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Arable Farmland 
Flora and Invertebrates 

Habitat Action Plan 
1. Introduction 
There has been a severe decline in the number and distribution of many species 
associated with arable land over the last 65 years, particularly in the latter half of 
this period, and the need for this action plan relates to this fact rather than the 
loss of arable land per se, although there has been a geographical retreat of 
cereal growing in many northern and western areas.  Many of the features and 
biodiversity associated with farmland have their own Action Plans within this 
BAP, for example ancient and species-rich hedgerows, ponds and farmland 
birds.  For this reason the primary focus of this plan will be the flora and 
invertebrates found within, and characteristic of, the arable habitat. 
 
Worcestershire is an important county for, in particular, plants associated with 
arable land: records for several arable flora species suggest that the county has 
suffered a little less than other parts of the country from the negative effects of 
intensification following the Second World War and the introduction of the 
Common Agricultural Policy. 
 
Arable Field Margins are a priority UK BAP Habitat.   
 
2. Current Status 
2.1 Description of habitat 
The arable field can contain a range of habitat features such as cropped land 
(autumn and spring sown crops, post-harvest stubble, over-winter stubbles, 
cultivated fallow), set aside, bare uncropped areas (e.g. failed crops, power line 
pylons, tramlines), grassy or cultivated field margins, conservation headlands, 
rough corners (stony, awkward or wet), field tracks, hedges, walls, fences, 
hedgerow trees, in-field trees, copses, ponds and ditches. 
 
With increased intensification or changes in the timing of cropping, many of these 
habitats become less hospitable to wildlife or are lost altogether.  Different 
features within the arable landscape support different species and the restoration 
and management of a wide range of these associated habitats needs to be 
encouraged. 
 
The main habitats of relevance to this plan include: 
 
Arable field margins   
These are strips of land lying between arable crops and the field boundary, and 
extending for a limited distance into the field, which may be deliberately managed 
to create conditions that benefit key farmland species.  
 
Arable field margins are valuable in supporting the insect life that underpins much 
of the farmland food chain.  Many invertebrates are found in crops and the grassy 
banks and other features, such as hedges, at the interface of crops. Flowering 
plants provide pollen and nectar and the tussocky grasses provide overwintering 
habitat for many species.  These margins and corners therefore support insect-
eating chicks of birds such as Emberiza citrinella yellowhammer and Perdix 
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perdix grey partridge.  Grassy margins are an important food source for Lepus 
europaeus brown hare and also small mammals, which in turn benefits the raptor 
population.  Even more dependent on field margins are the rare arable flora. 
 
Since 2005 farmers have been obliged to establish two metre protection zones 
against hedgerows and watercourses to comply with GAEC 14 of the Cross 
Compliance rules (see section 2.4).  These margins can be incorporated within 
set-aside adjacent to the boundary but must be separate from buffer strips 
established under Environmental Stewardship (ES).  Management of the 
hedgerow or watercourse through ES options can occur within the protection 
zones.  Importantly, a derogation was made available to allow light cultivation of 
these zones where rare arable plants had been recorded. 
 
Other arable field margins can take the form of:  

· Cultivated margins, which can be managed in three ways:  a 6-24m 
conventional conservation headland, sown with a cereal crop along with 
the rest of the field, usually with a full fertiliser programme but with 
reduced inputs of herbicide, insecticide and fungicide; a minimal input 
conservation headland, sown with a crop but with no fertiliser or manure 
applied; a 6m uncropped cultivated margin or plot that is cultivated with 
the crop but not sown and has no fertiliser applied and minimal herbicide 
application with only spot treatment permitted. 

· Game crops or pollen and nectar strips. 
· Field corners and grass margins – grassy areas managed by cutting every 

few years (or annually on the inner portion of a wide grassy margin) to 
prevent scrub encroachment.  Tussock forming grasses are generally 
encouraged unless the strip is sown to a wild flower mixture, in which case 
finer grasses are preferred as they compete less with the wildflowers. 

 
Recent work by the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (CEH) and ADAS (Walker 
et al., 2006) on the effectiveness of agri-environment schemes to conserve 
arable plants found that species richness within conventional conservation 
headlands was not significantly different from the conventionally managed control 
margins.  This is due to the application of fertiliser still resulting in a competitive 
crop that shades out the slow growing arable plants.  The minimal input 
conservation headlands (with fertiliser and manure omitted) were significantly 
more species rich: the more open crop canopy allowing less competitive species 
to thrive, and the less fertile soils favouring uncommon species over more 
vigorous, nitrophilous weeds. However, the uncropped cultivated margins have 
proven to be the most suitable for arable plants, exhibiting the widest diversity of 
annuals, perennials, grasses, forbs (non-woody, broad-leaved plants other than 
grass) and spring and autumn germinating species (Walker et al., 2006).  
 
Low input crops  
As with a conservation headland, a low input cereal crop is managed with 
reduced inputs of pesticides so as to favour wild arable plants and invertebrates.  
Ground nesting birds such as Alauda arvensis skylark and Vanellus vanellus 
lapwing also benefit from the more open crop canopy, increased food supply and 
reduced disturbance from farm traffic. 
 
Although 90% of biodiversity on conventionally farmed land is currently found in 
field boundaries and margins, this is largely due to the lack of in-field habitat 
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available or the reduced quality of it.  There is enormous potential to improve the 
in-field habitat for wildlife. 
 
Set aside   
This was introduced in 1992 as part of a package of reforms of the Common 
Agricultural Policy. The aim was to prevent the over production that was resulting 
in ‘grain mountains’ and applied only to farmers growing crops.   Many farmers 
choose to place their set-aside land in locations where it has the greatest benefit 
for wildlife. This allows ecosystems to develop that are sheltered from the farming 
practices taking place alongside. Good examples of beneficial set-aside use 
include strips alongside woodland, strips and blocks adjoining watercourses and 
larger blocks between crops. 
 
New areas of set aside support insect and bird life in the same way as do low 
input crops and cultivated margins – by creating structural diversity and allowing 
annual plants to flower and seed.  It also provides nesting sites for ground 
nesting birds such as skylarks.  As permanent set aside matures it evolves into a 
low input grassland community.  This is still very valuable for insects and birds 
and in wet locations can quite quickly develop into a very interesting habitat. 
 
In the first year of the scheme farmers had to set aside a minimum of 15% of 
cropped farmland for the harvest year of 1993. The amount is varied each year 
and the EC recently confirmed that the set aside requirement for 2008 would be 
reduced to 0% in response to a fall in world cereal stocks.  This is expected to 
increase output in the UK by at least 10 million tonnes. Environmental 
organisations are worried about the impact that the zero set aside rate will have 
on biodiversity, water quality etc. and have asked government to attach some 
set-aside (i.e. fallowing) to cross-compliance or for it to come with an agri-
environment payment as an incentive to retain it where this is warranted. Both 
possibilities have been discounted for the time being, however, the biodiversity 
impact will be monitored and DEFRA have not ruled out such measures for the 
future. 
 
Table 1. Statistics for Set-aside in the UK (UK Agr iculture) 

Set-aside in the UK 2000  2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 
Set Aside  
(000 hectares) 

567 800 612 681 560 559 

Set Aside subsidies  
(£ millions) 

127 180 143 177 131 

Set aside 
payment 

incorporated 
into SFP 

 
Stubbles 
Stubbles can occur at a variety of times throughout the year.  After harvest there 
is a short period before preparation of the ground for the following crop when 
fallen grain and, particularly in a low input crop, weed seeds and insects can 
provide an important food source.  If a winter crop is not sown this fallow can be 
left until spring or even for a whole year if the land is put into a summer fallow.  
Stubbles are at their most valuable when following a low input crop in which 
beneficial grasses and broad-leaved plants had been encouraged and pesticide 
input minimised. 
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2.2 Ecology and habitat requirements of priority sp ecies groups 
Invertebrates  
Arable land is a significant habitat for many invertebrate species.  Even excluding 
soil microorganisms some 2000 species of invertebrate are commonly found in 
cereal fields, providing a rich food supply for both birds and small mammals: the 
leaves, flowers and seeds of arable weeds are host to a range of invertebrate 
food items on which the vast majority of our declining farmland bird species feed 
their chicks, including grasshoppers, spiders, leaf beetles, weevils, aphids, 
craneflies, sawfly larvae, butterflies and moths (Winspear and Davies, 2005).  
Farmland birds are therefore severly affected by the use of pesticides through the 
direct removal of invertebrates by insecticides and the removal of the food plants 
of insects by herbicides.   
 
Invertebrates have often been neglected in land management, but they are of 
critical importance to the health of our countryside. Recent surveys have shown 
alarming declines in the numbers of insects such as moths and this has 
undoubtedly had a serious knock-on effect on other wildlife such as birds and 
bats. For instance, the plummeting population of Passer domesticus house 
sparrow – 58% in the past twenty years – has been attributed to a lack of 
summer insects.  Most Environmental Stewardship options will benefit 
invertebrates and the goal should be to incorporate as wide a variety of habitat 
options as possible: field corner management, hedge, ditch and wall options, low 
and zero input grassland, reduced herbicide cereals, unharvested fertiliser free 
cereal headlands, beetle banks in bigger fields, pollen and nectar mixes.  This 
wide variety of habitats and resulting plant species, managed in short sections by 
sensitive mowing regimes will then provide:  

· Connective habitats / corridors. 
· Continuity of food supplies; the plant species diversity providing pollen, 

nectar, seeds and prey for a variety of invertebrates. 
· Opportunity for re-colonisation of species from adjacent areas. 

 
The shift from spring to autumn cultivation in many arable fields has had an effect 
on invertebrate groups such as ground beetles, favouring smaller species at the 
expense of some larger species.  Seed eating ground beetles appear to have 
declined more than other groups of ground beetles and this probably reflects the 
reduction in weed species in arable fields.  The effects of summer insecticides on 
invertebrates are greater than the effects of autumn applied insecticides 
(Boatman et al, 2004). There is good evidence that insecticides applied during 
the breeding season also affect breeding performance of Emberiza calandra corn 
bunting and yellowhammer. In the case of the grey partridge, experiments have 
shown that a reduction in the use of herbicides and insecticides boost insect food 
available to the chicks, and in turn improves breeding productivity. 
 
Nomada fulvicornis nomad bee is a cleptoparasite of the rare mining bee 
Andrena nigrospina. It has recently been discovered in the conservation 
headlands at Devils Spittleful nature reserve near Kidderminster foraging on 
Raphanus raphanistrum subsp. raphanistrum wild radish growing in the 
unsprayed spring barley headland.  
 
Two UK BAP species, Bombus ruderatus large garden bumblebee and Harpalus 
froelichii brush-thighed seed-eater, are also associated with cereal field margins. 
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Arable Flora 
Arable flora is the most critically threatened group of plants in Britain and is of 
conservation concern because of enormous national declines in their distribution 
and abundance.  Overall, some 300 species of plant can occur in arable fields. 
Threatened and important species found include Centaurea cyanus cornflower, 
Ranunculus arvensis corn buttercup, Scandix pectin-veneris shepherd's-needle 
and Valerianella dentata narrow-fruited cornsalad. Species such as these, which 
were once common, are now virtually extinct in Worcestershire.   
 
Many arable species are very particular about where they grow: associating with 
particular species and exhibiting a long-standing fidelity to certain sites or areas 
depending on nuanced differences in soil, topography, climate and land use. 
Many populations of rare species have been recorded from particular fields for 
decades or even centuries, their fluctuations reflecting the changes in the 
management of arable landscapes.  This combination of site loyalty with the 
ability of the majority of species to lay dormant yet viable in seed banks for many 
years means that successful conservation can often be delivered by careful 
targeted management in the right place.   
 
Recognising that weeds have a conflicting role in agro-ecosystems, by competing 
with the crop and potentially reducing yields, whilst at the same time providing 
food for farmland wildlife, weed management today has to reconcile these two 
conflicting elements. Studies at Rothamsted Research are assessing the relative 
importance of individual arable weeds to the invertebrate fauna of the arable field 
and then the relative importance of the weeds/invertebrates to birds so that 
targeted weed management decisions can be made. Table 2 provides a 
summary of this research. 
 
Table 2. Relative importance of arable flora to inv ertebrate fauna, Rothamsted 
Research.  

 
Number of 

insect species 
recorded 1 

Number of 
insect 

families 
recorded 1 

Relative 
direct 

importance 
to birds 2 

Occurence 3 Change 4 

Alopecurus myosuroides  
Black-grass 6 3 n/a 38% + 

Avena fatua  
Wild-oat 5 4 0 42 • 

Chenopodium album  
Fat-hen 31 15 3 13% - 

Cirsium arvense  
Creeping Thistle 50 9 1 n/a n/a 

Fallopia convolvulus  
Black-bindweed n/a n/a 3 n/a n/a 

Fumaria officinalis  
Common Fumitory 3 1 1 17 n/a 

Galium aparine  
Cleavers 30 13 0 58% + 

Matricaria perforata  
Scentless Mayweed 31 15 n/a 67% - 

Papaver rhoeas  
Common Poppy 8 7 n/a 18% • 

Poa annua  
Annual Meadow-grass 53 15 2 79% • 

Polygonum aviculare  
Knotgrass 61 15 3 n/a n/a 
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Senecio vulgaris  
Grounsel 47 10 2 n/a n/a 

Stellaria media  
Common Chickweed 71 12 3 94% • 

Viola arvensis  
Field Pansy 3 3 2 45% • 

1. Assessed using the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology's Phytophagous Insect Data Base.  
This represents the total number of insect species/families that have been recorded as 
occurring on that plant.  

2. On a scale of 0 to 3 - based on the number of seed-eating bird species that have been 
recorded as feeding on the seeds of that plant species.  

3. Based on percentage of fields infested observed in a recent survey of arable fields in 
central and southern England.  

4.  The symbol indicates if the species has been increasing (+), decreasing (-) or remained 
roughly stable (•) over recent years. 

 
2.3 Distribution and extent 
Distribution and trends in invertebrates  
Although there is conclusive evidence that many groups of invertebrates – 
including bumblebees and butterflies – are in rapid decline, there is no overall 
picture of the well-being of the UK’s invertebrates.  However, it has been 
estimated that 80% of Britain’s butterflies need arable weeds to survive.  Table 3 
shows the numbers of nationally scarce species that are particularly associated 
with arable field margins.  Many of these species feed on arable weeds. 
 
Table 3. Numbers of Nationally Scarce invertebrate species associated with arable field 
margins.  
Group Number of Species 
Spiders and allies 6 
True bugs – heteroptera 3 
True bugs – leafhoppers, planthoppers, froghoppers, treehoppers and 
cicadas 

2 

Ground beetles 7 
Leaf beetles 12 
Weevils 14 
Rove beetles 11 
Ants, bees and wasps 7 
 
Within Worcestershire there are many locally useful insect records from which 
empirical conclusions could be drawn about the approximate distributions of 
certain groups and species.  A standardised monitoring programme is needed so 
that invertebrate population trends can be scientifically evaluated. 
 
Distribution and trends in Arable Flora  
There is an urgent need to focus attention on arable plants in the landscape, in 
part to reflect their continued rarity in Britain, but also to reflect the key role that 
they play in supporting insect and bird populations in their position at the base of 
the food chain.  Although the total area of arable cropping has increased in the 
post war period, the expansion of winter wheat cropping at the expense of winter 
and spring oats and barley has reduced the diversity of crop habitats.  This, 
coupled with the earlier sowing and more intensive husbandry of cereals, has 
been the cause of the severe decline in arable flora.  
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Table 4. Worcestershire records for five rare arabl e flora species.  Source: 
Worcestershire Flora Project.  
 

 
 
2.4 Legislation affecting the arable habitat 
Single Farm Payment 
In 2005, the Single Farm Payment (SFP) replaced most existing crop and 
livestock payments and broke the link between production and grant support. To 
receive the SFP farmers/land managers must demonstrate Cross Compliance: 
that they are keeping land in Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition 
(GAEC), which includes soil management and protection and the maintenance of 
habitats and landscape features, and complying with a number of specific 
Statutory Management Requirements (SMR’s) relating to the environment, public 
and plant health and welfare, and livestock identification and tracing.  The Cross 
Compliance regulations bring together under one umbrella several major pieces 
of legislation and apply them specifically to the farm environment.  Some of these 
are discussed in more detail below. 
 
Other key legislation 
Under the Food and Environment Protection Act 1985, it is illegal to spray 
herbicides into hedge bases.  Certain pesticides have an aquatic buffer zone 
requirement when applied by horizontal boom or broadcast air-assisted sprayers. 
If a farmer wants to reduce this aquatic buffer zone, there is a legal obligation to 
carry out and record a Local Environment Risk Assessment for Pesticides 
(LERAP).  The farmer is legally obliged to record all spraying decisions in his 
spray records, as advised in section 6 of the updated Code of Practice for Using 
Plant Protection Products (keeping spray records) (originally in Part 4 of the Code 
of Practice for the Safe Use of Pesticides on Farms and Holdings (Green Code)). 
 
Twelve species of arable plants receive full protection under Schedule 8 of the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act, whilst a total of 12 vascular plants (including 
Western Ramping Fumitory) have been regarded as priority species under the 
UK BAP.  In addition to individual species receiving structured conservation 
action, arable plants as a whole are included under target 6 of the Global 
Strategy for Plant Protection. It states that at least 30% of production lands 

Species Worcs records 
1970 onwards 

Comments 

Cornflower  (UK 
BAP, IUCN Red 
List) 

10 There are 47 records in total, but most are newly sown 
introductions. No site produces regular plants. 

Corn Buttercup 
(IUCN Red List) 

74 Regularly seen apart form in the NW of the county, but 
often irregular in any one site. 

Red Hemp Nettle  
(UK BAP, 
Nationally Scarce, 
IUCN Red List) 

6 In serious decline, last sighting in 1992. 

Shepherds 
Needle (UK BAP, 
IUCN Red List) 

14 Largely in the SE of the county. 

Spreading Hedge 
Parsley  (UK BAP, 
Nationally Scarce, 
IUCN Red List) 

30 All records in the south of the county. 
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should be managed in a way consistent with the conservation of plant diversity by 
2010. 
 
2.5 Summary of important sites for arable flora 
Kemerton   
Kemerton Estate is the family home of Adrian Darby, chair of Plantlife from 1994-
2002 and is the base of the Kemerton Conservation Trust.  Since the 1970s the 
farm has been managed increasingly along nature conservation lines.  The farm 
is in Countryside Stewardship and there have been arable margins and 
conservation headlands for over 20 years, supporting expanding populations of 
shepherd’s needle, corn buttercup, Silene noctiflora night flowering catchfly, 
narrow fruited cornsalad and many others.  A wealth of information has been 
gathered by the Conservation Trust about management of arable margins and 
seed propagation. 
 
Lower Smite Farm 
The headquarters of Worcestershire Wildlife Trust, Lower Smite is a small mixed 
farm (65 ha) that seeks to maximise education and biodiversity value whilst at the 
same time retaining a viable farming unit.  The farm is in Countryside 
Stewardship (CSS) and of primary importance is the retention of a farmland 
mosaic through an arable rotation of winter wheat, spring barley, winter 
beans and temporary grass.   The farm is of national importance for arable flora 
and is part of Plantlife’s Important Arable Plant Areas Project (see section 4.3).  
Four 0.5 ha research plots are managed in partnership with Plantlife as part of a 
project to evaluate the effectiveness of different management strategies, 
including different cultivation dates, cultivated margins, fallow plots 
and conservation headlands, in conserving and encouraging rare arable flora. 
Key species present include corn buttercup, Ranunculus parviflorus small 
flowered buttercup, Myosurus minimus mousetail and Torilis arvensis spreading 
hedge parsley.  WWT has also established a further 2 ha of arable flora margins 
and in-crop conservation headlands as part of the existing CSS agreement. 
 
Naunton Beauchamp (Naunton Court)   
In autumn 2006 Worcestershire Wildlife Trust acquired two arable fields 
previously belonging to Naunton Court.  The importance of the site was first 
recognised in 1990 with corn buttercup recorded as very common, shepherds 
needle as common and Lithospermum arvense field gromwell as fairly common. 
A further survey in 2001 showed all three species were still present though in 
reduced numbers. The site is of international importance under the Plantlife 
criteria for identifying Important Arable Plant Areas.  The 2007 survey following 
WWT’s purchase of the land has been very encouraging, although field gromwell 
has not yet been re-found. Other species of importance in the immediate area 
surrounding the two fields are Anthemis cotula stinking chamomile, Euphorbia 
exigua dwarf spurge, Kickxia spuria round leaved fluellen and Kickxia elatine 
sharp leaved fluellen.   
 
The site is now being sympathetically managed for arable flora with a 
sympathetic neighbouring farmer carrying out all operations.  Management 
strategies include conservation headlands, autumn sown crops, low input crops 
and rotational fallow.  
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Other important county sites for arable flora 
An analysis of county arable flora records on behalf of Plantlife showed about 50 
1km squares which would qualify as nationally important if each monad were a 
single arable site.  Many of the areas identified have a good remnant seed bank 
and would produce notable arable sites if subjected to appropriate management.  
In addition to those listed separately above, some of the most notable of these 
sites include: 

· Larford (SO8169, SO8168), south of Stourport 
· Gadfield Elm (SO7831) in the extreme south west of the county near 

Redmarley D’Abitot 
· A cluster of sites between Honeybourne, Bretforton and the Littletons near 

Evesham (SP1145, SP0946, SP1045, SP1043).  
 
3. Current factors affecting biodiversity within the arable habitat  
· The need for crops to be weed-free leads to widespread adoption of broad-

spectrum herbicides, as weeds can affect yield, their seed can contaminate 
the harvested grain and result in penalties and they can host disease that can 
be transferred to the crop (e.g. ergot). 

· Lack of selective herbicide trials work and an overall lack of selective 
herbicides available, which would allow more selective use of herbicides in 
crops known to have specific arable flora. 

· Use of insecticides, such as seed dressings and soil applications, sprayed 
directly onto the crop. 

· Use of molluscides (slug pellets). 
· Predominance of winter cropping resulting in competitive crops that allow 

increasingly less light through the canopy from early spring. 
· High nitrogen requirement crops. 
· Less spring cropping.  
· Autumn ploughing of stubbles. 
· Field drainage (e.g. a reduction in wet areas). 
· Whole field applications of lime/base fertiliser altering soil/habitats. 
· Deep cultivations/subsoiling affecting individual species requirements.   
· Lack of information / knowledge on arable flora species. 
· Grain storage.  
· Climate changes encouraging winter cropping in favour of spring. 
· The reduction in the compulsory set aside rate to zero for the 2008 cropping 

year. 
· The development of the biofuel sector and the potential loss of marginal land 

to crop production for biomass. 
 
4. Current Action 
4.1 Local protection  
Arable land itself receives no legal protection per se aside from the legislation 
outlined above pertaining to the management of it.  At the time of writing there 
are 221 Countryside Stewardship and 548 Environmental Stewardship 
agreements underway on landholdings in Worcestershire, which will afford 
protection via sensitive management to specific features and habitats on each 
farm.   
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4.2 Habitat management and programmes of action  
Environmental Stewardship schemes 
Agri-environment schemes were first introduced in the 1980’s with the current 
two-tier Environmental Stewardship (ES) scheme launched in 2005. To date 
around 28,000 Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) agreements have been signed 
nationally, bringing some 4 million hectares under environmental management 
(Source: Defra). Farmers receive an area payment of £30/ha across their whole 
farm, which increases to £60/ha under the Organic ELS scheme, in return for 
which they must implement certain environmental management options. Note: 
The ELS was closed in December 07 and re-opened in January 08 with the four 
management plans removed (Soil, Nutrient, Manure and Crop Protection). 
 
Early data on option uptake under ELS confirms that several options are being 
taken up by a large proportion of participants: current agreements reveal a strong 
preference for hedgerow management options with a significantly lower uptake of 
margin, and more importantly, cropped area management options (RDS, 2006). 
Whilst ELS continues to be successful in bringing large numbers of farms into 
low-level environmental management, on their own grass margin and hedgerow 
management options do little to offset risk to many species of high conservation 
concern (Butler et al, 2007).  
 
Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) is a much more competitive, targeted scheme 
and supports only the highest quality applications. There are currently almost 
1,000 HLS agreements in England covering over 65,000 hectares.  HLS will now 
be increasingly targeted geographically at high value habitats and species where 
it is considered that maximum biodiversity and landscape benefit can be gained.   
 
There is a view that the use of farmland birds as the biodiversity indicator for 
arable landscapes is distorting our understanding of the impact of agri-
environment schemes on biodiversity in general (Plantlife). It is assumed that, as 
birds sit near the top of the food chain, an increase in their numbers will reflect an 
increase in all plants and animals below them in the chain (in other words an all-
round healthy farming environment). However, the use of sown wild birdseed 
mixes, as well as pollen and nectar mixes (for insects), is distorting the picture on 
the ground. Food can be provided to increase bird numbers within the arable 
farming environment without necessarily greatly improving the overall biodiversity 
of the landscape and the arable plant populations.  Similar issues occur with 
sowing wildflower seed mixes as a ‘quick fix’ for biodiversity.  The sowing of wild 
plant seed masks the natural distribution of species and is an expensive and 
unnecessary replacement for natural regeneration.   
 
The government has set a target to maintain, improve and restore by 
management the biodiversity of 15,000 ha of cereal field margins on appropriate 
soil types in the UK by 2010.  If this is to be achieved the uptake of cultivated 
margin options in Environmental Stewardship needs to be greatly encouraged. 
 
Plantlife has made the following recommendations for improvements to the ES 
scheme: 

· Future reviews of available Stewardship schemes should require land 
managers to select effective in-field options in key arable plant areas. 
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· Stewardship payments should be reviewed and increased to encourage 
uptake of key cultivated margin options and reflect the increased 
management burden on the farmer and high value to biodiversity. 

 
4.3 Survey, research and monitoring 
Plantlife  
Current estimates put the rate of loss of arable flora species as high as one plant 
per county every two years. Plantlife launched the Back from the Brink 
programme in 1991 in response to the crisis of wild-plant loss in Britain.  They 
have developed a methodology to assess the importance of particular sites for 
arable species. The Important Arable Plant Areas methodology (Byfield & Wilson, 
2005) is derived from the internationally recognised Important Plant Areas (IPA) 
model (Anderson, 2002) and assesses arable sites based on the presence of 
either a single threatened species and/or exceptional assemblages of arable 
species. The ‘outstanding assemblages’ criterion assesses sites based on a 
scoring system that tallies the individual score of 120 indicator species present, 
weighted according to their rarity and decline across Britain, and allows botanists, 
conservationists and others to instantly assess the value of a site – be it of 
county, national or European importance. 
 
The Plantlife Arable Plants Project, funded by the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation 
and Natural England, is to identify and develop an inventory of Important Arable 
Plant Areas in the UK and to implement a programme to conserve the best sites.  
Plantlife are currently running Phase II of the project in partnership with FWAG, 
targeting farms identified as Important Arable Plant Areas and advising them to 
choose the appropriate arable options within Entry and Higher Level 
Stewardship. Under the co-ordination of an Arable Plants Officer, FWAG officers 
in five arable flora-rich rich counties (Wiltshire, Hampshire, Cornwall, 
Worcestershire, Cambridge/Herefordshire) will target a total of 50 species-rich 
farms throughout the course of the two-year project (ending October 2007).   
 
In addition to providing targeted advice and training events, other project aims 
include monitoring how effective the ES schemes are at conserving plants and to 
look at how problem weeds can be controlled effectively. This experimental work 
is being carried out at Plantlife’s reserve farm, Ranscombe in Kent, and also in 
partnership with Worcestershire Wildlife Trust at Lower Smite Farm. Although 
Environmental Stewardship, especially the Entry Level Scheme, focuses on 
arable plant conservation at field margins, environmental management on a 
much wider field or farm scale setting could deliver more. Part of this project is to 
look to find locations and build partnerships where such whole farm scale 
conservation can be practiced. Plantlife and FWAG will both continue to monitor 
the new Stewardship schemes in these early years ready to make the necessary 
representations on policy when the scheme is reviewed. 
 
Worcestershire Flora Project 
The Worcestershire Flora Project was initiated by John Day and Roger Maskew 
in 1987 with the aim of developing a clear understanding of vascular plant 
distribution in Greater Worcestershire (the current county plus all of VC 37).  The 
previous county flora was written in 1909, so published information was very 
outdated.  Recording was carried out on a tetrad basis for commoner plants (596 
tetrads), with more detailed recording for locally scarce and rare plants.  General 
recording was carried out to the end of 2004 with limited extra recording of critical 
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taxa since.  Publication of the results will be in 2 or 3 years, dependent on time 
and resources.  Amongst the results already available is a database of more than 
600,000 plant records.  Worcestershire is now one of the better-researched 
counties in the UK for plant distribution. 
 
The State of the UK’s Invertebrate Fauna 
This Buglife project, currently in development, will draw together new and existing 
information to provide a comprehensive snapshot of the current state of the UK’s 
invertebrate fauna. 
  
Rothamsted Research 
The Department of Plant and Invertebrate Ecology at Rothamsted is undertaking 
several ongoing research programmes to integrate research on the ecology, 
behaviour and genetics of organisms inhabiting agricultural ecosystems in order 
to conserve and exploit biodiversity, monitor and predict the impacts of 
environmental change, and optimise the performance of both chemical and non-
chemical components of crop protection strategies. 
 
5. Associated Plans 
Farmland Birds, Ancient / Species-rich Hedgerows. 
 
6. Vision Statement 
To raise the profile of arable land as a potentially valuable habitat, changing the 
perception that arable land equates automatically to a wildlife desert, and making 
space within our farmed landscape for its characteristic plants, animals, birds and 
insects.   
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7. Targets 
 
Target Type 

 
Target Text 

Baseline 
value 

Target 
Value 

Target 
Timescale 

Expand Increase the number of farms taking up ELS/HLS options for conservation headlands  4 15 2017 
Expand Increase the number of farms taking up the HLS option for cultivated fallow plots or margins 

for arable flora 
1 10 2017 

 
8. Actions 
 
Action Code 

Action 
Category 

 
Action Text 

 
Location 

Complete 
Action By 

Lead 
Organisation 

Support 
Organisations 

WRC ARA CA 01 2.1 Promote and market Lower Smite Farm and 
Naunton Court as demonstration sites for arable 
flora conservation. 

Worcestershire 2017 WWT Plantlife 

WRC ARA CA 02 2.15 Run 5 training events on arable flora ID and 
conservation for nature conservation staff. 

Worcestershire 2017 WWT FWAG 

WRC ARA CA 03 2.15 Run 5 training events on arable flora ID and 
conservation for landowners. 

Worcestershire 2017 FWAG NFU 
WWT 
Plantlife 

WRC ARA ID 01 8.5 Produce a map of arable plant hotspots within 
the county, using all current available data, that 
can be used for targeting advice to landowners 
and future survey work.  

Worcestershire 2008 WWT  

WRC ARA FI 01 5.1 Give greater emphasis to in-field options in any 
future revision of Environmental Stewardship 
and ensure grant support is set at an 
appropriate level. 

Worcestershire  2017 NE  

WRC ARA CA 04 2.11 Ensure all landowners applying for 
Environmental Stewardship receive advice on 
the conservation management of arable flora 
and invertebrates and encouragement to take 
up options to benefit these. 

Worcestershire 2017 NE  

WRC ARA FR 01 4.1 Actively promote arable field and arable margin 
options in Environmental Stewardship to 
landowners within key arable plant areas. 

Worcestershire 2017 NE FWAG 
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WRC ARA CP 01 3.16 10 articles to appear in appropriate magazines, 
papers and other publications to raise the profile 
of arable flora conservation.  

Worcestershire 2017 FWAG NFU 
WWT 

WRC ARA RE 01 10.8 Research and promote alternative set-aside 
options to mitigate against any negative effects 
observed on biodiversity of the reduced set-
aside requirement. 

Worcestershire 2017 NE FWAG 
WWT 

WRC ARA CA 05 2.11 Promote and provide advice on the use of more 
selective herbicide and pesticide products and 
more selective ways of applying them within the 
cropped environment. 

Worcestershire 2017 NE WWT 
EA 

WRC ARA CA 06 2.15 Run five events on biodiversity within the 
cropped environment for agronomists and other 
professionals who provide advice and other 
services to landowners. 

Worcestershire 2017 NE FWAG 
WWT 

WRC ARA CP 02 3.16 Use the development and marketing of wildlife-
friendly branded product lines as an opportunity 
to publicise the biodiversity issues relevant to 
arable farmland. 

Worcestershire 2017 WWT WCC 
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