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Ainsdale Hope School playing-field – an ecological survey 
 

Philip H. Smith & Patricia A. Lockwood, June 2013 
 

 
Introduction 

It is proposed to develop a community nature reserve on playing fields owned by Sefton 

Metropolitan Borough Council at the former Hope High School off Sandringham Road, 

Ainsdale, which closed in 2007. Houston & Houston (2012) have outlined a vision for the 

site, including plans to re-create sand-dune habitats and appropriate infrastructure, 

including links to the neighbouring Birkdale Sandhills. This report describes current site 

conditions, based on visits in late May and early June 2013. 

 

Location, topography and soils 

The site occupies about 7.6 ha (18 acres) to the west and north of the former school 

buildings and tennis courts, a central Grid Reference being SD313129. It is bounded to 

the north by the grounds of Hawes House and Hillside Golf Course, to the west by 

Birkdale Sandhills Local Nature Reserve (LNR) and to the south by housing (Fig. 1). The 

boundary with the LNR is partly occupied by a row of well-grown hybrid Black Poplars 

(Populus × canadensis).  

 The area was presumably levelled from the original dune landscape and is now 

relatively flat, close to the 15m O.D. contour, but rising slightly near the western 

boundary and especially so in the north-west corner. 

 The underlying substrate is recent blown-sand of the Sefton Coast dune system 

but topsoil may have been added when the fields were originally laid out. At present the 

eastern half is capped by a sandy clay-loam at the surface merging with raw sand at about 

20cm depth, while the western section more closely resembles a loamy-sand with sand 

below about 15cm. These soils have been modified from the original soil type of the dune 

backlands, described as the Formby Series by Hall & Folland (1967) and reclassified as 

the Sandwich Series by Avery (1980). They are ground-water gleys in which profile 

drainage is normally free above the water-table, this rising and falling according to the 

season. It was not possible to determine the depth of the water-table during the survey but 

it is unlikely to have been much more than about 1m below the surface. Soil pH was not 
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tested but is probably somewhat acidic (perhaps 5 - 6), due to leaching of calcium 

carbonate present in the original dune-sand. Millington et al. (2010) showed that hind-

dune soils differ from those of the frontal dunes in having higher % carbon and 

phosphorus and lower pH and % nitrogen, sodium and calcium. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Aerial photograph of the study area 

 

Vegetation 

The field consists of mowed grassland with species diversity increasing towards the west. 

The eastern section has a strongly mesotrophic element, though the exact National 

Vegetation Classification community could not be determined as the site had been 

mowed just before the recording visit. However, it is most likely that the sward has 

affinities with MG6: Lolium perenne-Cynosurus cristatus grassland, reflecting the 
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presence of much Lolium perenne (Perennial Rye-grass), Festuca rubra (Red Fescue) and 

Agrostis capillaris (Common Bent), together with some Poa pratensis (Smooth Meadow-

grass) and Holcus lanatus (Yorkshire-fog). This community is the major permanent 

pasture type on freely draining, circumneutral soils in lowland England, being also 

widespread as a recreational sward and on village greens, road verges and lawns 

(Rodwell, 1992).  

 The neutral grassland gives way gradually to a much more diverse vegetation type 

in the western half of the site, coinciding with an increasingly sandy soil. Here, the 

abundance of Festuca rubra and Agrostis capillaris, together with a range of typical 

sand-dune plants, such as Polygala vulgaris (Common Milkwort), Ranunculus bulbosus 

(Bulbous buttercup) and Trifolium striatum (Knotted Clover), produce a community 

resembling SD8: Festuca rubra-Galium verum fixed dune grassland (Fig. 2). However, 

the frequency of more calcifuge species, including Luzula campestris (Field Wood-rush) 

and Anthoxanthum odoratum (Sweet Vernal-grass), suggest a trend towards a less 

calcicolous sward, especially in the north-west corner of the site (Fig. 3). Here, the rising 

ground leads to better drainage and increased leaching, this being reflected in a more 

open community supporting Festuca ovina (Sheep’s-fescue) and F. brevipila (Hard 

Fescue). In places, this comes closer to SD12: Carex arenaria-Festuca ovina-Agrostis 

capillaris dune grassland. 

 Both SD8 and SD12 are characteristic of fixed-dune habitats around the British 

coasts, the former occurring on more calcareous soils, while the latter develops where 

calcium has been leached over the passage of time (Rodwell, 2000).  

 
Vascular plants 

A total of 103 vascular taxa (species, sub-species and hybrids) was recorded (Table 1). 

Thirty (29%) are non-native or introduced native plants, most of these being associated 

with the southern boundary where they have escaped from gardens. Several garden 

shrubs (especially Cotoneasters) spreading into the site were not included in the study. 

There is little doubt that considerably more plants could be added to the list by visiting 

later in the summer or after regrowth of the sward. 
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 Only three of the plants are regionally notable: Trifolium micranthum (Least 

Trefoil), T. striatum (Fig. 4) and Vicia lathyroides (Spring Pea), all being winter-annuals 

associated with short, open, drought-prone vegetation on fixed dunes and roadside 

verges. The great abundance of T. striatum over a large area in the western part of the site 

was unexpected, as this species is otherwise highly localised on the Sefton Coast, being 

known from only three other sites (personal observations). 

 

 
Fig. 2. Dune grassland in western section of playing field, late May 2013 
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Fig. 3. Acid grassland on rising ground in north-west corner, late May 2013 

 
Fig. 4. Trifolium striatum (Knotted Clover) in western part of the playing field 
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Assessment 

The eastern half of the playing field consists of neutral grassland with no special 

conservation interest. To the west and north-west, however, the vegetation increasingly 

resembles a rich fixed-dune community similar to the adjacent sand-dunes. This type of 

habitat is scheduled as a priority for conservation in Annex 1 of the EU Habitats 

Directive. 

 Currently, the only protection afforded to the site is inclusion in the Merseyside 

Green Belt, although, due to its botanical interest, it may qualify for Local Wildlife Site 

status. The field lies immediately adjacent to the Sefton Coast Site of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSI) and Special Area of Conservation (SAC), these designations applying to 

land within the Birkdale Sandhills LNR and Hillside Golf Course. 

 

Management 

At present, the field is regularly mowed, a practice that has maintained a diversity of 

smaller, less competitive plants. However, small changes to the timing and frequency of 

mowing could improve the conservation and visual interest of the grassland. Thus, 

delaying cutting until mid-July would allow plants to flower and produce seed, increasing 

species richness. If this is unacceptable, due to fire risk, a mosaic approach could be 

adopted with “islands” of vegetation left uncut until the late-summer main cut. This 

would improve the habitat for invertebrates, such as butterflies and grasshoppers. 

Preferably, the arisings should always be collected and removed (Kirby, 2001). 

  Houston & Houston’s (2012) proposals would reproduce some of the 

original landform, including hollows at, or close to, the water-table and mounds of 

different heights and aspect. This would generate an even richer range of habitats, 

benefiting a wider variety of flora and fauna. The project would also create an access link 

to the Birkdale Sandhills LNR. It should be possible to avoid damage to the highest-

quality swards in the north-western part of the site and to re-utilise turf on the proposed 

mounds.  
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Table 1. Ainsdale school playing field vascular plant list, 3rd June 2013 
 
* = non-native or introduced native taxon; r = rare; o = occasional; f = frequent; a = 
abundant; l = locally. SCI = Species of Conservation Importance in North West England 
 
Taxon English name Freq.  Status 
Achillea millefolium Yarrow o  
Aegopodium podagraria* Ground-elder lf  
Agrostis capillaris Common Bent a  
Agrostis stolonifera Creeping Bent r  
Aira caryophyllea Silver Hair-grass la  
Alopecurus pratensis Meadow Foxtail o  
Angelica sylvestris Wild Angelica r  
Anisantha sterilis Barren Brome lf  
Anthoxanthum odoratum Sweet Vernal-grass f  
Anthriscus sylvestris Cow Parsley la  
Anthyllis vulneraria Kidney-vetch lo  
Arabidopsis thaliana Thale-cress r  
Arrhenatherum elatius False Oat-grass la  
Artemisia vulgaris Mugwort r  
Arum italicum* Italian Lords-and-Ladies r  
Barbarea vulgaris Winter-cress r  
Bellis perennis Daisy a  
Bromus hordeaceus Soft Brome o  
Cardamine hirsuta Hairy Bitter-cress r  
Cardamine pratensis Cuckoo-flower lo  
Carex arenaria Sand Sedge lo  
Carex hirta Hairy Sedge lo  
Centaurium erythraea Common Centaury o  
Cerastium fontanum Common Mouse-ear f  
Cerastium glomeratum Sticky Mouse-ear r  
Cirsium arvense Creeping Thistle r  
Cirsium vulgare Spear Thistle r  
Dactylis glomerata Cock’s-foot la  
Daucus carota Wild Carrot r  
Digitalis purpurea Foxglove r  
Equisetum arvense Field Horsetail o  
Erodium cicutarium Common Stork’s-bill o  
Erophila verna Common Whitlow-grass r  
Erysimum cheiri* Wall-flower r  
Euphorbia cyparissias* Cypress Spurge la  
Festuca brevipila* Hard Fescue lf  
Festuca ovina Sheep’s Fescue r  
Festuca rubra Red Fescue a  
Galium aparine Cleavers lf  
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Geranium molle Dove’s-foot Crane’s-bill o  
Geranium phaeum* Dusky Crane’s-bill r  
Geranium robertianum Herb-Robert r  
Glechoma hederacea Ground-ivy r  
Hippophae rhamnoides* Sea Buckthorn r  
Holcus lanatus Yorkshire-fog lf  
Hyacinthoides × massartiana* Hybrid Bluebell o  
Hypochaeris radicata Cat’s-ear f  
Lapsana communis Nipplewort r  
Leontodon saxatilis Lesser Hawkbit f  
Lolium perenne Perennial Rye-grass f  
Lotus corniculatus Bird’s-foot-trefoil lf  
Lotus pedunculatus Greater Bird’s-foot-trefoil r  
Lunaria annua* Honesty r  
Luzula campestris Field Woodrush a  
Medicago lupulina Black Medick r  
Myosotis sylvestris* Wood Forget-me-not r  
Oenothera sp.* Evening-primrose o  
Ononis repens Common Restharrow lf  
Papaver sp. Poppy r  
Pentaglottis sempervirens* Green Alkanet r  
Pilosella officinarum Mouse-ear Hawkweed lf  
Plantago coronopus Buck’s-horn Plantain o  
Plantago lanceolata Ribwort Plantain f  
Plantago major Greater Plantain lf  
Poa annua Annual Meadow-grass o  
Poa pratensis Smooth Meadow-grass la  
Poa trivialis Rough Meadow-grass r  
Polygala vulgaris Common Milkwort lf  
Polygonum aviculare Knotgrass r  
Populus × canadensis* Hybrid Black-poplar lf  
Primula vulgaris* Primrose r  
Quercus sp. Oak lo  
Ranunculus acris Meadow Buttercup o  
Ranunculus bulbosus Bulbous Buttercup f  
Ranunculus repens Creeping Buttercup lo  
Rhinanthus minor Yellow-rattle lf  
Rubus caesius Dewberry lo  
Rubus fruticosus agg. Bramble lf  
Rubus idaeus* Raspberry lf  
Rumex acetosella Sheep’s-sorrel lf  
Rumex obtusifolius Broad-leaved Dock r  
Sagina procumbens Procumbent Pearlwort lf  
Sedum acre Biting Stonecrop lf  
Sedum album* White Stonecrop la  
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Senecio jacobaea Common Ragwort o  
Senecio vulgaris Groundsel r  
Sherardia arvensis Field Madder lo  
Silene latifolia White Campion lo  
Taraxacum agg. Dandelion o  
Trifolium dubium Lesser Hop-trefoil lf  
Trifolium micranthum Least Trefoil la SCI 
Trifolium repens Creeping Clover la  
Trifolium striatum Knotted Clover la SCI 
Ulex europaeus Gorse r  
Urtica dioica Common Nettle lf  
Veronica arvensis Wall Speedwell o  
Veronica filiformis* Slender Speedwell o  
Veronica hederifolia ssp. lucorum Ivy-leaved Speedwell lo  
Vicia cracca Tufted Vetch r  
Vicia lathyroides Spring Vetch r SCI 
Vicia sativa Common Vetch o  
Vinca major* Greater Periwinkle lo  
Vulpia bromoides Squirreltail Fescue o  
103 taxa (30 alien)   3 notable 
 


