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1. Purpose of the Report 
 
1.1 To inform Members about the Cornfield Flowers Project’s progress over the last five 

years and the future for the Project and for arable flowers in the National Park. 
 
 
2. Background 
 
2.1 In the late 1980s, naturalist Nan Sykes drew attention to the plight of arable flora in the 

National Park and surrounding area. She reached the conclusion that apart from a few 
common species, the arable plant flora had practically disappeared. To try and reverse 
this decline, the Cornfield Flowers Project was born, in which Nan was joined by Ron 
Foster, Chris Wilson, David Arnold-Foster, Ian Carstairs, and Rona Charles on behalf 
of the NPA. Its objectives were to: 

 
1. Find and retrieve locally diminishing species of the local cornfield flora; 
2. Create locations and seed resources where they can be retained in perpetuity; 
3. Enable wider appreciation of this group of plants and their essential role in 

retaining ecological diversity; and 
4. Make available seed, plants and advice to other land users. 

 
2.2 Although centred on the National Park the Project’s boundaries are roughly the A19 to 

the west and Thixendale to the south.  
 
2.3 In 1989, with the help of the North York Moors National Park Authority, trustees of the 

Carstairs Countryside Trust (CCT) bought an 11 hectare arable field at Silpho, near 
Scarborough, as a farmed 'secure site' for the plants. The Ryedale Folk Museum at 
Hutton-le-Hole soon became a partner in the Project as well, providing a nursery for 
increasing numbers of rare seeds and a demonstration field for the public to enjoy and 
learn about the species. 

 
2.4 The first five year phase of the Project was carried out largely by volunteers. With the 

help of farmers and landowners, they sought out the rare plants, seed was collected 
and new plants nurtured. They were first grown in the Museum nursery and field but 
subsequently also introduced into strips along the edges of arable fields that farmers 
managed for arable plant conservation. All were in Higher Level Stewardship (HLS), so 
should not lose out financially as a result, but they received no direct funding from the 
Project.  

 
2.5 The second five year phase (2005 – 2009) obtained Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) and 

NYMNP Sustainable Development Fund (SDF) funding, with the CCT as the applicant, 
which enabled key volunteer Chris Wilson, a local farmer, to be employed part-time by 
the NPA.  

 
2.6 In the third phase (2010 – 2015), which has just finished, further HLF and SDF funding 

was supplemented by a grant from LEADER and another staff member Tom 
Normandale joined the team. Both Chris and Tom were employed by the North 
Yorkshire Moors Association (NYMA), but Rona Charles continued to provide direction, 
steer and support and CCT was again the applicant.  



 

  

2.7 The NPA has supported the Project throughout its history and continues to publicise it 
on our website http://www.northyorkmoors.org.uk/looking-after/our-projects/cornfield-
flowers-project. 

 
3. Achievements 
 
3.1 The Cornfield Flowers Project‘s main achievements are listed in Appendix 1 below. 

The Project’s two officers have created a valued network of contacts in the farming 
community and, particularly in the latest phase, extended the Project’s reach to 
volunteer groups and schools. The partnership with the Ryedale Folk Museum has 
been particularly valuable in providing a public face for the Project and an educational 
resource. The emphasis on volunteer involvement, where individuals or groups 
become ‘custodians’ of individual species and give seed back to the Project each 
autumn for farm-based introductions, seems to be an unusual and perhaps unique 
formula which has developed and served the Project well over the last fifteen years. 

 
3.2 A more complete record of the Project’s achievements and progress are covered by 

the Project’s final report which can be found at the following 
link: http://www.northyorkmoors.org.uk/looking-after/our-projects/cornfield-flowers-
project/Cornfield-Flowers-Project-Out-of-Intensive-Care-Report.pdf 

 
4. The Current Position 
 
4.1 The Cornfield Flowers Project is still running for the year 2015/16, with Tom 

Normandale being employed two days a week by the Ryedale Folk Museum. His post 
is funded by CCT. Chris Wilson has retired as an employee, but still volunteers with the 
Project. Involvement by National Park staff is now much reduced, recognising that the 
Project has stabilised and in some cases secured a sustainable future for several of 
the targeted rare cornfield flower species; as a result of the Authority’s primary focus on 
Habitat Connectivity. There is also the possibility that the Project’s focus might move 
further away from the North York Moors if this would be of benefit in the long term. The 
recently established outpost of the Project at Water Fulford, south of York, may prove a 
promising location for a new project with good links to York’s charitable, voluntary and 
academic sectors. 

 
4.2 Meanwhile, however, ensuring that the gains made since the start of the Project are 

not lost, as far as possible, is an important objective. This involves maintaining the sites 
that are, to varying degrees, directly influenced by the Project. Contact is also being 
maintained with the Project’s key farmers and land managers. They are all in HLS, so 
some involvement with Natural England would be expected, however these farmers’ 
involvement with the Project goes way beyond any HLS agreement due to their 
personal and in many cases long-term commitment to the Project’s aims.  

 
4.3 Both Tom and Chris are still in contact with volunteers who want to continue to supply 

seeds and/or plants. This category comprises a wide variety of groups such as 
schools; gardens open to the public, gardening clubs and also several individuals 
(species ‘custodians’).  Their contact details are still available for farmers where the 
Project has previously offered advice, assisted with HLS applications, donated plants 
or seed, in case any follow-up advice is requested. The last newsletter provides a 
useful summary of the Project and the current position and can be found at  

 Appendix 2. 
 
 
 
  

http://www.northyorkmoors.org.uk/looking-after/our-projects/cornfield-flowers-project
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5. Future for Arable flowers in the National Park 
 
5.1 With the National Park Authority’s focus turning more to improving habitat connectivity 

(particularly in grasslands and woodlands); there are fewer resources available to 
promote arable flower conservation. However, there are still some opportunities to do 
so, both in their own right and where they are associated with other threatened species 
that also benefit from less-intensively managed farmland, particularly where these have 
synergies with strengthening the permeability of the landscape. The highest priority 
sites for these plants are largely safeguarded, at least for the next few years, through a 
combination of sympathetic ownership (Silpho field and Ryedale Folk Museum) and 
continuing agri-environment schemes, ensuring that key species have a more secure 
future.   

 
5.2 Efforts are being made to secure Project funding for another year to ensure there is a 

transition to a new stage of the Project and linked to this securing the Project Officer’s 
post for at least another year to facilitate this. Species action plans are being drawn up 
for some of the key plants that have been a focus of the Project’s work in the past, so 
that if funding or volunteering opportunities come up they are ready to be implemented. 
Guidance is also being prepared for the various volunteers who grow particular species 
for the Project. There is considerable determination that the Project will continue in 
some form and that this will include land within the National Park. 

 
5.3 The National Park Authority would like to thank to all of those who have been involved 

in the Project over its duration and who have contributed to its success. This includes 
the Project staff, volunteers and crucially the land owners and managers without whom 
the Project would could not have succeeded. In particular, mention should be made of 
Stephen Gibson of Birkdale Farm, Terrington, who very sadly died last month. Stephen 
was one of the Project’s most enthusiastic and dedicated farmers who taught many of 
the Project’s supporters a great deal about practical management of rare arable 
flowers. He will be sorely missed. 

 
6. Financial and Staffing Implications 
 
6.1 There are no significant financial or staffing implications resulting from this report. 

There is likely to be a continued contribution to discussions about the Project’s future 
through the National Park’s Ecologist but this will be managed against and bearing in 
mind National Park Management priorities. There may be opportunities to integrate the 
Project’s aims into other externally funded projects moving forward and as 
opportunities arise. 

 
7. Contribution to National Park Management Plan 
 
7.1 The Project has and will continue to contribute to several Management Plan policies. 

Promoting the conservation of arable flowers is implicit in several of the 
Environmental policies, but is particularly pertinent to E16 and E17. 

 
8. Legal Implications 
 
8.1 There are no legal implications resulting from this report. 
 
9. Recommendation 
 
9.1 That Members note the contents of this report. 
 
 



 

  

Contact Officer: 
Rona Charles 
Ecology Officer 
Tel No 01439 772700 
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Appendix 1 
 
Edited list of achievements over last five years, taken from the Project’s final report 
 
The subject areas listed below are the aims of the Project’s third phase, from 2010 to 2015. 
 
Management of core sites: 
CFP core sites (Ryedale Folk Museum demonstration field & nursery, Silpho field) continue 
to support wide range of arable flora.  New sandland arable introduction site developed at 
Water Fulford, York (owned by CCT).  14 volunteer farmers working directly with CFP in 
providing species introduction sites. 
 
The CFP provides only an advisory role to our volunteer farms; there are no binding 
contracts or monetary incentives, and as such they are ultimately free to do as they wish 
with their land. It is to the Project’s credit that they are all still happy to work with us in this 
arrangement. 
 
Quarry introductions:  
Efforts made to expand the range of sites supporting arable flora through introductions to 
Spaunton Quarry, Wharram Quarry and Ellerburn Bank Quarry.  Mixed success due to 
inherently difficult growing conditions, but Red hemp-nettle in particular has persisted well. 
 
Species discoveries:  
Steadily expanding survey coverage, along with increasing botanical expertise of the 
Cornfield Flowers Project and its volunteers, is resulting in continued species discoveries of 
national or regional significance, including a number previously thought regionally extinct. 
 
Invitation to survey farms in connection with agri-environment applications (either through 
National Park Authority, Natural England or RSPB) has proven beneficial in increasing the 
range covered by the CFP, building a more complete picture of actual species rarities and 
range, and enabled significant discoveries.  They are also an effective method of meeting 
new farmers with sufficient interest to become possible project volunteers. 
 
New species found: 
• Upright goosefoot (Chenopodium urbicum): Critically Endangered, UK Biodiversity 

Action Plan (UKBAP) Priority Species. Thorn Park Farm 2014. 
• Small-flowered catchfly (Silene gallica): Nationally Endangered, UKBAP Priority 

Species. Nunburnholme 2014. Not recorded in South-east Yorkshire vice-county 
area (vc61) since 1940 - declared Regionally Extinct. First sighting for CFP. 

• Purple ramping-fumitory (Fumaria purpurea): UKBAP Priority Species. Scalby 2011, 
Crossgates 2012. First record in North-east Yorkshire vice-county area (vc62) since 
1917. 

• Few-flowered fumitory (Fumaria vaillantii): Nationally Vulnerable. Spaunton 
Mushroom Field 2010, Lastingham 2010, Fordon 2011, Seamer 2011. First record in 
vc62 since 1897; first ever record in vc61. 

• Dense-flowered fumitory (Fumaria densiflora): Nationally Least Concern but 
Regionally Rare. Fordon 2009, West Knapton 2010, Ganton Wold 2011, 
Weaverthorpe 2012. 

• Corn parsley (Petroselinum segetum): Regionally Rare. Fordon 2011. 
• Abyssinian kale (Crambe hispanica): Casual alien. Weaverthorpe 2012. Former crop 

species grown for oil seed 10 years previous, now naturalised. First sighting for CFP. 
 
New sites for rare species: 
• Shepherd’s-needle (Scandix pecten-veneris): Nationally Critically Endangered, 

UKBAP Priority Species. Hunmanby 2013. Only third site known to CFP since Project 
started. 



 

  

• Common ramping-fumitory (Fumaria muralis subsp. boraei): Nationally Least 
Concern but declared Regionally Extinct in vc61. Weaverthorpe2012. Not recorded in 
vc61 since 1878. 

• Cornfield knotgrass (Polygonum rurivagum): Regionally Rare. Potter Brompton 2013, 
Nunburnholme 2014. 

 
Community involvement in rare plant cultivation and conservation: 
Extensive volunteer involvement has been developed throughout north-east Yorkshire as a 
result of a range of targeted efforts to expand the involvement of farmers, non-farmers and 
horticulturalists. 
 
• 14 volunteer farmers: managing areas of their farms for arable plant conservation 

and as species reintroduction sites. 
• 23 interested farmers or non-farmers: provided with advice and/or surveys by CFP to 

encourage arable plant conservation. 
• 7 schools: created student-managed arable plant nurseries in their grounds. 
• 2 horticultural groups: actively growing plants for CFP in nursery plots or as Species 

Custodians. 
• 2 naturalist groups: working with the CFP to survey, record and share sightings of 

arable flora, covering entirety of Project area. 
• 1 naturalist group: created an arable plant headland and using volunteers to grow 

plants. 
• 5 organisations: growing arable plants in publicly accessible demonstration plots. 
• 20+ individual volunteers: supported the CFP in growing and tending plants either as 

designated Species Custodians or general volunteers. 
• 20 public events attended: to promote CFP and encourage volunteers. 
• 17 talks provided: to local naturalist, horticultural and interested groups to promote 

CFP and encourage volunteers. 
• 4 ‘Good Life’ events attended: in local villages, targeted at gardeners and allotment 

holders. 
• 1 event at RFM: to provide social gatherings for volunteers. 
• 24 farm walks held: to provide social gatherings and training for volunteers. 
• CFP leaflet produced: and distributed to local garden centres, clubs and attended 

events. 
• Illustrated article: in Yorkshire Smallholders Association newsletter. 
• Rolling-presentation digital display: promoting the CFP was installed in the RFM 

entrance. 
 
Cultivation of other wild plants: 
Established principles of rare arable plant conservation and the existing volunteer network 
were both effectively used to help other locally significant species: 
 
• May lily (Maianthemum bifolium): Nationally Vulnerable. 
• Royal Fern (Osmunda regalis): Regionally Rare. 
• Bithynian vetch (Vicia bithynica): Nationally Vulnerable; Scarborough LBAP species.  
• Wild clary (Salvia verbenaca): Scarborough LBAP species.  
• Purple milk-vetch (Astragalus danicus): Nationally Endangered, UKBAP Priority 

Species; Scarborough LBAP species.  
• Dyer’s greenweed (Genista tinctoria): Scarborough LBAP species. 
 
Recording: 
The CFP holds extensive survey records over many years, including both native populations 
and any species reintroduced at each site.  The CFP has provided records for the BSBI’s 
national recording and mapping scheme for local vice-county areas 61 and 62 (South-east 
Yorkshire and North-east Yorkshire respectively) with notes on any introduction sites to 
reduce confusion over native provenance in future surveys by others.  This data has helped 



 

  

contribute to the vc61 Rare Plant Register and provided a fuller picture of species 
distributions and rarities. 
 
Exhibition: 
In summer 2012, a 36 frame photographic exhibition about the CFP and its achievements 
was displayed for three months in the Orange Room at Royal Botanical Society Kew’s 
prestigious Millennium Seed Bank based at Wakehurst Place, Sussex, promoting our work 
on a national stage and dovetailing with the launch of Kew’s new native seed production 
beds. 
 
Being provided the opportunity to display our photo exhibition at the MSB allowed us to 
demonstrate, at a major UK institution, the important contribution that local grassroots 
projects can make to national conservation priorities and schemes. 
 
Educational projects with schools: 
Seven institutions, ranging throughout the CFP area and comprising primary schools, 
secondary schools and a field studies centre, worked with us to create arable wildflower 
nurseries and mixed display beds in their grounds.  Students were directly involved in the 
sowing and caring for these plants.  Seeing the enthusiasm and pride in pupils being 
entrusted to look after these rare plants was one of the most rewarding roles of the Project. 
 
Species Cards: 
100 species cards have been prepared, all to be hosted on the National Park website as 
downloadable files and 50 full-set ring binders have been produced as a ready reference for 
future project promotion. 
 
Cards provide photograph of species, national / regional rarity status, ecological 
requirements, key features and ‘at-a-glance’ distribution maps, produced in partnership with 
NEYBG to provide an instant appreciation of species’ rarity.  A major component of the cards 
is the anecdotal account of our primary experiences with each plant – a permanent record 
before such knowledge is lost, and a publically available legacy of the CFP. 
 
Stand-alone group: 
The CFP end-phase is still taking shape. Over time, some of our farmers and volunteers 
have demonstrated a great commitment to our wider aims, and so potential may exist to 
work with these individuals to develop such enthusiasm into a continuing project after this 
phase. 
 
In order to maintain continuity, the trustees of CCT are funding a further year-long contract to 
ensure that momentum is not lost and, more importantly, to provide time to reflect and 
develop an appropriate strategy for the long term future. 
 
Mentoring: 
The lifecycle and requirements of arable plants is usually beyond most people’s previous 
understanding of wildflowers, and familiarisation with the species, or even habitat, is 
understandably low.  To spread this specialist knowledge, extensive mentoring between 
project officers and active farmers and volunteers has taken place, along with wider 
awareness-raising with professional colleagues including the National Park, Natural England 
and Local Authority officers, as well as the general public through organised events and 
museum contact. 
 
Other highlights: 
In February 2014, the CFP was able to help a research team at the Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology, in Wallingford, Oxfordshire. They were undertaking a four-year study into how 
arable wildflower margins respond to different management methods, but were running short 
of seeds for a number of species. We were able to provide them with their full requirements 



 

  

of Shepherd’s-needle (300g – equating to approximately 10,000 plants), the majority of 
which was taken from Silpho Field. It was very pleasing that the Project could produce seed 
at such volumes, especially for one of the UK’s most endangered species, and actively help 
other organisations in the conservation of rare flora. 
 
In July 2014, the CFP featured in a three-page illustrated Yorkshire Post Magazine article 
showcasing our Silpho field and the rare species we conserve there amongst the striking, 
and ever-popular, display of poppies. See www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/news/features/and-they-
call-it-poppylove-1-6730087. This summer there was more coverage over a number of 
newspapers, including http://www.maltonmercury.co.uk/news/local/fields-gold-shine-at-folk-
museum-1-7432759. 

http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/news/features/and-they-call-it-poppylove-1-6730087
http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/news/features/and-they-call-it-poppylove-1-6730087
http://www.maltonmercury.co.uk/news/local/fields-gold-shine-at-folk-museum-1-7432759
http://www.maltonmercury.co.uk/news/local/fields-gold-shine-at-folk-museum-1-7432759


 

  
 

Appendix 2: Cornfield Flowers Project Annual Newsletter – 2014/15 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 


