Weed control, Entry Level Scheme and the Campaign for the Farmed Environment:  what are your options?
Many CFE and ELS options take land out of cultivation for the establishment of grassy or flower-rich areas.  These options can fit well with arable farming systems and deliver a range of environmental benefits but they can lead to problems caused by weed establishment, on both new and existing blocks of uncropped land.

Here, Natural England agronomist Dr Alex Nichols gives advice on the best way to manage such problems:
As with any type of crop management there are a few key principles which are well worth thinking about.

1) A clean and problem-free start

It’s no surprise that if you place a grass margin or field corner in a known weedy area those weeds appear in the establishing grass.  Annual broad leaved weeds and annual grasses do not usually persist in buffer strips or field corners in the long term and are typically not a big problem.  However, perennial weeds such as creeping thistle, common nettle and broad leaved dock are less easy to manage and for that reason effort should be made, before the area is put into the conservation option, to clean the area using techniques such as stale seed beds, or alternatively avoid the area completely and site the option elsewhere. When sowing a seed mixture a fine and firm seedbed – unlike beds for combinable crops – should be created, and you should try and deal with any compaction issues too.
2) Regular cutting in the first year

It is very easy to overlook this management and only cut once during the first year, yet regular cutting is essential to reduce annual weeds and allow perennial grasses and desirable broad leaved plants to thrive.  This repeated grass cutting should start as soon as the grass starts to grow, either in the autumn or more typically in early spring.  Regular cutting means that the volume of cut material is relatively small and therefore it does not smother the often slower growing desirable plants.  In some cases this regular mowing may have to continue for the first two years.  When cutting it is good practice to cut from the centre outwards in order to allow wildlife such as hares to escape.
3) Management in future years 

This will largely depend on which ES option has been established and the relevant prescriptions must, of course, be adhered to.  From a general perspective it is good practice to remove any cut material, although this will not be practical on many arable farms.  This avoids cut material smothering plants which can create gaps in the grassland for weed species to colonise.  Removal of the cuttings also lowers the nutrient status of the area’s soil which discourages weeds and favours more desirable flowers and grasses.  If removal of cut material is not possible then cutting late in the year with a flail mower can minimise smothering.  Avoiding spray and fertiliser drift is also essential as these can reduce the vigour of desirable grasses and flowers and favour weed species.  Regular inspection is also a big part of the follow-up management as this will pick up any weed problems and allow early action to be taken, such as topping or spot treatment with a knapsack sprayer.
Derogations

Even if all the guidance above is followed you may find that a weed problem is too great for spot treatment or management that fits with the prescriptions.  In this case a derogation – a specific, minor and temporary change from the agreed management prescriptions – is required.  For an ELS option a derogation form would need to completed (see http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/NE-DN%2007-09_tcm6-8539.pdf) and signed by an independent counter-signatory  who has been trained in environmental management; typically an agronomist or FWAG adviser.  Where the derogation involves the use of an agrochemical a BASIS qualified adviser must countersign the derogation.  The proposed changes to management can take place as soon as you have returned the derogation notice form to Natural England except where the management affects a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) or archaeological site. In these cases it is best to contact Natural England ahead of completing the form.  For Countryside Stewardship and Higher Level Stewardship schemes contact your local Natural England Adviser for further guidance.

Campaign for the Farmed Environment
Specific recommended management for a number of Campaign for the farmed Environment voluntary measures reflects the advice given above.
Management guidelines for CFE measure C3a: reverted arable areas suggests that regular cutting in the first 12 – 24 months may be needed to control annual weeds and encourage grasses to tiller, and that ideally cuttings should be removed.  Thereafter, cutting may only be needed if scrub development is to be prevented and if cut there are benefits to not cutting all the area (up to 25% can be left uncut each year) and leaving some near the hedge uncut for insects, especially that overwinter in the grass stems.  In addition, you should avoid cutting when the soil is moist, to prevent further compaction.
For measure C13: sown wildflower headlands, regular cutting in the first 12 months may be needed to control annual weeds and encourage grasses to tiller. Again, ideally cuttings should be removed.

Weed control is not of particular concern to many of the CFE options it is nonetheless advisable to avoid applying fertilisers or manures to uncropped areas as these encourage the growth of more competitive weeds, to the detriment of the more desirable species.  For more information on CFE voluntary measures, visit www.cfeonline.org.uk. 
