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Arable?

ôLand used for growing cropsõ

In UK range from cereals (barley and 
wheat) to potatoes, cabbages and oilseed 
rape

70% of UK is farmland

c.25% of UK is arable



But arable fields are 

boring and rubbish for 

wildlife, right?



Most threatened suite 

of plants in the UK!



And arable land can provide 

habitat foré..

Farmland birds (e.g. Corn Bunting and 
Stone Curlew)

Pollinators and other insects

Mammals (e.g. Brown Hare & Harvest 
Mouse)

Many othersé



Arable plant communities have been 

affected by changes in management 



Arable farming has occurred in UK  for 8000 years!

Many plant species brought with humans as they 
migrated (including many arable plants) = 
Archaeophytes

Some were used as a crop and others brought 
accidentally (òweedsó)

Many arable plants are on the northern fringe of 
their distribution in the UK

Plants brought to the UK pre -1500 = 
Archaeophytes

Plants brought to the UK post -1500 = Neophytes



Late 1800õs ðSeed cleaning
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Late 1800õs ðSeed cleaning

© C Shellswell

Arable Plants ðA Field Guide

Corncockle and Darnel 
were described as 
serious weeds in the 16th

Century.

Now they are seriously 
close to extinction.



Mid 1900õs onwards

Herbicides
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Herbicide use has 
increased over the last 100 
years and the number of 
seeds within the seedbank 
has reduced



All pesticides applied to all crops ðUK (DEFRA)



Mid 1900õs onwards

Fertilisers
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Fertilisers tend to increase 
competitiveness of crops plus more 
competitive crop varieties are 
available.

Many arable plants like open 
habitats but then get outcompeted 



Other management 
changes:

ÅSpring sown ðAutumn / 
Winter sown

ÅField enlargement and 
removal of margin habitat

ÅMinimum tillage rather than 
ploughing

ÅMove from mixed farming to 
pastoral (grassland farming)

ÅIncrease in maize and oil 
seed rape
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Spring cultivation Võs Autumn/Winter cultivation



Spring Vs Autumn Cultivation
Recent move to autumn cultivation

These crops tend to be more intensively 
managed (more herbicide application)

Many arable plants germinate in spring and as 
such do not do as well when cultivated in 
autumn



Spring Vs Autumn Cultivation
Recent move to autumn cultivation

These crops tend to be more intensively 
managed (more herbicide application)

Ploughing Võs Min Tillage



Ploughing Võs Min Til
Recent move to min til

Ploughing = top 6inches of soil turned

Min til = top few cm of soil turned

Early days but think that some plants need 
more disturbance

Plus.. Min til often requires more herbicide use



As a resulté

éfewer species-

rich arable plant 
communities
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éMany 

species have 
become rare 
/ uncommon



Farmland bird populations have 
declined by 56% since 1970
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Best areas for 

arable plants 
(England)



Where are Species-rich Arable 
Plant Communities Found Now?



Cultivated Margins and Plots


