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Figure 6 – Small fauna in the meadow.

This type of valuation is generally observed among operators who use a farmer for maintenance. Equipped 
for this type of work, the farmer can handle the cutting, baling and disposal. 

Composting or methanisation 

Mowing and shredding, which produce small grass residues, are more suitable for composting or methani-
sation, as the residues break down more quickly. These techniques are generally preferred when the grass 
needs to be cut short and evenly. Mowing is generally carried out with a ride-on mower, or with a roto-tiller 
for finishing work. Shredding is also used when the vegetation is tall or consists of woody plants. It should 
be noted that for specific green areas, such as along airport fences, around equipment and lighting, or 
under any photovoltaic panels, the airport may use other types of equipment or maintenance methods. 

2. GRASS MANAGEMENT – METHODS AND 
    PRACTICES



9Grass management « Executive summary ».

2.1.2. GRASS MANAGEMENT HEIGHT, FREQUENCY AND PERIOD

The frequency, date and height of grass management are the three main parameters, with direct conse-
quences for both safety and biodiversity. Numerous criteria must be taken into account when determining 
these three parameters (visibility, wildlife risk, cost, climate, etc.).

2.1.3. DIFFERENTIATED GRASS MANAGEMENT

Differentiated grass management, also known as "adapted" or "reasoned" management, is a way of 
managing grasslands by adapting methods to different areas in order to carry out the right maintenance, 
in the right place and at the right time. 

This type of grass management schedule is based on the prior work to sectorise green areas, according to 
the issues at stake and the objectives to be achieved locally (safety, biodiversity, forage yield, etc.). The 
various maintenance parameters (see previous paragraph) can then be adapted to each sector. This 
planning is translated into a management plan specific to each airfield.

Figure 7 – Differentiated mowing: short on developed strip and long further away.

Differentiated management may also limit over-intervention on certain plots, and thus generally generates 
savings that can be reinvested in finishing maintenance work.

2. GRASS MANAGEMENT – METHODS AND 
    PRACTICES
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2.2. PLANT COVER COMPOSITION

In addition to maintaining the existing vegetation, it is possible to act directly on the composition of 
the plant cover. This includes: 

 Seeding: A number of experiments have been carried out to seed aeronautical grasslands, with a variety of 
objectives in mind (improved drought resistance, better wind resistance, reduced maximum vegetation height 
to limit mowing, or simply after work to renew the plant cover). In particular, they have highlighted the diffi-
culties involved in controlling vegetation in an open environment using exogenous varieties. In addition, the 
standardisation of plant cover through the use of seed mixtures with little diversity is not recommended from 
a biodiversity point of view. The use of varied mixtures based on certified local seeds improves the biodiversity 
value of the cover and increases its resistance over time. Some airports have already embarked on this 
approach, supported by the Conservatoires d'Espaces Naturels (CEN), which can use airport sites as a source of 
seeds for other development projects. 

 Controlling targeted plant species: Certain plant species, whether naturally occurring or cultivated, have been 
identified as attractive to certain birds on platforms. Eliminating or reducing the presence of these species as 
much as possible can be an effective means of risk management. 

 Controlling invasive or invasive alien species: Certain botanical species have been identified as invasive or 
invasive alien species (i.e., introduced by man into a territory outside their natural range and competing with 
native species). They are problematic both because they generate risks for several aspects of airport operations 
(visual disturbance, damage to sensitive infrastructures, etc.) and because they generally have a strong negative 
impact on local biodiversity. Mowing alone cannot always eliminate them, and targeted interventions are often 
required.

2. GRASS MANAGEMENT – METHODS AND 
    PRACTICES
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3. THE DESIGN OF A GRASS MANAGEMENT 
    PLAN

3.1. METHODOLOGY

It is imperative to bring together all the players at the airport concerned. 

There are three essential steps to a properly designed management plan: 

1. Analyse the terrain and platform constraints; 
2. Sectorise the site and define objectives for each sector; and 
3. Define and formalise interview procedures by sector/objective pairing. 

1. Analyse terrain and platform's constraints - Know to act! 

Knowledge of the local ecosystem on and around the airport right-of-way (fauna, flora, habitats, 
topography) is necessary. 

Rigorous monitoring is essential, as it is vital to be able to compare the evolution of a situation over time. 
While this work can be carried out by specialised agencies or associations, there are a number of partici-
patory scientific protocols that can be set up directly by the operator. 

2. Sectorise the land and define objectives for each sector 

To define the objectives for each zone, the operator must make an inventory of the various infrastructures 
present in each sector, and list all the operational constraints linked to the safety of operations (wildlife hazard, 
visibility of markings, fire risk, etc.) that have an impact on the management of his environment.  Once the safety 
constraints have been listed, the operator can assess the possibilities for enhancing biodiversity in the various 
sectors (heritage plant species to be preserved, invasive species to be eliminated, plant diversity to be improved, 
etc.). 

3. Define the grass management plan 

The aim of this stage is to produce a document containing a summary map.   

For each sector, it presents the target objectives on the one hand, and the chosen grass management methods 
(materials, conditions and maintenance periods) on the other. It should be noted that the plan can be drawn up 
over several years, as some plots may not be maintained on an annual basis, but on a less regular basis. 

If a service provider is used, a specific agreement must be drawn up and appended to the grass management plan.

A grass management plan is a document enabling the airport operator to plan all actions relating to the 
maintenance of grassy areas. It must mainly contain the sectorisation of airport green spaces, the 
maintenance objectives associated with each of the different sectors, and the maintenance methods for 
each sector (frequency of intervention, height, target period, means of intervention). 

It is recommended that each airport has such a plan. It can be part of the habitat management plan in line 
with international recommendations. 

Each management plan is unique and reflects all these factors. Nevertheless, all airports can follow a 
methodology based on the principle of maintenance management by objectives.
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Moreover, this document needs to be a living document, subject to regular revision as the flora and fauna evolve. 
It is therefore imperative to carry out regular ecological monitoring.  Setting up specific indicators will facilitate 
monitoring. It is recommended to organise an annual meeting with all stakeholders, to take stock of actions 
undertaken. 

In addition to an annual assessment, the operator must define time milestones in the management plan to enable 
"real-time" management and ensure that the right actions are taken at the right time. In fact, the management 
plan is essentially a strategic planning document for maintenance operations, and must be combined with tactical 
management in order to be able to react in time to changing conditions. The operator can therefore set targets 
for certain indicators (e.g. canopy height), specific alerts (e.g. sightings of species at risk), or fixed time milestones. 

3. THE DESIGN OF A GRASS MANAGEMENT 
    PLAN

3.2. SUMMARY OF IDEAS BY THEME

Practices

Impacts
 

Security

 

Biodiversity

Non-centripetal grass management 

On large areas to be managed, avoid centripetal grass management, which traps birds and 
mammals in the centre of the field. Below are three methods of grass management that 
allow birds and mammals to escape

Favourable grass management. (Source: https://www.chasse-nature-occitanie.fr/).

Centripetal mowing Favourable mowing

 

 

 

 

 

Neutral

 

 

 

 

 

Positive

 

 

Positive

 

 

Neutral

Start grass management away from the runway and do not work both sides of 
the runway at the same time 

Starting management on areas away from the runway avoids concentrating birds along the 
runway edge. 
Treating areas on both sides of the runway at the same time could cause birds to cross the 
runway.

 
To be 

assessed

 
Positive

Reduce the working speed 

To give animals time to escape, reduce working speed to 5-10km/h.

 Mowing circuit
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3. THE DESIGN OF A GRASS MANAGEMENT 
    PLAN

Practices

Impacts
 

Security

 

Biodiversity

 

 
Neutral

 

 
Positive

Cutting instead of mowing and shredding 
Whenever possible, use cutting equipment which, at the same mowing height, is less 
destructive to insects, amphibians, small mammals and birds on the ground than mower or 
shredder. 
Cutting also enables better use of the grass clippings.

 
Neutral

 
Positive

Installing a scare bar 

Install a scare bar on the equipment to scare away birds and small wildlife.

 
Neutral

 
Positive

Do not use combine 

To increase the survival rate of insects (bees, orthopterans, etc.).

 Material

Practices

Impacts
 

Security

 

Biodiversity

 

 
Neutral

 

 
Positive

Give preference to local seeds when planting or overseeding 
When seedling or overseeding, local seeds are preferable. This enables: 

1. Regenerate local ecosystems, 
2. Increase efficiency (better resistance, symbiosis with local biodiversity).

 

 
Positive

 

 
Positive

Limiting/eliminating invasive alien species 
Invasive alien species threaten biodiversity, especially native species, through their rapid 
spread. Identifying, limiting and even eliminating them will have a positive impact on local 
biodiversity. 
Eliminating them improves the visibility of the platform and reduces the need for mainte-
nance in the long term.

 Herbaceous cover
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Practices

Impacts
 

Security

 

Biodiversity

 

 
 

Positive

 

 

 
To be 

assessed

Manage grass before the period of least air trafic 
Grass management should be carried out before the period of lowest traffic on the airfield, 
as the risk of wildlife is higher during and immediately after mowing. 
At busy aerodromes, grass management can therefore be carried out at night, the only time 
when traffic levels are low enough to ensure safety. 
Nevertheless, night-time grass management has a major impact on biodiversity. Indeed, 
nocturnal pollinators and insects are more numerous than diurnal ones (64% of inverte-
brates are partially or exclusively nocturnal), and diurnal fauna sleeping at night would be 
even more disturbed.

 

 

 
To be 

assessed

 

 

 

Positive

High cut 

Short grass attracts many animals: good visibility to spot prey/food and avoid predators, 
easy resting. A short canopy limits the number of insects and small animals. 
Tall grass (more than 20 cm) provides shelter for some ground-nesting animals, many 
mammals, birds, reptiles and insects, but is less attractive to birds of prey who cannot see 
their prey, and to social birds who do not feel safe or have difficulty finding food (gulls), 
due to the lack of visibility. 
Depending on requirements, the timing of grass cutting may be more important than the 
height of the grass: cut at a time that allows the grass to grow back quickly (e.g. mid-
September).

 

Positive

 

Positive

Cut grass less often 

The fewer times the grass is cut in a year, the lower the risk of bird strikes.  
Experience also shows that reducing the number of cuts has a positive effect on 
biodiversity.

 

To be 
assessed

 

Positif

Managing grass late in the year 

This respects the natural cycle (completion of the development of certain species of 
fauna/flora). Cutting the grass late in the year reduces the number of cuttings per year and 
therefore the costs involved.

 

 

To be 
assessed

 

 

 
Positive

Creating refugia 

Whether created for a few months of the year (e.g. late grass management) or over a 
longer period (wild land), refugia protect plant and animal species by providing them with 
a habitat that is protected from any interruption in their evolutionary cycle. 
Maintenance may be required to control the growth of woody plants and small shrubs, and 
a regular rotation of areas is necessary to allow as many species as possible to express 
themselves. 
As they attract some animals (see high cut), refuge areas away from the runways can be 
used to control wildlife hazards at some airports.

 Grass management period, frequency and height

3. THE DESIGN OF A GRASS MANAGEMENT 
    PLAN
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3. THE DESIGN OF A GRASS MANAGEMENT 
    PLAN

Practices

Impacts
 

Security

 

Biodiversity

 

 
 

Positive

 

 

 

Positive

Valorising grass clippings  

Exporting grass clippings for animal feed, bedding, composting, methanisation, etc., is : 
1. Reduce the risk of grass clippings blowing away and being sucked up by aircraft 
engines. 
2. Deplete the soil of nutrients, thereby encouraging the diversification of flora.  
3. Reduce the risk of creating voids in the soil. 
4. Limit the risk to wildlife by removing the attraction of leftover grass.  
5. Avoid the risk of fire due to self-ignition.

 Management of grass clippings

FIND OUT MORE 

Consult the technical guide "Mowing at airports": https://www.stac.aviation-civile.gouv.fr/fr/fauche
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