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Ainsdale Hope School playing fields – further ecological studies 
 

Philip H. Smith & Patricia A. Lockwood, June 2014 
 
Introduction 

In May/June 2013, Smith & Lockwood (2013) conducted an ecological survey of the 

7.6ha (18 acre) playing fields of the former Hope School on Sandringham Road, 

Ainsdale, concentrating mainly on floristics. The site, originating from levelled sand-

dunes, is proposed to be developed as a community nature reserve by the Ainsdale 

Community Wildlife Trust (ACWT) (Fig. 1). 

 

 
Fig. 1. Aerial photograph of the study area 
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Smith & Lockwood identified 103 vascular plants, of which 30 were non-native or 

introduced native species and three regionally or nationally notable (Table 1). However, 

their survey took place just after the fields had been mowed and they emphasised that 

more plants might have been found by visiting later in the season or after re-growth of the 

sward. Accordingly, it was decided to re-visit the site on 12th June 2014, arrangements 

having been made for mowing to be delayed until after the survey. The fields were 

searched for approximately three hours, frequencies of vascular plants found being 

ranked on the DAFOR scale. Notes were taken on habitat conditions and vegetation 

types. In addition, six surface soil samples were taken at regular intervals across the 

fields, soil pH being determined using a Lutron PH-212 digital meter buffered at pH 7 

and 4.  

 

Results 

Flora 

A total of 135 vascular plants was indentified (Table 1), 36 (27%) being non-native or 

introduced native taxa and seven regionally or nationally notable. As before, most of the 

alien taxa were associated with the edges of the site, especially the southern boundary 

with housing where many garden-escapes were found. Compared with the 2013 survey, 

50 additional taxa were identified but 18 were not refound. Over the two surveys, the 

fields supported a total of 153 vascular plants, 42 (27%) being alien and eight (5%) 

notable. As before, the abundance of the regionally notable Trifolium micranthum 

(Slender Trefoil) and T. striatum (Knotted Clover) were particularly interesting features. 

Five additional notable taxa were discovered in the current survey, the most 

important being a population of 17 Epipactis dunensis (Dune Helleborine), not yet in 

flower, under Populus × canadensis (hybrid Black Poplar) trees near the western 

boundary. Being endemic to Britain, this Nationally Rare species has its British 

headquarters on the Sefton Coast. Also interesting was the discovery of a sizeable 

population of Dianthus deltoides (Maiden Pink) along the eastern boundary fence. 

Nationally Scarce and Red Data Book listed as Near Threatened, this declining species 

sometimes occurs as a garden escape, so its status here is unclear. However, the county 

recorder, D.P. Earl, considers this the most extensive possibly native population in 
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'Lancashire'. Two specimens of the regionally notable Anacamptis pyramidalis 

(Pyramidal Orchid) were noted close to the E. dunensis and, although not listed as a 

notable species, a spectacular and unexpected feature was the discovery of 31 flowering 

spikes of Ophrys apifera (Bee Orchid) in the western section of the fields (Fig. 2). 

 
Fig. 2. Bee Orchids on Ainsdale Hope School playing fields, June 2014 

 

Vegetation 

As in 2013, the eastern half of the site was considered to accord with the UK National 

Vegetation Classification’s MG6: Lolium perenne – Cynosurus cristatus grassland, 

though the latter species was not seen. Having not been mowed before the survey, 

noticeable features not evident in 2013 included frequent dense patches of Holcus lanatus 
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(Yorkshire-fog) and occasional clumps of the regionally notable Trisetum flavescens 

(Yellow Oat-grass). The MG6 community is widespread in the English lowlands, being a 

major permanent pasture type on moist but freely draining circumneutral soils. It is also a 

characteristic recreational sward found, for example, on village greens, road verges and 

lawns. While this community is usually maintained by grazing, regular mowing may 

approximate to close grazing in its effects on the flora. The presence of Trisetum 

flavescens suggests a rather more calcareous soil type, as here (Rodwell, 1992). 

 Being more species-rich, the western section more closely resembles a stabilised 

calcareous sand-dune community, having affinities with the NVC’s SD8: Festuca rubra-

Galium verum dune grassland of the typical sub-community (SD8a). This is the 

characteristic grassland of more calcareous fixed sands on dunes and coastal plains all 

around Britain, the presence of calcium in the soil usually maintaining a pH of 6 or 

higher (Rodwell, 2000) (Fig. 3). 

  

 
Fig. 3. Species-rich calcareous grassland in west section of playing fields  
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Soils 

Soil sample pH ranged from 7.40 to 5.40 with a mean of 6.09. Higher values were found 

in the more western parts of the site, closer to the existing sand-dunes, while lower pH 

occurred in the eastern section further from the dunes. These pH values are consistent 

with those quoted for Sefton Coast fixed-dune habitats (mean 6.39) by Millington et al. 

(2010). Lower values for the more easterly soils follow Salisbury’s (1925) findings that 

the calcium content of dune sand is reduced by solution in rainwater (leaching) over time. 

This means that older soils at a greater distance from the shore tend towards a more 

acidic reaction, as here. 

 

Fauna 

 No systematic survey of the fauna was possible but casual observations included several 

Azure Damselflies (Coenagrion puella) along the northern boundary close to a pond 

known to support this species in the grounds of Hawes House. Butterflies included 

several Common Blues (Polyommatus icarus), Small Heaths (Coenonympha pamphilus) 

and a single Meadow Brown (Maniola jurtina). The common day-flying Cinnabar moth 

(Tyria jacobaeae) was noted as well as several immature Field Grasshoppers 

(Chorthippus brunneus). All the above are typical duneland species. 

 

Discussion and assessment 

As predicted last year, re-survey before mowing revealed a number of additional plants 

(50), although 18 were not re-found, probably because of the restricted time allocated to 

the study. The discovery of five new regionally or nationally notable species adds further 

to the conservation interest of the playing fields, which Smith & Lockwood (2013) 

suggested may merit Local Wildlife Site status. The fact that the fields are adjacent to the 

Sefton Coast Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and Special Area of Conservation 

(SAC) and support fixed-dune vegetation listed as a priority for conservation in Annex 1 

of the EU Habitats Directive are also relevant considerations. 

 

Management 
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Smith & Lockwood (2013) noted that the playing fields are regularly mowed, a practice 

that has maintained a diversity of smaller, less competitive plants. However, as the fields 

have not been used for sporting activities for some years, there seems little point in 

continuing this expensive regular mowing regime. At least one cut per year is necessary 

to prevent coarsening of the sward and the build-up of dead vegetation which could 

eventually pose a fire-risk  Delaying cutting until late July would allow plants to flower 

and produce seed, increasing species richness and visual appeal. This would also improve 

the habitat for invertebrates, such as butterflies and grasshoppers.  
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Table 1. Ainsdale Hope School playing field vascular plant list in 2013 and 2014 
 
* = non-native or introduced native taxon; r = rare; o = occasional; f = frequent; a = 
abundant; l = locally; v = very. NR = Nationally Rare; NS = Nationally Scarce; NT = 
Near Threatened; SCI = Species of Conservation Importance in North West England 
 
Taxon English name Freq 

2013  
Freq 
2014 

Status 

Acer platanoides* Norway Maple  r  
Achillea millefolium Yarrow o o  
Aegopodium podagraria* Ground-elder lf la  
Aesculus hippocastanum* Horse Chestnut  r  
Agrostis capillaris Common Bent a a  
Agrostis stolonifera Creeping Bent r   
Aira caryophyllea Silver Hair-grass la la  
Alopecurus pratensis Meadow Foxtail o lo  
Anacamptis pyramidalis Pyramidal Orchid  r SCI 
Angelica sylvestris Wild Angelica r   
Anisantha sterilis Barren Brome lf lf  
Anthoxanthum odoratum Sweet Vernal-grass f f  
Anthriscus sylvestris Cow Parsley la la  
Anthyllis vulneraria Kidney-vetch lo lo  
Arabidopsis thaliana Thale-cress r r  
Arrhenatherum elatius False Oat-grass la la  
Artemisia vulgaris Mugwort r r  
Arum italicum* Italian Lords-and-Ladies r   
Asparagus officinalis* Garden Asparagus  o  
Aster sp.* Michaelmas-daisy  lf  
Barbarea vulgaris Winter-cress r   
Bellis perennis Daisy a a  
Betula sp. Birch  r  
Brassica napus* Oil-seed Rape  r  
Bromus hordeaceus Soft Brome o o  
Calystegia sp. Bindweed  r  
Cardamine hirsuta Hairy Bitter-cress r r  
Cardamine pratensis Cuckooflower lo o  
Carex arenaria Sand Sedge lo lo  
Carex hirta Hairy Sedge lo   
Castanea sativa* Sweet Chestnut  r  
Centaurium erythraea Common Centaury o   
Cerastium fontanum Common Mouse-ear f f  
Cerastium glomeratum Sticky Mouse-ear r r  
Cirsium arvense Creeping Thistle r r  
Cirsium vulgare Spear Thistle r r  
Conyza canadensis* Canadian Fleabane  r  
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Cotoneaster sp.* Cotoneaster  lo  
Crataegus monogyna Hawthorn  r  
Crepis capillaris Smooth Hawk’s-beard  o  
Dactylis glomerata Cock’s-foot la la  
Daucus carota Wild Carrot r r  
Dianthus deltoides Maiden Pink  vla NS NT 
Digitalis purpurea Foxglove r r  
Dryopteris filix-mas Male-fern  r  
Epilobium hirsutum Great Willowherb  r  
Epipactis dunensis Dune Helleborine  vlo NR 
Equisetum arvense Field Horsetail o o  
Erodium cicutarium Common Stork’s-bill o o  
Erophila verna Common Whitlow-grass r   
Erysimum cheiri* Wall-flower r r  
Euphorbia cyparissias* Cypress Spurge la la  
Fallopia baldschuanica* Russian-vine  la  
Festuca brevipila* Hard Fescue lf lf  
Festuca ovina Sheep’s Fescue r r  
Festuca rubra Red Fescue a a  
Fumaria muralis Common Ramping-

fumitory 
 vla  

Galium aparine Cleavers lf lf  
Geranium molle Dove’s-foot Crane’s-bill o lf  
Geranium phaeum* Dusky Crane’s-bill r   
Geranium robertianum Herb-Robert r vlf  
Glechoma hederacea Ground-ivy r   
Hedera hibernica* Irish Ivy  la  
Hippophae rhamnoides* Sea Buckthorn r   
Holcus lanatus Yorkshire-fog lf la  
Hyacinthoides × massartiana* Hybrid Bluebell o r  
Hypochaeris radicata Cat’s-ear f a  
Ilex aquifolium Holly  r  
Lapsana communis Nipplewort r   
Lathyrus latifolius* Broad-leaved Everlasting-

pea 
 vlf  

Leontodon saxatilis Lesser Hawkbit f f  
Lolium perenne Perennial Rye-grass f a  
Lotus corniculatus Bird’s-foot-trefoil lf lf  
Lotus pedunculatus Greater Bird’s-foot-trefoil r o  
Lunaria annua* Honesty r r  
Luzula campestris Field Woodrush a o  
Lysimachia nummularia Creeping-Jenny  r  
Lysimachia punctata* Dotted Loosestrife  vlo  
Medicago lupulina Black Medick r r  
Myosotis discolor Changing Forget-me-not  r SCI 
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Myosotis sylvestris* Wood Forget-me-not r r  
Oenothera sp.* Evening-primrose o o  
Ononis repens Common Restharrow lf la  
Ophrys apifera Bee Orchid  lo  
Papaver sp. Poppy r   
Pentaglottis sempervirens* Green Alkanet r r  
Pilosella officinarum Mouse-ear Hawkweed lf lf  
Plantago coronopus Buck’s-horn Plantain o f  
Plantago lanceolata Ribwort Plantain f f  
Plantago major Greater Plantain lf o  
Poa annua Annual Meadow-grass o o  
Poa humilis Spreading Meadow-grass  lf  
Poa pratensis Smooth Meadow-grass la la  
Poa trivialis Rough Meadow-grass r r  
Polygala vulgaris Common Milkwort lf lo  
Polygonum aviculare Knotgrass r   
Polypodium vulgare Common Polypody  r  
Populus × canadensis* Hybrid Black-poplar lf lf  
Populus × jackii* Balm-of-Gilead  r  
Populus alba* White Poplar  r  
Primula vulgaris* Primrose r   
Prunus sp.* Cherry  lo  
Pyracantha coccinea* Firethorn  la  
Quercus sp. Oak lo lo  
Ranunculus acris Meadow Buttercup o o  
Ranunculus bulbosus Bulbous Buttercup f lf  
Ranunculus repens Creeping Buttercup lo of  
Raphanus raphanistrum ssp. 
maritima 

Sea Radish  r  

Rhinanthus minor Yellow-rattle lf la  
Rhus typhina* Stag’s-horn Sumach  r  
Ribes uva-crispa* Gooseberry  r  
Rosa canina agg. Dog-rose  lo  
Rosa rugosa* Japanese Rose  la  
Rubus caesius Dewberry lo lf  
Rubus fruticosus agg. Bramble lf lf  
Rubus idaeus* Raspberry lf lf  
Rumex acetosa Common Sorrel  lo  
Rumex acetosella Sheep’s-sorrel lf la  
Rumex crispus Curled Dock  o  
Rumex obtusifolius Broad-leaved Dock r r  
Sagina procumbens Procumbent Pearlwort lf   
Sedum acre Biting Stonecrop lf lf  
Sedum album* White Stonecrop la la  
Senecio jacobaea Common Ragwort o o  
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Senecio vulgaris Groundsel r   
Sherardia arvensis Field Madder lo   
Silene latifolia White Campion lo lo  
Sonchus asper Prickly Sowthistle  r  
Sonchus oleraceus Smooth Sowthistle  r  
Sorbus × intermedium* Swedish Whitebeam  r  
Spiraea sp.* Bridewort  vla  
Stellaria media Common Chickweed  r  
Symphoricarpos albus* Snowberry  r  
Taraxacum agg. Dandelion o o  
Trifolium arvense Hare’s-foot Clover  lf  
Trifolium campestre Hop Trefoil  lf  
Trifolium dubium Lesser Trefoil lf a  
Trifolium micranthum Slender Trefoil la la SCI 
Trifolium repens White Clover la a  
Trifolium striatum Knotted Clover la a SCI 
Trisetum flavescens Yellow Oat-grass  la SCI 
Ulex europaeus Gorse r r  
Urtica dioica Common Nettle lf lf  
Veronica arvensis Wall Speedwell o o  
Veronica filiformis* Slender Speedwell o r  
Veronica hederifolia  Ivy-leaved Speedwell lo lo  
Vicia cracca Tufted Vetch r r  
Vicia hirsuta Hairy Tare  o  
Vicia lathyroides Spring Vetch r  SCI 
Vicia sativa Common Vetch o o  
Vinca major* Greater Periwinkle lo lo  
Viola odorata* Sweet Violet  r  
Vulpia bromoides Squirreltail Fescue o lf  
153 taxa (42 alien)  103 135 8 

notable 
 


