Waxcap grasslands – Biodiversity underground!

The Durham Biodiversity Partnership is turning its attention this autumn to a forgotten and overlooked aspect of biodiversity – fungi-rich grasslands.  

Most of us with an interest in wildlife spend our time either looking up at birds and flying insects or down at the plants and crawling animals.  How many of us have stopped to consider that some of the biggest organisms and the greatest diversity of species may be right beneath our feet – underground.

Enormous fungal masses exist beneath our woodlands and grasslands, and occasionally make themselves known to us with fruiting bodies such as puffballs, earthtongues and toadstools.

We know these elusive giants play a crucial role in most ecosystems by cycling nutrients for re-use by plants, but they are also a key component of our biodiversity.

Fungi which inhabit grassland are of four major functional types:  Those which live on plant litter, those living off decaying biomass in the upper soil horizons, those living on or near dung, and mycorrhizal fungi – working in a association with living plants.  Some plants rely on particular mycorrhizal associations in order to grow.

Within each of these categories there is further diversity.  For example dung fungi which only live on grazed grasslands specialise in dung from different animals, with different diets and according to how fresh the dung is.

Grasslands which have a lot of fungal diversity are often those which have been grazed, but otherwise unmanaged for decades or more.  Old lawns and churchyards, sheep grazed road verges and pasture are good places to look.  Grasslands with fairly poor botanical diversity can be good places for fungal diversity, and therefore still important to conserve.  These fungal rich grasslands are often referred to as ‘waxcap grasslands’ after their predominant visible fungi. 

Identifying fungi accurately is a skill which few people have and which takes a great deal of time and patience to acquire.  However it is still possible to identify areas of grassland which show fungal diversity by using a few obvious species or groups of species as indicators.

Waxcap fungi are a common component of nutrient-poor grasslands, and their fruiting bodies appear fairly late on in the year from October to December.  Waxcaps have a slimy feel when wet and are often brightly coloured yellows, oranges, reds and even green.

Other components include earth-tongues which are black/dark green and tough (and look like small tongues on stalks), the purple fairy club ( a distinctive pink and forked structure), puffballs and field mushrooms.

The simple scoring system in the box below will help us identify grasslands which are important sites for fungi.  Using easily identifiable fungi or groups of similar fungi you simply score a grassland on a single visit based on what you see.  A score of 10-30 indicates some potential and a score of over 30 is very good.

Please keep your eyes open this autumn and let us know if you see any good grasslands for waxcaps and other fungi.  If you can use the scoring system below even better.  

Remember – if you don’t see fruiting bodies this year it doesn’t mean that your grassland should be discounted.  Temporary absence of grazing or dry weather can have a big effect on fruiting, and you should keep looking in years to come.

Please send any results to Andy Lees at the Durham Biodiversity Partnership, whose address and email is on the form below.  

Information in this article is taken largely from Griffith, Bratton & Easton (British Wildlife Vol 16, No. 1, October 2004)

WAXCAP GRASSLAND SURVEY FORM

Site Name:……………………….

Grid Reference:………………….

Surveyor name…………………..

Date:………………………………

TOTAL POINTS………………….



Please return this form (or information to this effect) to Andy Lees at the Durham Biodiversity Partnership. 

C/o Durham Wildlife Trust, Rainton Meadows, Chilton Moor, Houghton-le-Spring, Tyne & Wear DH4 6PU.                                           

Or email andylees@durhambiodiversity.org.uk

Grassland Scoring system

Waxcaps (Hygrocybe)

Cap colour:
White






2pts




Orange/Yellow turning black (H.conica)
2pts



Yellow (H. chlorophana, glutinipes)

2pts



Green
(H.psittacina)




2pts



Light Brown (H.pratensis)



3pts



Orange (H. reidii; H. laeta)



3pts



Red (H. coccinea, punicea, splendissima)
7pts



Pink (H. calyptriformis)



10pts

Other fungi
Small toadstools on dung





1pt (total)

Field mushrooms






1pt (total)

Puffballs







1pt (per species)

Earth tongues






5pts(per species)

Purple Fairy Club






10pts

Notes:

Species/groups noted in bold are fairly unmistakable

(For species read distinct morphological type.)

Adapted from Griffith, Bratton & Easton (British Wildlife Vol 16, No. 1, October 2004)

