric tests 
were used.  

The characteristics of transplants were also compared with the characteristics of plants that were 
already present in the study area (autochthonous plants) and were either protected from grazing or  
subject to grazing by cattle. The autochthonous plants are the same plants as the control plants and 
cattle grazed plants in chapter 8.  

9.2 Results 

For further data, see Borsje (2004b).  

Comparison of ungrazed transplants and transplants subject to grazing 

There were no significant differences in terms of number of rosette leaves and the number of buds at 
the start of the experiment. Only the shape of the rosette leaves differed slightly with plants subject to 
grazing having wider leaves than the control plants, however, this does not result in a higher biomass 
for grazed plants. Therefore, all differences subsequently found can be attributed to the treatments.   

All control plants had established by the end of the experiment (100%), while 31 out of 40 plants 
(78%) established under grazing. It is interesting to mention that all the control plants that had been 
damaged by the cattle in June and had been excluded from the experiment also managed to establish 
successfully. No significant initial differences have been found in terms of number of rosette leaves, 
number of buds, length and width of the largest leaf and biomass, for plants that established 
successfully and plants that died during the experiment (ndied=9, nestablished=31). Also the vegetation 
height around the plants did not differ significantly for plants that died and plants that established 
successfully. 
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Fig 9.2: Bars represent the mean number of flowers recorded for 
Devil’s-bit Scabious transplants under the two treatments 
“control” and “grazed”. Error bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD.  
ncont rol=28, ngrazed=31.

Fig 9.1: The bars represent the biomass of the planted Devil’s-bit 
Scabious plants at the start (May) and end (September) of the 
experiment. Error bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD.Bars with the 
same letter within one category (May or September) do not differ 
significantly. May: ncontrol=40, ngrazed=40, September:  ncontrol=28,
ngrazed=31.

At the end of the experiment, there was no significant difference in terms of biomass between control 
plants and plants subject to grazing (see figure 9.1). Also the number of rosette leaves did not differ 
significantly between treatments, however, rosette leaves of control plants were now slightly longer 
than those of grazed plants. 

The plants subject to grazing have been severely hindered in their attempts to reproduce; only one of 
the established plants subject to grazing managed to flower (3%), while 20 of the 28 control plants 
flowered (71%). Consequently, control plants had significantly more stem leaves than grazed plants, 
as only plants with flowering stalks bear stem leaves.  

The number of flowers per plant ranged from 0 to 14 with a mean of 2.80 per plant for control plants, 
while the only plant that flowered in the grazed treatment had two flowers (see fig 9.2). The flowering 
stalks of control plants were a lot higher (mean of 43 centimetres) than the flowering stalk of the only 
flowering  grazed plant (20 centimetres). As expected, no bitten off stems were found on control 
plants, however of one plant, a flower was eaten. On only one grazed plant, a  bitten off flower stem 
was found while no eaten flowers were recorded on grazed plants. This is attributable to the fact that 
of the grazed plants, the whole flowering stalk was eaten including any possible flowers, which made 
it  impossible to record individual eaten flowers.  

Comparison of transplants and autochthonous plants protected from grazing 

It is interesting to compare the characteristics of the transplants (nplanted = 28) with autochthonous 
plants (nautoch=28). At the start of the experiment in May, the autochthonous plants had a significant 
higher biomass than the pot-grown plants, caused by a higher number of leaves in the rosette and 
wider and longer leaves for the autochthonous plants (see figure 9.3). The number of buds per plant 
did not differ significantly. In September however, the biomass12 of the transplants was slightly higher, 
although this difference was not significant (see figure 9.3). The number of leaves in the rosette and 
the length of the largest leaf did also not differ significantly. 
Only the width of the largest leaf was wider for transplants than for autochthonous plants. Of the 
plants already present in the study area, 23 out of 28 flowered (82%), while of the planted plants 17 
out of 28 plants flowered (61%). The characteristics of flowering were significantly different; the 

12 For both groups of plants, only plants that bore rosette leaves have been used for comparison of biomass, as no rosette leaves present 
results in a biomass of 0, nautoch = 26 nplanted = 25. 
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Fig 9.3: Bars represent biomass for planted and autochthonous 
specimens of Devil’s-bit Scabious at the start (May) and end 
(September) of the experiment, both groups of plants are protected 

from grazing. Error bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. Only in May  
biomass differs significantly between transplants and autochthonous 
plants. May: nplant=40, nautoch=30, September:  nplant=28, nautoch=30.

Fig 9.4: Bars represent biomass for planted and autochthonous 
specimens of Succisa pratensis at the start (May) and end (September) 
of the experiment, both groups of plants have been subject to grazing.
Error bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD. Biomass differs significantly in May 
and September. May: nplant=40, nautoch=30, September:  nplant=31,
nautoch=30.

values for number of stems flowering, the number of flowers and the length of the flowering stalk 
were all higher for plants already present as opposed to planted plants. The mean vegetation height 
around the plants did not differ significantly between the two groups of plants.  

Comparison of transplants and autochthonous plants subject to grazing  

The same comparison can be made for transplants and autochthonous plants that have both been 
subject to cattle grazing. At the start of the experiment, the biomass of the autochthonous plants was 
higher than that of the transplants, with the values for number of leaves in the rosette and the length of 
the largest leaf also being higher. However, the width of the largest leaf was significantly higher for 
transplants. The number of buds did not differ significantly. At the end of the experiment however, 
biomass was significantly higher for planted plants, as a result of wider and longer leaves, since no 
significant difference exists in number of leaves in the rosette (see figure 9.4). The surrounding 
vegetation was also significantly higher for planted plants. Because only three of the 30 autochthonous 
plants (10%) and only one of the 31 transplants flowered (3%), the variables associated with flowering 
are not compared for the two groups of plants.  

9.3 Discussion & Conclusion 

Establishment of the Devil’s-bit Scabious transplants has been successful during the first six months; 
100% of the plants protected from grazing had established by the end of the experiment, while still 
78% percent of the plants managed to establish under a fairly intensive grazing regime (1.7 LU per 
hectare). On top of establishing, a large number of control plants (71%) also managed to flower during 
the experiment, while grazed plants were a lot less successful in their attempts to reproduce as only 
3% flowered. No studied characteristics of the plants at the time of planting were found to have an 
influence on the failure of establishment, as plants that died and plants that survived did not differ 
significantly in terms of any of the plant characteristics at the start of the experiment. Vegetation 
height around transplants did also not influence the survival of the transplants. 

When comparing the transplants with autochthonous plants, differing results were found for plants 
subject to grazing and plants protected from grazing. At the start of the experiment, autochthonous 
plants had a significant higher biomass than the transplants, with more rosette leaves per plant. 
However, at the end of the experiment, biomass did not differ significantly between planted plants and 
autochthonous plants that were protected from grazing, while of the two groups of plants subject to 
grazing, the planted plants had a significantly higher biomass than the autochthonous plants. The catch 



78

up of the planted plants might be attributable to the reduced root competition as a result of the created 
gap during planting, and the nutrients available in the potting compost that was used to fill the gap. 
Davies and others (1999) found gaps to be ineffective in assisting establishment of pot plants. They 
created 15 and 30 centimetres diameter gaps by applying glyphosate herbicide on the surface and 
plants were planted when mineral soil became exposed. Their study might not have reduced root 
competition completely. In this study, a soil core was removed including the roots of competitors, 
which might have aided establishment.  

Although the transplants seem to not have suffered much from the planting, as reflected in the same or  
even higher biomass for planted plants as opposed to autochthonous plants, the planting seems to have 
affected the ability to reproduce; more autochthonous plants flowered and they had longer flowering 
stalks and more flowers than planted plants. It is possible that the planted plants have allocated more 
resources to vegetative growth, for example to the development of an extensive root system, so that 
less resources were available for reproduction. Furthermore, autochthonous plants probably had a 
large well-developed root system, which may have allocated more nutrients that could be allocated to 
reproduction.  

The establishment success of Devil’s-bit Scabious plantlets can however not be judged from this short 
period of time. Neighbouring competitors might also benefit from the nutrients that have become 
available in the gap, thereby lowering the plantlets’ chances on survival in the longer term. Moreover, 
Davies and others (1999) found unexpected high mortality during the first autumn and winter of  their 
study. Although the species they planted initially showed high survival rates, a lot of the species had 
high mortality rates in the subsequent three years of the study. Notably stress-tolerators like Clustered 
Bellflower Campanula glomerata, Harebell Campanula rotundifolia and Small Scabious Scabiosa 
columbaria had high survival rates in the first year of the experiment (78%, 76% and 96% respect-
tively), whereas after three years all Clustered Bellflower and Harebell plants had died while the 
survival percentage of Small Scabious was only 1%. Devil’s-bit Scabious is also a stress tolerator and 
is a close relative of Small Scabious and might therefore have similar mortality rates in the coming 
years.   

Although the initial establishment of Devil’s-bit Scabious has been successful, further monitoring in 
the coming years is recommended before conclusions can be drawn. 

A Devil’s-bit Scabious transplant that has been subject to grazing (November 2004).
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10 Conclusions, Discussion & Recommendations 

The purpose of this study is to answer the following questions: 

Is a sustainable re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary feasible in the Avalon Marshes? 

What are suitable measures to achieve both restoration of the vegetation and habitat restoration 

for the Marsh Fritillary butterfly, and do any bottlenecks occur during the habitat restoration 

phase or will they arise when maintaining the habitat conditions in the future?  

These questions were answered by carrying out a number of experiments, which are discussed 
separately below. This discussion is followed by  a general conclusion and discussion, and 
recommendations.  

1. Is suitable Marsh Fritillary habitat present on Shapwick Heath NNR and what areas on 

the reserve have a high potential for the species? 

The mire patches The Lows north, The Lows south and Ashcott plot have a high potential for the 
butterfly. However, Purple Moor-grass encroachment is a considerable problem in these areas at the 
moment. It will take a number of years before the mire patches are restored to Marsh Fritillary habitat. 
Once restored, the patches comprise a considerable area of continuous Marsh Fritillary habitat, while 
the future management of the patches, extensive cattle grazing, is sympathetic to the needs of the 
butterfly. 

2. Is a sustainable re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly in a viable meta-

population structure feasible in the Avalon Marshes? 

The scenario studies carried out with help of the Incidence Function Model suggest that Shapwick 
Heath NNR and the surrounding nature reserves have a high potential for realising the re-
establishment of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly in a viable meta-population structure. Re-establishment 
requires that the former habitat in the Lows and on Ashcott plot is restored. In addition, further habitat 
creation is necessary near Ashcott plot. The habitat creation would be in areas that have been re-
profiled after peat excavation, and natural colonization of the host plant Devil’s-bit Scabious in these 
areas indicates the potential of these areas for the butterfly. The viable Shapwick meta-population can 
be further extended to include the former colony on Catcott Heath, and the former colony on Street 
Heath with the aid of stepping stone patches in re-profiled peat excavations on Ham Wall NNR. It is 
rare that an entire viable Marsh Fritillary meta-population can be present within a single nature reserve 
and this will facilitate sympathetic habitat management in all patches in the meta-population. The 
model results have clearly shown that the Avalon Marshes could be one of the key areas for the 
conservation of the Marsh Fritillary in the United Kingdom if all conservation bodies in the area 
contribute to providing Marsh Fritillary habitat. 

3. Is it possible to realize favourable conditions for germination and/or establishment of 

Devil’s-bit Scabious by means of different management regimes and the resulting 

differences in habitat characteristics at micro-scale? 

The seeds of Devil’s-bit Scabious that were sown have not germinated. It is thought that this can be 
attributed to the viability of the sown seeds and not to the conditions created by application of the 
different treatments. It is therefore recommended that the seeding is repeated in half of the plots, this 
time in a higher density of 5kg seeds per hectare and coinciding with the natural seed fall in autumn. 
This enables further monitoring of the seeding in March 2004, while the second seeding will hopefully 
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result in reasonable germination percentages, which makes evaluation of the effects of the applied 
treatments on the establishment of Devil’s-bit Scabious possible.  

4. Is it possible to significantly reduce the cover of Purple Moor-grass  and scrub species in 

favour of the cover of forbs and fine grasses by means of different management regimes? 

This part of the study consists of a long-term experiment in which monitoring should take place for at 
least three years, and any conclusions drawn at this point would be premature. The results after the 
first year do however show some notable trends. Especially the low cover of Purple Moor-grass and 
scrub species in the rotovated plots is interesting. If subsequent vegetation management could prevent 
further increase in cover of Purple Moor-grass and provide appropriate circumstances for 
establishment of fine grasses and forb species, this treatment could be very successful in achieving a 
reduction in cover of Purple Moor-grass and scrub species in favour of fine grasses and forbs. Since 
not enough re-growth occurred after the hay cut in July to allow a proper second hay cut, it is 
recommended that in the following years of the experiment the first hay cut is applied in June just after 
monitoring has been completed. Hopefully, this will result in more vegetation re-growth in September, 
which will justify the second hay cut and improve the treatment. Moreover, early cutting is thought to 
be most effective in reducing the dominance of Purple Moor-grass by hampering its nutrient cycling. 
The same accounts for early grazing. Therefore, ideally, grazing in the Lows south should commence 
as early in spring as possible.  

5. Are viable Devil’s-bit Scabious seeds present in the soil seed bank of the mire 

vegetations? 

Because Devil’s-bit Scabious seedlings did not emerge from any of the soil samples it is assumed that 
the possibilities for regeneration of the butterfly’s host plant from the soil seed bank are very limited 
or nonexistent. 

6. What factors are associated with the presence and/or abundance of Devil’s-bit Scabious 

in the study area? 

Quadrats with Devil’s-bit Scabious had a higher abundance of fine grasses and were more species-
rich, while quadrats without the species had a higher abundance of Purple Moor-grass and a higher 
proportion of competitors in the species composition. The observation that several quadrats contained 
fine grasses and forbs, but contained no specimens of Devil’s-bit Scabious suggests that re-
colonisation of the species into patches where suitable conditions prevail is limited. Constraints are 
probably the absence of a seed bank and limited dispersal capacities of the species. Re-colonization of 
suitable habitat through natural means is possibly a slow and difficult process for Devil’s-bit Scabious.  

7. How do the restoration grazing regimes affect Devil’s-bit Scabious plants in the study 

areas? 

The characteristics of Devil’s-bit Scabious plants subject to cattle grazing and sheep grazing were 
compared with the characteristics of plants protected from grazing. It was thought that the Devil’s-bit 
Scabious plants would be most heavily affected by sheep grazing, as sheep are known to graze 
preferentially in the fine grass patches where Devil’s-bit Scabious is often found and even select for 
the host plant. Both grazing treatments affected the Devil’s-bit Scabious plants significantly. In 
contrast to expectation, cattle grazed plants were more heavily affected than sheep grazed plants. The 
observed results can be attributed to the different stocking levels in the two areas. The stocking level 
in the cattle grazed area was very high and came close to the stocking rate for beef production on 
improved grassland. This resulted in a very short, tight sward over the whole site; Devil’s-bit Scabious 
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plants were grazed down completely and not able to reproduce. The stocking level in the sheep grazed 
area came more close to the recommended stocking rate for M25 mire vegetations with significant 
invertebrate interest. Nevertheless, only very few Devil’s-bit Scabious plants in the sheep grazed area 
managed to flower, indicating that even at low stocking levels, sheep grazing has detrimental effects 
on the reproductive success of Devil’s-bit Scabious and therefore on its ability to spread and increase 
its cover in the area. Moreover, the biomass of the plants was low and rosette leaves were few. The 
available biomass of the host plant is an important factor in the ecology of the Marsh Fritillary 
butterfly. Females select for large host plants with abundant rosette leaves available and the larvae also 
require these large plants to be able to feed sufficiently. The results of this experiment show that even 
at low stocking rates, close to stocking rates recommended for this type of vegetation with 
considerable invertebrate interest, the Devil’s-bit Scabious plants are heavily affected and unsuitable 
in terms of the requirements of the butterfly. If sheep grazing is to be continued in the future after the 
site has been sufficiently restored, this might hinder re-establishment of the butterfly because of the 
effect sheep grazing would have on the butterfly’s host plant. The aim is to graze the area with cattle 
in the future, but because of the isolation of the site from the main grazing units, it is difficult to find a 
contractor who is prepared to graze the area with cattle. 

8. Is establishment of Devil’s-bit Scabious by means of transplants a possibility in the study 

area and what factors influence the success rate?    

Establishment of Devil’s-bit Scabious transplants during the first six months has been successful; all 
plants protected from grazing established while a large proportion of the plants subject to grazing 
established. Besides the successful establishment, a large number of ungrazed plants managed to 
flower, although the number of flowering plants, the number of flowers and the number of flowering 
stalks per plant was lower for planted plants than for autochthonous plants. The establishment success 
of Devil’s-bit Scabious transplants can however not be judged from this short period of time only. 
Similar studies have shown that although establishment rates are often high after the first year, 
considerable mortality rates have been recorded in subsequent years. Although the initial 
establishment of Devil’s-bit Scabious has been successful, further monitoring in the coming years is 
recommended before conclusions can be drawn. 

General conclusion & discussion 

Is a sustainable re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary feasible in the Avalon Marshes?

The former habitat in the patches The Lows north, The Lows south and Ashcott plot is unsuitable for 
the Marsh Fritillary at the moment, but the areas have a high potential for the butterfly. Once restored, 
the patches comprise a considerable area of continuous Marsh Fritillary habitat, while the future 
management of the patches, extensive cattle grazing, is sympathetic to the needs of the butterfly. 

The scenario studies carried out with help of the Incidence Function Model have shown that the 
Avalon Marshes have a high potential for realizing the re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary 
butterfly in a viable meta-population structure. Re-establishment requires that the former habitat on 
Shapwick Heath, in the Lows north and south and on Ashcott plot, is restored. In addition, further 
habitat creation is necessary near Ashcott plot. The habitat creation would be in areas that have been 
re-profiled after peat excavation, and natural colonization of the host plant Devil’s-bit Scabious in 
these areas indicates the potential of these areas for the butterfly. The viable Shapwick meta-
population can be further extended to include the former colony on Catcott Heath, and the former 
colony on Street Heath with the aid of stepping stone patches in re-profiled peat excavations on Ham 
Wall reserve. The presence of the entire viable Marsh Fritillary meta-population within nature reserves 
will facilitate sympathetic habitat management in the patches in the meta-population. The model 
results have clearly shown that the Avalon Marshes could be one of the key areas for the conservation 
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of the Marsh Fritillary in the United Kingdom if all conservation bodies in the area contribute to 
providing Marsh Fritillary habitat. 

What are suitable measures to achieve both restoration of the vegetation and habitat restoration 

for the Marsh Fritillary butterfly, and do any bottlenecks occur during the habitat restoration 

phase or will they arise when maintaining the habitat conditions in the future?  

Completely answering the second main question of this study is only possible after certain 
experiments have been monitored for at least three years. However, some of the experiments have 
already put forward some important points.  

Bottlenecks concerning the restoration phase 

A condition that has to be met in order to realize re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly in 
the areas is re-establishment of the host plant in parts where it is now absent and increase in cover 
where the species is present. The aim of the current intensive grazing regimes is to restore the 
vegetation to “favourable condition”, however, it is likely that they will not result in re-establishment 
and increase in cover for Devil’s-bit Scabious. Constraints are the absence of a seed bank and limited 
dispersal capacities of the species. Moreover, this study has shown that the high stocking rates prevent 
flowering and setting seed of the few remaining Devil’s-bit Scabious plants, and thus hinders dispersal 
and increase in cover. If the aim is to achieve both restoration of the vegetation to favourable condition 
and restoration of the habitat of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly, re-establishment and increase in cover 
of the host plant Devil’s-bit Scabious is required, and additional measures might be necessary to 
achieve this. 

Possible measures are protection of certain areas from grazing. This will allow Devil’s-bit Scabious to 
flower and set seed. If it is possible to cut these areas early, this will affect Purple Moor-grass heavily, 
but will not hinder reproduction of Devil’s-bit Scabious since the species flowers late; even in plots 
cut for hay in July the species managed to flower during this experiment. Another possibility is to 
lower the stocking rates in the area, but this will probably interfere with the aim of achieving 
favourable condition in terms of the vegetation, since the high stocking rates have been put in place to 
counteract Purple Moor-grass and scrub encroachment. 

Other possible measures are sowing or planting of Devil’s-bit Scabious. This can be especially useful 
in compartments where the species is now absent, since poor dispersal capacities and the absence of a 
seed bank  will be the initial constraints here. Suitable management regimes under which planting and 
sowing of Devil’s-bit Scabious is most successful are being investigated as part of this study, but 
conclusions can only be drawn after the experiments have been monitored for a few years.  

Bottlenecks concerning the habitat maintenance phase 

Restoration management in one of the experimental areas consisted of sheep grazing. The results of 
the study investigating the effects of grazing on Devil’s-bit Scabious plants suggest that even at low 
stocking rates, sheep select for the patches containing Devil’s-bit Scabious and possibly also select for 
the species itself. This selective grazing results in small plants with a low biomass, while the female 
butterfly requires large host plants with a high biomass for egg laying. If sheep grazing is to be 
continued in the future after the site has been sufficiently restored, this might hinder re-establishment 
of the butterfly because of the effect sheep grazing would have on the butterfly’s host plant. The aim is 
to graze the area with cattle in the future, but because of the isolation of the site from the main grazing 
units, it is difficult to find a contractor who is prepared to graze the area with cattle.  
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Recommendations 

Re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly 

Firstly, it should be emphasized that re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly will be 
most successful when all conservation bodies in the area contribute to providing Marsh Fritillary 
habitat, thus ensuring that the amount of available habitat in the meta-population is maximized. 

To enable a successful re-establishment of the Marsh Fritillary butterfly, it is recommended that: 

The former habitat in the Lows north and south and on Ashcott plot on Shapwick Heath NNR 
is restored, with additional habitat restoration/creation in overgrown areas and re-profiled peat 
excavations.  

This viable meta-population is further extended to include the former colony on Catcott Heath 
and Street Heath. This requires habitat restoration on Street Heath and on Catcott Heath, with 
further habitat restoration/creation in re-profiled peat excavations on Ham Wall NNR.   

Habitat restoration experiments 

To continue the initiated experiments and to further investigate the habitat restoration potential, future 
work should comprise: 

application of the treatments in the experimental plots for at least three consecutive years, with 
monitoring of the vegetation in June. The timing of the hay cuts should be June for one hay 
cut and June and September for two hay cuts. Furthermore, grazing on the Lows south and on 
Ashcott plot should ideally commence as early in spring as possible; 
reseeding half of the sown plots in a density of 5kg seeds per hectare coinciding with the 
natural seed fall in autumn, and subsequent monitoring of germination and establishment of 
Devil’s-bit Scabious for at least three consecutive years; 
experiments that investigate factors that influence viability and germinability of Devil’s-bit 
Scabious seeds; 
monitoring of the fate of the Devil’s-bit Scabious transplants. 

Furthermore, consideration should be given to the possibilities of protecting some patches containing 
Devil’s-bit Scabious from grazing, in order to encourage dispersal and increase in cover of the host 
plant. 
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Appendix I - SSSI’s and PSA targets 

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI’s) are England’s most important areas for wildlife and 
geology. There are 4,112 SSSI’s covering an area of more than a million hectares The sites range from 
small areas that protect populations of a single species to large expanses of upland moorland or coastal 
mudflats and marshes.  

It is the responsibility of the English Government’s nature conservation agency, English Nature, to 
select and protect SSSI’s. The Government’s environmental responsibilities are now represented in a 
broader set of Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets, monitored by the Treasury. The condition of 
the SSSI land in England has been assessed by English Nature, using categories agreed across 
England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland through the Joint Nature Conservation Committee. 
There are six reportable condition categories: favourable; unfavourable recovering; unfavourable no 
change; unfavourable declining; part destroyed and destroyed. One of the PSA targets is that 95% of 
SSSI land should be in “favourable” or “unfavourable recovering” condition by 2010. In essence, if an 
SSSI is in favourable condition or recovering condition, it means that the habitats and species are in a 
healthy state, and are being conserved for the future by appropriate management. If an SSSI is 
assessed as unfavourable, this means there is a current lack of appropriate management, or that there 
are damaging impacts that need to be addressed. A statement of Common standards for Monitoring 
has been published by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) in 1988. This statement gives 
guidance on setting and assessing conservation objectives, and the designation of sites in one of the 
condition categories. 

Source: English Nature(2003). England’s best wildlife & geological sites. The condition of Sites of 
Special Scientific Interest in England in 2003. English Nature, Peterborough. 

For more information, see the following websites: 

SSSI’s and PSA targets: www.english-nature.org.uk/special/SSSi/ 
Common Standards Monitoring:   www.jncc.gov.uk/csm/default.htm 
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