A revision of the Alopecurus pratensis Sanguisorba officinalis (MG4) grassland
community of the NVC 2014
Lowland floodplain meadows are recognised as a threatened habitat in the EU and are listed in Annex I of the EU Habitats and Species Directive under
Lowland Hay Meadows. In the UK the definition of the habitat has been taken quite narrowly with only one community of the British National Vegetation
Classification (NVC) being assigned to this category; the Alopecurus pratensis-Sanguisorba officinalis meadow foxtail - great burnet community, (MG4 of
Rodwell, 1992). The original description of this community by the NVC was based on a relatively restricted number of samples and the need for a full
review of all the vegetation communities of damp meadows in Britain was highlighted by Rodwell et al. (2000), together with a reassessment of their
placement within a broader European context (Rodwell et al. 2007).
Aims of the Study

The Outcomes

To describe the variation within the Alopecurus-Sanguisorba community in
Britain; by establishing subcommunities and examining their tolerances to
different environmental variables.

As a result of this work the estimated area for the MG4 community in
England and Wales is found to be between 1200 and 1350 ha. This
equates to approximately 0.6% of the unimproved and semi-improved
neutral grassland in the two countries (Countryside Survey, 2000).

Methods
The analysis involved 2503 quadrats from 48 sites. Quadrats were
1 x 1 m in size in which all vascular plants and bryophytes were listed.
Species abundance was recorded using visual estimates of
percentage cover.
Data were classified using the modified version of Twinspan in the
Juice software package. Four distinct noda were identified.
Environmental differences between the noda were tested through
ANOVA using water -regime tolerances (Silvertown et al., 1999) and
mean Ellenberg F-values and N-values of the species in each
quadrat. Laboratory pH and available phosphorus values were
available for a subset of the quadrats.

Within this general classification, four subcommunities are proposed.
These are divided according to their fertility tolerance of flooding (see Fig. 1
and Table 1) and the findings have been submitted as a paper (Prosser et
al, 2014, in review).
Table 1. Four subcommunities are proposed, divided according to their
fertility and tolerance of flooding
NVC
Code

NVC

Common
name

MG4a

Dactylis
Cocksfoot
glomerata

MG4b

Typical

Typical

Species rich (22 m2) Occasionally
flooded

Low fertility
9.4 (2.3 – 20.8)

MG4c

Holcus
lanatus

Yorkshire
fog

Species poor
(16 m-2)
Grass dominated

Frequently
flooded

More fertile
12.5 (2.5 – 39.3)

MG4d

Agrostis
Creeping
stolonifera bent

Species poor
(15 m-2); flood
tolerant species
dominant

Long duration
flooding

Highest fertility
16.2 (5.4 – 44.1)

MG4d
MG4c

Increasing tolerance
to water logging

MG4b
MG4a

Species richness
(mean no.
species/m2)
Species rich
(25 m-2)
especially
forb rich

Tolerance of
flooding

Fertility (Olsen available P
(mg/kg)) mean (range)

Rarely flooded

Lowest fertility of MG4 units
7.6 (1.6 – 23.7)

Fig. 1. Proposed subcommunities of MG4 separate
out along hydrological and fertility gradients.
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