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Arable plants are the fastest declining group of plants in the UK. They have declined by 96% in the last 200 years, 7 
arable plants are extinct and 54 are considered threatened. Arable plants provide the foundation for much other farm 
wildlife providing pollen and nectar for insects, which in turn are food, and seeds for birds and mammals. By 
identifying locations with rare and threatened arable plants, management can be targeted to support this vital wildlife 
resource. Arable plants are tied to cultivation practices and would not survive without the regular ploughing of land. 
Management for arable plants includes annually cultivated uncropped margins, low-input widely drilled cereal 
headlands and low-input cereal crops. These are available through the Campaign for the Farmed Environment (CFE), as 
part of the old agri-environment scheme Environmental Stewardship and the new scheme Countryside Stewardship.   
 
City Farm is a conventionally managed farm located near Eynsham in Oxfordshire. The soil coverage across the farm is 
neutral clay with acid deposits of sandier material. The Landfill Field (field 11) has been covered in topsoil imported 
onto the site as part of the restoration of this field. It is notably different from the other fields and contains species 
that are garden varieties, such as pansies and violets. These plants have not been recorded in the IAPA score. The 
fields at City Farm have been regularly surveyed between 2014 and 2016 by experienced botanists including the 
Oxfordshire Flora Group and BSBI vice-county recorder providing specialist identification of difficult species, such as 
nettle-leaved goosefoot and blue pimpernel. City Farm has an IAPA score of 90 making it of European Importance for 
arable plants.  
 
Plant Species Status IAPA 

Score 
Field 
number 

Annual knawel* 
Scleranthus 
annuus Endangered 8 9 

Nettle-leaved 
goosefoot 

Chenopodium 
murale Vulnerable 7 11 

Corn marigold 
Glebionis 
segetum Vulnerable 7 

1, 9, 11, 14, 
15, 19 

Corn spurrey 
Spergula 
arvensis Vulnerable 7 1, 4, 9 

Dwarf spurge 
Euphorbia 
exigua 

Near 
Threatened 6 

9, 11, 14, 
15, 19, 21 

Field 
woundwort 

Stachys 
arvensis 

Near 
Threatened 6 1, 9 

Blue pimpernel 

Anagallis 
arvensis ssp. 
foemina 

Nationally 
Scarce 5 11 

Maple-leaved 
goosefoot 

Chenopodium 
hybridum 

Least 
Concern 3 11 

Broad-leaved 
spurge 

Euphorbia 
platyphyllos 

Least 
Concern 3 11 

Dense-
flowered 
fumitory 

Fumaria 
densiflora 

Least 
Concern 3 9 

Round-leaved 
fluellen Kickxia spuria 

Least 
Concern 3 9, 19, 21 

Field 
pepperwort 

Lepidium 
campestre 

Least 
Concern 3 11 

Knotted hedge-
parsley Torilis nodosa 

Least 
Concern 3 11 

Sharp-leaved 
fluellen Kickxia elatine 

Least 
Concern 2 9, 19, 21 

Fig-leaved 
goosefoot 

Chenopodium 
ficifolium 

Least 
Concern 2 

11 

Many-seeded 
goosefoot 

Chenopodium 
polyspermum 

Least 
Concern 2 9, 11 

Treacle-
mustard 

Erysimum 
cheiranthoides 

Least 
Concern 2 11 

Small-flowered 
crane's-bill 

Geranium 
pusillum 

Least 
Concern 2 11 

Dwarf mallow Malva neglecta 
Least 
Concern 2 11 

Babington's 
poppy 

Papaver 
lecoqii 

Least 
Concern 2 11 

IAPA Scoring System1 
The score is based on the presence of 
threatened arable plants that have been 
given a rating of between 1 for locally rare 
species of least concern to 9 for critically 
endangered or extinct species.  
Most threatened 
     9 – Critically Endangered 
     8 – Endangered 
     7 – Vulnerable 
     6 – Near Threatened 
     5 – Nationally Scarce 
     4 – Nationally Scarce 
     3 – Least Concern 
     2 – Least Concern 
     1 – Least Concern 
0 – No Concern and not rated 
 
The IAPA score is calculated by adding 
together all of the species scores found 
over the last 20 years. The total is then 
compared to the soil type to identify 
whether the farm holding is of County, 
National or European importance. 
 

Importance 

Soil type 

Chalk / 
limestone 

Clays / 
poor-

draining 

Sands / 
free-

draining 
European 90+ 70+ 70+ 
National 45-89 30-69 35-69 
County 30-44 20-29 20-34 

 
 
 
 

1 Byfield, A.J. & Wilson, P. J. (2005). 
Important Arable Plant Areas: identifying 
priority sites for arable plant conservation 
in the United Kingdom. Plantlife 
International, Salisbury, UK. 
http://www.plantlife.org.uk/publications/i
mportant_arable_plant_areas/.  
 
* Indicates plants considered to be of 
conservation concern listed on Section 41 of 
the NERC Act 2006. 
 
 



White mustard Sinapis alba 
Least 
Concern 2 

9, 11 

Grey field-
speedwell Veronica polita 

Least 
Concern 2 11 

Smooth tare 
Vicia 
tetrasperma 

Least 
Concern 2 

1, 9, 11, 14, 
15, 21 

Bugloss 
Anchusa 
arvensis 

Least 
Concern 1 

11 

Small toadflax 
Chaenorhinum 
minus 

Least 
Concern 1 9, 11, 15 

Henbit dead-
nettle 

Lamium 
amplexicaule 

Least 
Concern 1 

11 

Corn mint 
Mentha 
arvensis 

Least 
Concern 1 19 

Wild radish 
Raphanus 
raphanistrum 

Least 
Concern 1 9, 11, 15 

Field madder 
Sherardia 
arvensis 

Least 
Concern 1 9, 14, 15, 21 
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Figure 1: IAPA score per field at City Farm 
 
Due to the variability of arable plant germination depending on a variety of factors such as weather, timing and depth 
of cultivation, field rotation and crop there is the possibility that some arable plants may not have germinated. There 
is also the possibility that plants growing within the crop or those that had not started flowering by the time of survey 
may have been missed by the surveyors. For these reasons it is recommended that a series of surveys are undertaken 
over a period of a few years to assess the arable plants present across the fields under the arable rotation.  
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General management recommendations 
 
Ploughing rather than minimum tillage is recommended for fields with threatened arable plants as the latter 
cultivation depth does not necessarily disturb soil allowing seeds to germinate or bring buried seed to the surface. In 
addition, a medium-fine tilth should be prepared rather than leaving the soil in clumps as this will allow any seeds to 
germinate and take root in the soil whilst compacted earth may prevent this from occurring. 
 
Some arable plants can survive as remnant populations in the soil seed bank for considerable time whilst other species 
require more regular soil disturbance and suitable growing conditions to complete their life-cycle. The seed bank is 
diminished if cultivation with subsequent weed control, such as the use of herbicides, is undertaken as it prevents the 
plants from completing their annual lifecycle. This should be avoided in the margins where these plants occur. 
Furthermore, although they have a long-lived seed bank they rely on the cultivation of soil for their continued survival 
and conversion of these field margins to grass or sown nectar mixes should also be avoided. Threatened arable plants 
provide a pollen and nectar resource for insects along with other common plants that form part of the arable plant 
community.  
 
The increase in nitrogen applications over recent decades coupled with the use of more competitive crop varieties 
means that rare arable plants can quickly be out-competed and struggle to survive. In such situations, only nitrogen-
loving weeds are able to compete and often go on to become pernicious problem species. Autumn cultivation also 
favours problem grass weeds such as couch and wild oat, and some broad-leaved weeds like bristly oxtongue. Spring 
cultivation can favour problem species like sowthistles. Reducing fertiliser applications in areas with threatened arable 
plants along with a management regime targeting the pernicious weeds would help threatened arable plants survive. 
One method of control is to rotate fields through a cycle including a period of ley and/or rotate specific management 
measures like cultivated margins for arable plants. Fallow margins may be suited to the top of slopes in south facing 
fields which have a tendency to support more arable plants than the bottom of slopes (which can accumulate more 
fertiliser run-off) on cooler north-facing fields. However, this is not always the case and within-field targeting of 
management measures may be required in some circumstances. Another form of control that may be required when 
pernicious weeds get beyond control is the use of targeting gramnicides or herbicides at the appropriate time of year 
to enable rare plants to set seed but still remove the pernicious species (specific site-related agronomy advice would 
be required for the use of weed-control chemicals and their use may be restricted under agri-environment scheme 
options). The recommendation in fields with threatened arable plants present is to spread less fertiliser. 
 
 


