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Arable plants 

 

National lead organisation(s): 
Plantlife International 

 

County lead organisation(s): 
Bedfordshire County Council 

 

Arable plants – often referred to as “arable weeds” – are now the most threatened group of 
plants in Britain. Once considered common nuisance plants, many arable plant species are 
on the verge of extinction. Fifty-four species are now considered rare or threatened. 

 

Scope of the arable plants action plan 

A number of arable plant species have been included in the 2007 list of UK priority species 
(Biodiversity Reporting and Information Group 2007). Of these, twelve are present in 
Bedfordshire. A few of these had in the first Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Action Plan, 
their own individual action plans. This current plan is designed to integrate and replace the 
2001 action plans for broad-fruited cornsalad, ground-pine and field cow-wheat. This species 
action plan for arable plants covers, but is not limited to, all twelve UK priority arable plant 
species found in Bedfordshire. These are: 

Annual knawel Scleranthus annuus 

Broad-fruited cornsalad Valerianella rimosa 

Chalk eyebright Euphrasia pseudokerneri 

Corn buttercup Ranunculus arvensis 

Corn cleaver Galium tricornutum 

Cornflower Centaurea cyanus 

Ground-pine Ajuga chamaepitys 

Red hemp-nettle Galeopsis angustifolia 

Shepherd’s-needle Scandix pecten-veneris 

Spreading hedge-parsley Torilis arvensis 

Thorow-wax Bupleurum rotundifolium 

Wild candytuft Iberis amara 
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Current status 

National status 

Approximately 41% of the British landscape is tilled (44% in England), of which cereals alone 
comprise 51% (Joint Nature Conservation Committee 2006). Much of the wildlife interest in 
arable areas is now found at the field edges or headlands. Some species that were once 
considered to be problem weeds are now among Britain’s rarest plants. 

 

Local status 

Bedfordshire is one of Britain’s 15 richest vice-counties for arable plants (Still and Byfield 
2007). A 2005 report by Plantlife International indicated that the county may have nationally 
important arable plant areas (IAPA) (Byfield and Wilson 2005). Using Plantlife’s criteria for 
selecting IAPA, the Bedfordshire & Luton Biological Recording and Monitoring Centre 
identified 16 1-km grid squares with potential national IAPA, and 34 grid squares with 
potential local IAPA (Figure 1) (BedsLife 2007). To date six of these have been investigated 
in detail. 
 

Current factors affecting arable plants 

 Widespread use of herbicides 

 Efficient seed cleaning techniques 

 Use of fertilisers, in particular nitrogen 

 Development of high-yielding crop varieties 

 Loss of certain crop types, e.g., rye and flax 

 Loss of over-wintered stubbles and summer fallows 

 Effective field drainage 

 Poor awareness about arable plants 

 Use of non-locally sourced sown birdseed, pollen and nectar mixes and other 
conservation mixes 

(Byfield and Wilson 2005, Still and Byfield 2007) 

 

Current action 

Management 

The Environmental Stewardship Scheme (ESS) replaced the Countryside Stewardship 
Scheme in 2005. All schemes under ESS provide a range of management options that will 
help to conserve arable plants. These include cultivated margins, over-wintered stubbles and 
low input cereals.  
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Advisory services 

Advice on the management of arable field margins, management for particular species and 
potential sources of funding is available from the following organisations: 

 Plantlife International 

 Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (FWAG) 

 National Farmers Union (NFU) 

 Defra 

 The Wildlife Trust 

 Countryside management projects: The Greensand Trust, Bedfordshire Rural 
Communities Charity, Forest of Marston Vale (for farmers within the Marston Vale area) 

 Chilterns Conservation Board 

 Country Landowners Association (CLA) 
 

Action plan objectives and targets 

Objectives 

Maintain and where possible enhance the diversity of arable plants in Bedfordshire and 
Luton 

Targets 

A. Maintain and if appropriate expand by 2015 the 2006 area of 335 ha of over-wintered 
stubbles 

B. Maintain and if appropriate expand by 2015 the area of the county under HLS options 
HF14 (unharvested, fertiliser-free conservation headlands), HF15 (reduced herbicide, 
cereal crop management preceding over-wintered stubble and a spring crop) and 
HF20 (cultivated fallow plots or margins for arable flora) 

C. By 2012 identify and delineate all areas in Bedfordshire and Luton qualifying as 
nationally important arable plant areas 

D. Maintain extant county populations of broad fruited cornsalad, field cow-wheat and 
ground-pine, through  a combination of monitoring and appropriate site management 

E. Restore by 2017 ground-pine Ajuga chamaepitys to two sites from which it has 
disappeared 
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Fig. 1 Location of potential nationally and locally important plant areas in 

Bedfordshire and Luton 
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Proposed action 

Abbreviations 

BCC Bedfordshire County Council NE Natural England 
FWAG Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group WT The Wildlife Trust 
LBC Luton Borough Council   

 

Action Implemented by 

Advisory 

1. Conduct for farmers and other landowners at least one seminar annually to promote the benefits and 
encourage uptake of environmental stewardship options for arable plants 

2. By 2012 conduct a targeted site visit programme in identified nationally important arable plant areas, to 
provide advice and information where needed and encourage appropriate ELS or HLS option uptake for 
arable plants 

3. Promote to Natural England areas of focus established through actions 8 and 9, and work closely with 
Natural England to increase positive stewardship in target areas 

FWAG 

 

FWAG 

 
 
FWAG, NE 

BCC, LBC 

Site safeguard and management 

4. Field cow-wheat: manage the Brogborough site annually in late autumn to remove scrub, cut and remove by 
hand herbaceous material and larger plants to produce light or if needed heavier disturbance 

5. Broad-fruited cornsalad: acquire permission for and manage the site by providing light disturbance 

6. Ground-pine: continue arable conservation at the Pegsdon site: disturb the site every 3 years and if 
necessary control perennial weeds 

7. Ground-pine: by 2012 discuss and agree whether to reintroduce the species to Warden Hill. If agreed, 
conduct reintroduction to the site by 2017 

WT 

 

WT 

WT 

 

WT, LBC 
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Future research and monitoring 

8. By 2010 use information on the distribution of important arable plants to establish areas of focus for 
expanding areas of over-wintered stubbles 

9. By 2012 identify and conduct surveys of all potential nationally important arable plant areas identified in the 
2007 preliminary study of the county. Report all results to Plantlife UK 

10. Field cow-wheat: survey the extant site annually in April and June for the presence of the species 

11. Broad-fruited cornsalad: survey the extant site annually in or around August for the presence of the species 

12. Ground-pine: manage and survey for the species at Wayting Hill 

13. Ground-pine: contact the Milennium Seed Bank, Kew, by 2008 to find out if any more seed is desired from 
the Pegsdon site 

FWAG 

 
FWAG, WT, BBC 

 
WT 

WT 

WT 

WT 
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Monitoring the Action Plan 

This Biodiversity Action Plan will be monitored and reviewed by XXX every five years 

 

Complementary plans 

National action plans exist for broad-fruited cornsalad, red hemp-nettle, shepherd’s-needle, 
spreading hedge-parsley and corn cleaver. 

This action plan links to other Bedfordshire and Luton species and habitat action plans, in 
particular those for arable field margins, hedgerows and farmland birds.  
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