Policy Context Statement for FOCUS Question 3:  What is the status of, and changes in, the weed flora of different crop types (eg roots and vegetables) as recorded in CS2000 and what is the conservation value of the species concerned?

[Posted 06/01/03]
Changes in the flora of arable fields were recognised in the early 20th century, when it was noted in regional florae that some former arable plants were becoming scarce (Firbank, 1988). Studies during the later half of the 20th  century demonstrated a shift in arable plant flora towards grass weeds, that were associated with changes in tillage and increases in winter crops and inputs of fertilisers and herbicides (e.g. Firbank, 1999). Some arable plants became increasingly localised, to the point that the arable flora was the most threatened group of plants in GB (Stewart et al., 1994).

The changes in the arable flora were also being implicated in the declines of farmland bird species. Potts (1997 and included refs) demonstrated the links between arable plants, invertebrates and population change in grey partridge, and Wilson et al. (1999) noted the relationships between arable flora and other farmland birds. In general, the shift away from dicotyledonous plants to grass weeds disfavoured the plants that are important food sources for birds, leading to the development of prescriptions for Conservation Headlands, intended to maintain these food resources at little cost to the farmer (Sotherton, 1991). 

Concern over the direct and indirect conservation value of arable plants remains high. The UK Biodiversity Action Plan names several arable plant species, including Adonis annua and Centaurea cyanus, while Agrostemma githago is now considered extinct in the wild. The Cereal Field Margin Habitat Action Plan aims to maintain and restore 15,000 ha of habitat (Anon, 1995). This plan is supported through over 40 local BAPs, and, in England, through the new Arable Options of the Countryside Stewardship Scheme.   

Countryside Survey records arable plants from main plots, the new arable margin plots and field boundary plots. These have already demonstrated national declines in food plants for farmland birds between 1978 – 90 (Smart et al., 2000), and confirmed the impression of shifts towards greater levels of grass weeds (Bunce et al., 1999). The new research will update these results, stressing differences between crop types, and the further analysis of the Arable Margin plots will give a baseline assessment of species diversity in this habitat.
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