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Summary 
 
This is an update of a report initially written in December 2017 with revisions made in 
December 2018 shown in blue text reflecting findings made in that year, and further 
revision added in March 2020 to incorporate the results of surveys carried out in 2019 
up to March 2020 shown in red text, and further revisions to report on findings during 
2020 in dark blue text. 
 
In 2020 the vegetation on the common was again heavily influenced by weather 
patterns and grazing. Although the winter period was initially relatively dry Berkshire 
experienced an exceptional amount of rainfall in February. This, combined with the 
presence of grazing cattle on the site throughout the winter appeared to promote an 
increase in the abundance of common plants and mosses characteristic of bare, damp 
ground including toad rush Juncus bufonius, procumbent pearlwort Sagina 
procumbens, Bryum species and blinks Montia fontana. This was followed by a period 
of exceptionally low rainfall in April and May which curtailed plant growth and 
encouraged many of the annual plants to flower and seed within a short period. There 
was a continuation of low rainfall levels through June and July and plant productivity 
was certainly affected. So, despite the fairly constant grazing of the site, which would 
tend to encourage a slow rate of vegetation change the prevailing weather patterns of 
mild, wet winters and spring or summer drought are a major influence and are having 
significant effects on the vegetation. 
 
Notable aspects of the site in 2020 were the presence of upright chickweed Moenchia 
erecta in very large numbers and over large areas of the common. There was also a 
remarkable abundance of small mouse-ear Cerastium semidecandrum. Rue-leaved 
saxifrage Saxifraga tridactylites was present in moderately large numbers and 
fine-leaved sandwort Minuartia hybrida had a good year. There was a continuation of 
the spectacular increase in the abundance of lousewort Pedicularis sylvatica in 
response to clearance of dense gorse. The rare wall bedstraw Galium parisiense was 
confirmed to be present and yellowwort Blackstonia perfoliata was re-found. Also of 
special note was an apparent modest recovery in numbers of zigzag clover Trifolium 
medium although most plants are in places protected from grazing by gorse.        
       
Some of the key highlights and changes noted during 2019 to March 2020 include: 
 
Significant effects were clearly visible which were likely to be the result of the 
prolonged drought and very hot summer weather of 2018, including large increases in 
the abundance of some annual grasses, particularly squirreltail fescue Vulpia 
bromoides and other annuals such as cornsalad Valerianella locusta, field madder 
Sherardia arvensis and small mouse-ear Cerastium semidecandrum. This will have 
been preceded by die-back of perennial grasses and bulky mosses creating large 
gaps in the sward; 
 
There was possible evidence of damaging effects of continuation of grazing during the 
winter months, in particular a significant increase in the abundance of plants able to 
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take advantage of increased availability of patches of bare, damp soil such as blinks 
Montia fontana and least trefoil Trifolium micranthum; 
 
On a more positive note there was a further increase in the abundance and distribution 
of the threatened annual upright chickweed Moenchia erecta; 
 
There were modest increases in the abundance of two further rare plants basil thyme 
Clinopodium acinos and annual knawel Scleranthus annuus;   
 
A plant new to Greenham Common was discovered – wall bedstraw Galium parisiense. 
This is apparently very rare in Berkshire and usually of casual occurrence. So it will be 
interesting to see whether this population persists here.  
 
Two plants not seen for several years were confirmed to be still present – 
green-winged orchid Anacamptis morio and meadow saxifrage Saxifraga granulata; 
 
There was a spectacular increase in the abundance of dodder Cuscuta epithymum; 
 
Two plants not recorded since the 1990s were re-found – the lichen Cetraria aculeata 
and the tiny liverwort Riccia subbifurca. 
 
Several notable species appear to be responding positively to increased management 
of gorse – these include heath dog-violet Viola canina, heath lousewort Pedicularis 
sylvatica, glaucous sedge Carex flacca and pignut Conopodium majus.   
 
In March 2020, following another mild, wet winter with stock grazing continuing 
through the winter months there was a noticeable increase in the abundance of 
low-growing mosses, particularly common Bryum species. This is likely to be a 
response to an increase in the availability of patches of bare soil and the maintenance 
of very short sward conditions.  
 
The 2018 update highlighted some significant differences in the abundance in some 
scarce plants between years, an effect which is frequently seen in populations of 
annual plants. In particular, significant increases were seen in in numbers of upright 
chickweed Moenchia erecta and rue-leaved saxifrage Saxifraga tridactylites. There 
was an apparent moderate increase in the size and extent of the populations of 
fine-leaved sandwort Minuartia hybrida and sand spurrey Spergularia rubra. No plants 
of annual knawel Scleranthus annuus were found in 2018. The presence of a strong 
population of heath dog-violet Viola canina was confirmed and the occurrence of 
downy oat Helictotrichon pubescens was noted. It is likely that extreme weather 
conditions in 2018 had a strong influence on the populations of many of the scarce 
plants as it had visible effects on the vegetation as a whole. Relatively mild and wet 
winter conditions from October 2017 to January 2018 promoted the germination and 
establishment of a flush of winter annuals but this was followed by a prolonged severe 
cold spell in February and March with significant snow fall, which is likely to have 
delayed plant growth. Then, in June through to early August there was a prolonged 
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period of drought accompanied by very hot, sunny weather which caused most 
shallow-rooted plants to die off or to flower and set seed very quickly. Some annual 
plants, including basil thyme Clinopodium acinos, appeared to adapt to these 
conditions by germinating after the return of a more typical rainfall pattern in August 
and September. 
   
Greenham Common is an exceptionally important area for wildlife. Taken together with 
the adjoining Crookham Common, it is the largest single expanse of semi-natural 
habitat in West Berkshire. The common has a wide range of habitats with a mosaic of 
lowland heathland, acid grassland and species-rich neutral grassland, and additional 
features such as ephemeral ponds and areas of bare gravel. This habitat diversity 
provides a wide range of conditions for an exceptional diversity of plants including 
many with highly specific requirements. One of the key aspects which provides a 
unique character to the site is the presence of a rich diversity of plants associated with 
bare ground, exposed gravel and very short vegetation. The site has undergone major 
changes since it was first taken over for military use and even today there are 
significant influences affecting the flora. This inevitably has significant effects on the 
flora of the common. Some of the changes taking place will mean that habitat 
suitability for some plants is declining whilst others may be thriving. This report 
provides an overview of the current status of the notable plants on the common and 
how they have fared since the closure of the airbase in 1993.      
 
 
Site location, nature conservation importance, geology and the wider context 
 
The former Greenham Common airbase is a large area of open land to the south of 
Newbury in west Berkshire. It supports a complex mixture of habitats including lowland 
heath, acid grassland, neutral grassland, scrub, stabilised gravel, mobile gravel, 
ephemeral ponds and sparsely-vegetated open ground. This complex mixture of 
habitats, especially the more unusual habitats, supports a highly diverse flora. 
Particularly characteristic and striking features of the vegetation are the presence of 
an assemblage of mainly annual plants associated with bare gravel and the 
occurrence of a number of plants which are more typical of chalk grassland. There are 
also elements of a flora typical of ancient grassland. The heathland and grassland 
areas include species which may be survivors of the original, pre-war vegetation when 
the site was a typical grazed, heathy common. However, many of the plants present 
today are likely to have been unintentionally brought onto the site during its long period 
of military use. When the airbase was operational the whole area was managed by an 
intensive mowing regime which kept the vegetation very short and produced extensive 
patches of exposed, peaty areas and sparsely-vegetated bare ground. Since the 
disposal of the site by the Ministry of Defence there has been a long process of habitat 
restoration, removal of runways and re-introduction of livestock grazing, all of which 
have resulted in major changes in the character of the vegetation. This report provides 
an update on the current status of the notable plant populations which make 
Greenham Common such a unique place.   
 

14



 

 5 

Greenham Common is situated on a plateau. The underlying geology is composed of 
poorly-draining, silty deposits containing large amounts of flint of a Tertiary formation 
known as the Plateau Gravels. These deposits naturally tend to give rise to 
nutrient-poor, stony soils with a neutral or slightly acid character (Allen 2000). Other 
parts of the plateau support a mixture of habitats including heathland, oak woodland 
and acid flushes. However, a distinctive feature of the vegetation on the airbase is the 
presence of a range of plants which are usually associated with calcareous soils. This 
is unlikely to be related to the underlying Upper Chalk as this is up to 95 metres below 
the surface. Ron Porley speculated that the influence was the result of the extensive 
use of concrete on the airbase (Porley 1993). However, there is evidence that lime-rich 
materials such as limestone chippings and chalk were widely used in construction and 
as infill on the base. There is also evidence that former infrastructure and waste 
materials such as bricks, mortar and boiler ash have been incorporated into the soil in 
places. These may have had a greater influence on the vegetation. Large stockpiles of 
limestone were noted by the author as being present in the 'dump' area at the south 
east corner of the base in 1993.  
 
The assemblage of annual plants includes three species listed as Priority Species in 
the UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) and included in Section 41 of the Natural 
Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. These are species considered to be at 
particular risk of extinction in the UK and requiring special measures. These are basil 
thyme Clinopodium acinos, fine-leaved sandwort Minuartia hybrida and annual knawel 
Scleranthus annuus. There is also a longer list of species which are declining 
nationally or are very rare in Berkshire. These include upright chickweed Moenchia 
erecta, small cudweed Filago minima, fenugreek Trifolium ornithopodioides, knotted 
clover Trifolium striatum, dense silky bent Apera interrupta, rue-leaved saxifrage 
Saxifraga tridactylites and sand spurrey Spergularia rubra. The rapidly declining plant 
heath cudweed Gnaphalium sylvaticum was formerly present but appears to now be 
extinct at the site.  
 
The vegetation includes a wide range of plants which are typically found on chalk 
downland and which are very rare off of the Chalk in Berkshire. These include wild 
thyme Thymus praecox, quaking grass Briza media and dwarf thistle Cirsium acaule, 
There is also a suite of plants typical of ancient pastures and hay meadows, including 
pepper saxifrage Silaum silaus, burnet saxifrage Pimpinella saxifraga, cowslip Primula 
veris, milkwort Polygala vulgaris, greater burnet Sanguisorba officinalis, devilsbit 
scabious Succisa pratensis, bulbous buttercup Ranunculus bulbosus and zigzag 
clover Trifolium medium. The sheer abundance of some plants on the site is 
remarkable – plants such as kidney vetch Anthyllis vulneraria, autumn ladies-tresses 
Spiranthes spiralis, heath grass Danthonia decumbens, spring sedge Carex 
caryophyllea, yellow oat Trisetum flavescens and lesser hawkbit Leontodon 
taraxacoides are present in very large numbers.   
 
A further notable feature is the presence of a rich assemblage of bryophytes and 
lichens. A number of rare and notable species are present and they form a major 
component of the vegetation. Many of the bryophytes and lichens recorded have very 
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specific habitat requirements and some appear to have been lost as a result of 
changing habitat conditions. However, there is also evidence of continuing 
colonisation of the site by 'new' species. 
          
The historical perspective 
Greenham Common has undergone massive changes at various points in time and 
these will have had dramatic effects on the vegetation. The habitats present now will 
bear little similarity to the original vegetation present prior to its use as a military base 
during WW2. Anecdotal reports speak of the pre-war common as being characterised 
by patches of gorse, bracken and scrub with damp hollows and heathery areas. There 
was a road and several tracks across the common as well as old gravel pits. It seems 
likely that interesting habitats were present at this time as long-extinct plants such as 
flea sedge Carex pulicaris, field gentian Gentianella campestris, allseed Radiola 
linoides, lesser skullcap Scutellaria minor and oblong-leaved sundew Drosera 
intermedia were noted by George Claridge Druce and he makes special reference to 
the common in his Flora of Berkshire published in 1897 as a locality for many notable 
plants. The original wartime airbase was completely re-modelled and expanded during 
the 1950s to create an entirely new layout comprised of a two mile long central runway 
with two parallel taxiways to the north and south as well as huge concrete 
hardstandings, maintenance areas and workshop facilities. This re-construction is said 
to have involved substantial groundworks to level the site and there is evidence that a 
large amount of material, mostly local gravel, was brought onto the site at this time to 
provide infill (Allen 2000). The site was further extended in the late 1950s. There are 
anecdotal reports that during periods of low activity on the base peripheral areas 
developed extensive cover of scrub which was subsequently cleared using bulldozers. 
In the 1980s up until the disposal of the base by the Ministry of Defence in 1993 all 
parts of the airbase were regularly mown and the cuttings removed. This gave rise to 
highly unusual habitats and created ideal conditions for a wide range of plants 
dependent upon open, unshaded surroundings. On transfer of ownership to the local 
authority the decision was taken to restore the common to a more natural state. This 
involved the removal of the military infrastructure including the runways, taxiways, 
concrete hardstandings, underground storage tanks and fuel pipelines. Areas 
contaminated by seepage of fuel were treated by regularly shifting the gravel – this 
has created extensive areas of sparsely-vegetated ground. Some areas of high 
botanical interest at the eastern end of the site were completely obliterated by the 
concrete crushing and processing operations. However, the newly-created areas of 
bare gravel provided ideal habitat for many of the notable species present. A further 
activity in the late 1990s provided additional 'new' habitat - this was the extraction of 
gravel in the north east part of the site, followed by the creation of a series of wetland 
habitats. This area provided extensive areas of bare ground and ephemeral ponds and 
it continues to support an interesting flora. The restoration of common grazing rights in 
2002 was a further major influence on the vegetation - grazing by cattle and ponies 
has had significant effects on the composition of the flora.          
 
Purpose of this assessment 
The habitats on the common are undergoing significant changes in character. For 
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example, the overall extent of bare and sparsely-vegetated areas is declining as a 
result of natural processes and development of scrub cover. The extensive 
stock-grazing system will tend to transfer nutrients from high nutrient-status areas to 
low. Natural soil processes will also tend to gradually increase soil nutrient status 
through the nitrogen-fixing activities of legumes such as gorse, clovers and vetches. 
There may also be a gradual decline in the calcareous influence on the vegetation 
over time. These changes are proceeding apace and it is likely that the various plant 
species and vegetation types will be responding in different ways. There are 
indications that some of the notable plant species are declining rapidly and that some 
may already have been lost from the site. This is to be expected given the significant 
changes in the character of the vegetation. There may be a need to amend current 
management practices or initiate new activities to prevent further losses. This 
assessment is intended to help inform that decision-making process.  
 
It is notoriously difficult to monitor long-term changes in plant abundance and 
distribution on sites where there are dynamic processes taking place, particularly in 
the case of annual plants whose numbers and location vary markedly from year to 
year. This report is an attempt to give an overview of the current status of the notable 
plants found on the common and to give an indication of perceived population trends, 
based on observation, historical knowledge of the site and reference to survey reports 
dating back to 1993. The author was involved in botanical surveys of the airbase in 
1993 and 1994 and has regularly visited the site each year since it was opened to the 
public in 2000. 

 

 
 

Greenham Common has extensive areas of unusual habitat. Of greatest botanical interest are the areas of 
eroding concrete, areas with sparsely-vegetated gravel, long-established grassland and areas of short, 
open heath with abundant lichens and bryophytes. 
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Previous studies of the vegetation 
Prior to the closure of the airbase access for non-military personnel was restricted and 
information about the ecology of the site is limited. A brief overview of habitats was 
made as part of a national review of the nature conservation interest of registered 
commons in 1990 (Francis 1990). This highlighted the potential importance of the site 
as the largest example of heathland, acid grassland and unimproved neutral grassland 
in Berkshire. When the airbase was first proposed to be disposed of by the Ministry of 
Defence English Nature requested access to undertake botanical surveys. This work 
was carried out by Graham Steven and Ron Porley and led to the inclusion of most of 
the airbase in a revised Greenham and Crookham Commons Site of Special Scientific 
Interest (SSSI). The extension of the SSSI to include the airbase was based upon the 
presence of the highly unusual flora and assemblage of scarce vascular plants, as well 
as the large areas of heathland and species-rich grassland. Porley described the 
vegetation present at this time (Porley 1993). Further ad hoc botanical surveys were 
carried out by English Nature in 1994, and, in response to recognition that the site was 
likely to undergo major change, long-term monitoring plots were established in 3 
locations by Ron Porley. These provide very detailed information about the vegetation 
present in 1994, 1996 and 1998 and demonstrated that rapid changes were occurring 
even in this relatively short time period (Porley 1998). An assessment of the lichen 
interest of the site by the late Francis Rose was commissioned by English Nature in 
1995. Ron Porley organised a visit by the British Bryological Society in 2000 which 
resulted in a large number of 'new' records of bryophytes. A review of the bryophyte 
interest of the site was carried out in 2009 (Haynes 2009) and in this same year a 
review of all biological records was undertaken for West Berkshire Council to inform 
management planning (Peak Ecology 2009).   
 
 
Methods 
The area covered by this report is the former 
airbase (excluding the business park) at Greenham 
Common. This is land which has been restored 
from runways, taxiways and hardstandings and the 
surrounding grassland and heathland. It does not 
include the heathland areas which were outside the 
base perimeter or wooded areas. Large parts of the 
survey area are included in the Greenham and 
Crookham Commons SSSI.  
 
Visits to the site were made by Graham Steven on 
17 occasions between May and November. It is 
important to recognise that judgements and 
comments in this report are based on casual 
observations and historical knowledge of the site 
rather than methodical surveys. Each visit involved 
a walkover survey and covered only a proportion of the site. Parts of the site were 
visited several times during the recording period whilst others were subject to a single 

The former hardstandings are particularly 
important plant habitats. This area west 
of the business park supports basil 
thyme and rue-leaved saxifrage. 
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visit. A more detailed approach would be required to give more accurate and 
comprehensive data. The method employed means that coverage of the site is 
inevitably limited as only a relatively small proportion can be surveyed on each 
occasion. There will also be a certain amount of bias on the part of the surveyor and 
tendency to focus on particular areas. Further studies in the future could be designed 
to reduce these drawbacks. 
 
Restrictions on access and presence of ground-nesting birds meant that parts of the 
site were only visited after the main bird nesting season, ie after mid July. 
 
During 2018 a total of 10 visits were made to undertake surveys, from early April, 
through to early October. Specific visits were made to search the previous known 
locations of dense silky-bent Apera interrupta, annual knawel Scleranthus annuus and 
heath cudweed Gnaphalium sylvaticum (without success).  
 
A total of 11 visits were made between 1 April 2019 and 30 August 2019, with a further 
visit made in March 2020.  
 
In 2020 visits were made weekly from April to late June with further visits in August, 
September and December.  
 
The list of plants included in this report may appear somewhat arbitrary. The plants 
described are those which are of particular botanical interest and which contribute 
towards the unique characteristics of the former airbase. These are species which 
make up a suite of mainly annual plants strongly associated with bare and open 
habitats, and a very different range of plants which are mostly perennial and many of 
which are generally considered to be calcicoles (associated with lime-rich soils). Both 
associations of plants contribute significantly to the overall botanical interest of the 
airbase and SSSI. 
 
Comments on apparent changes in the abundance or distribution of plants are based 
on the author's historical knowledge of the site. Reference was made to survey data 
collected in 1993 by Graham Steven and Ron Porley, and the detailed site monitoring 
data produced by Porley (Porley 1998). This data includes both quadrat records and 
estimates of plant frequency. However, given the major changes in the intervening 
period, including the removal of the runways, extraction of gravel, remediation works 
and introduction of grazing any assumptions about possible reasons for changes in 
plant distribution or abundance must be made with caution. 
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Photographs were taken of notable plants and representative areas. All of the 
photographs included in this report were taken on site by Graham Steven during 2016 
or 2017 except where specified. All additional photos included in the revised report 
were taken on site by Graham Steven except where noted. 
 
Counts were made of numbers of plants of particularly small or isolated populations. 
Reference was also made to freely available online plant records via the National 
Biodiversity Atlas and information on the national distribution of plants is derived from 
the online BSBI Atlas. The current status of plant rarity and legislative protection is 
taken from the Conservation Designations database maintained by JNCC, last 
updated in 2016.  
 

 
Figure 1 Aerial photograph of Greenham Common with areas surveyed outlined in red. 

The large scale of the site and the widely dispersed nature of many of the scarce plant 
populations poses a number of challenges for botanical surveys and long-term monitoring at 
Greenham Common. Any survey which seeks to provide a comprehensive overview of the status  
of plant populations will require significant resource input. 
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The notable vascular plants of Greenham Common. 
 
Agrostis curtisii bristle bent 
 
This distinctive grass has a markedly south western 
distribution in the UK and reaches its northern limit in 
Berkshire. It is mostly associated with poorly-drained, 
impoverished soils with either a mineral or peaty 
composition. It is known to be able to take advantage of 
heath fires and soil compaction.  
 
This is a rare plant in Berkshire. It is locally frequent on 
the heaths in the Crowthorn area in the east of the county 
and is also locally abundant just over the county border at 
Chobham Common. It has been recorded at Greenham 
Common on one occasion previously by Crawley “two 
clumps south of the main car park”. In 2020 seven scattered clumps were noted in 
short, heathy vegetation where gorse cutting has taken place just east of the central 
hardstanding. The locations are SU50666467 and SU50286472. It seems likely that 
this species will spread at Greenham Common if it is able to flower and set seed as 
habitat conditions are highly suitable. 
 
 
Aira caryophyllea silvery hair-grass   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Silvery hair-grass is a small, delicate-looking annual grass 
which is usually associated with bare, stony places and 
waste ground. It is widespread and very frequent on the 
airbase in both gravelly, bare places and in areas of 
long-established grassland. It appears to have gradually 
increased in abundance since the 1990s - it was reckoned 
to be "rare and locally occasional" in the botanical survey 
carried out to support the revision of the SSSI (Porley and 
Steven 1993). It can now be said to be very frequent across 
most of the airbase. This abundance is likely to be dependent upon the maintenance 
of short sward conditions through the growing season. 
 
Silvery hair-grass is fairly widespread across the UK although somewhat less common 
than Aira praecox. It has a restricted distribution in Berkshire. Crawley (2007) 
describes it as being "local". 
 
In 2018 silvery hair-grass was one of several early flowering plants affected by the 
prolonged summer drought. It appeared to flower, set seed and then die off within a 
short period making it difficult to gauge its relative abundance in comparison with 2017. 
However, it could be speculated that summer drought will tend to benefit this species 
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in the long term, by reducing competition from perennial plants and creating gaps in 
the turf.  
 
This plant showed a significant increase in abundance in 2019. It was very frequent in 
most areas of short turf and gravelly areas across the site.  
 
This plant was again very frequent and widespread in 2020. 
 
  
Aira praecox early hair-grass   
Status - not threatened 
 
Early hair-grass is a small, tufted annual grass which usually 
grows to a height of no more than 6 cm. It is mostly 
associated with bare ground on sandy heaths, waste ground 
and tracksides. Its abundance varies from year to year on the 
airbase but it appears to be undergoing a long-term gradual 
decline, based on observation. It was described in the 
surveys of 1993 (Porley and Steven 1993) as being "f requent 
and locally abundant". More recently the plant remains 
widely distributed across the airbase in gravelly places but it 
is generally rather infrequent and could not be said to be 
locally abundant. However, this is a species which takes 
advantage of available habitat and it may well increase if there is management activity 
which creates or expands bare ground. 
 
Early hair-grass is widely distributed across the UK in a range of habitats. Crawley 
(2005) describes it as being much more frequent in Berkshire than Aira caryophyllea 
but "local in west Berkshire".  
 
This species appeared to occur in similar abundance and over the same range across 
the site in 2018 in comparison with 2017.   
 
Although still quite patchy in occurrence this plant increased dramatically in 
abundance in 2019, presumably a consequence of the drought the previous year. It 
was remarkably abundant in some gravelly areas and widespread across the site. 
 
This plant was fairly frequent and locally abundant in 2020. 
 
 
Anacamptis morio green-winged orchid 
Status – Near threatened 
 
Green-winged orchid is mostly associated with very long-established meadows and 
pastures on fertile soils and often occurs alongside other ‘old meadow; plants such as 
adderstongue fern Ophioglossum vulgatum and cowslip Primula veris. It was formerly 
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quite common and widespread in lowland parts of the UK but 
has declined significantly as a consequence of agricultural 
improvement, ploughing up of pastures and habitat loss. It is a 
very scarce plant in Berkshire.  
 
Green-winged orchid has been known to occur at Greenham 
Common since the early 1990s, although it appears 
sporadically and always in small numbers. It has always been 
confined to a small area near the eastern end of the common, 
at around SU51696435. In 2019 two flowering plants were 
noted in short turf nearby at SU51876452.  
 
A single rosette thought to be this plant was noted in 2020 not far from the location of 
the flowering plants noted the previous year. It did not appear to flower. 
 
 
Anagallis arvensis ssp foemina blue pimpernel  Extinct? 
Status - Nationally Scarce 
 
Blue pimpernel is a rare, annual plant usually associated with arable fields. It was 
recorded at Greenham Common on a single occasion by Ron Porley in 1994 on the 
edge of the northern taxiway. Prior to their removal the bare, gravelly areas alongside 
the runways and eroding concrete along the runway margins provided a specialised 
habitat for several notable plants.  
 
There are no recent records of blue pimpernel in Berkshire. The species is thought to 
be declining nationally. However, it is just possible that it may re-appear at Greenham 
Common as its seeds are reported to be able to survive in the soil for long periods. 

 
Figure 2. Approximate location of blue pimpernel, shown in red. 
 
This species was not re-found again in 2018 despite conditions being conducive to the 
growth of Anagallis arvensis. 
 
This plant was not re-found again in 2019 despite a noticeable increase in the 
abundance of scarlet pimpernel. 
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Anthyllis vulneraria kidney vetch   
Status - Not threatened 
 
The abundance of kidney vetch at Greenham Common is one 
of the most distinctive features of the vegetation. Kidney vetch 
is a perennial plant usually associated with limestone grassland 
and coastal dune grassland and shingle. Its occurrence on a 
grazed, inland common is highly unusual. It is most frequent in 
the grassland between the former runways but it has also 
colonised the bare areas created by the removal of the runways 
and hardstandings. Kidney vetch was quite frequent on the site in 1993 but it has 
increased significantly in abundance since then. It is very frequent over large areas of 
the site and current habitat conditions appear to be promoting its continuing spread. 
 
Kidney vetch is widely distributed across the UK but populations are often rather small 
and isolated. In Berkshire it is almost exclusively associated with chalk downland and 
is very rare in other habitats. It is the foodplant of the declining small blue butterfly 
Cupido minimus, which has been regularly recorded in the vicinity and may be 
breeding on site (Allen 2000, Peak Ecology 2009). 
 
 
Apera interrupta dense silky-bent  Extinct? 
Status - Nationally Scarce 
 
Dense silky bent is an annual grass of sandy places and arable margins. It is a 
characteristic plant of Breckland and it was formerly more widespread across southern 
Britain as a weed of arable field margins. However, there has been a significant 
national decline in its abundance and distribution. Dense silky bent was found at 
Greenham Common by Ron Porley in 1998, growing in a sparsely-vegetated, gravelly 
area at the eastern end of the site. He gave the location (incorrectly) as SU521643 but 
the actual location is more likely to be SU520645 as this supported the type of sparse, 
heathy vegetation that he describes as being the associated habitat. He refers to a 
number of plants growing over a wide area and the plants as being unusually small 
and stunted. 
 
There are no recent records of this plant in Berkshire. It has not been seen by the 
author at Greenham Common despite repeated searches and the character of the 
area where it was previously found has undergone significant change and is now 
mostly occupied by dense scrub. However, there are still many bare, gravelly areas 
close to where it was reported to occur and it might re-appear. 
 
This species could not be re-found during 2018 despite careful searches of apparently 
suitable areas. 
 
Not re-found again in 2019 despite specific searches in the vicinity of the previous 
records. 
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Figure 3. Probable former location of Apera interrupta. 
 
Aphanes australis slender parsley-piert   
Status - not threatened 
 
Parsley piert is a rather inconspicuous annual plant of bare places, 
arable field margins, ant-hills and sandy heaths. It is a 
characteristic plant of the bare, gravelly areas on the airbase and is 
also fairly frequent in short patches in the grassland. It is 
sometimes particularly abundant following disturbance of the soil 
surface. Numbers vary but in most years it is very frequent across 
most of the site. There are no indications of significant changes in the abundance of 
this species.  
 
This plant is fairly widely distributed across the UK but is most frequent in the south 
east. It appears to be under-recorded in Berkshire as it is described by Crawley (2005) 
as "widespread but rare". However, it is frequently encountered on bare ground, on the 
chalk downs, on the edges of paths and in former gravel pits. 
 
This species was relatively frequent in many parts of the site in 2018. 
 
There was a noticeable increase in the abundance of this species in 2019, presumably 
a result of the drought the previous summer. It was widely distributed across the site. 
 
This species was very frequent and widely distributed across the site in 2020. 
 
 
Arenaria serpyllifolia thyme-leaved speedwell    
Status - not threatened 
 
Thyme-leaved speedwell is a small, annual plant of bare, 
disturbed places, waste ground and anthills in chalk downland. 
It is a characteristic component of the assemblage of annual 
plants on Greenham Common inhabiting the bare, gravelly 
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areas. It was frequent on the airbase in 1993, especially in cracks in tarmac and 
concrete runways. It increased in abundance to take advantage of the bare ground 
created by the removal of the runways and it remains very frequent and widespread on 
the common.  
 
This plant is fairly common across much of the UK but is most frequent in the south 
east. It is common and widely-distributed in Berkshire. 
 
This species was very frequent and widely distributed across the site in 2018. 
 
This species was again very frequent across the site in 2019. 
 
This plant was very frequent and widely distributed across the site in 2020. 
 
 
Blackstonia perfoliata yellowwort 
Status - not threatened 
 
Yellowwort is regarded as a strongly calcicole plant which is 
usually associated with soils with a high lime content. It is an 
annual or biennial plant which tends to favour south-facing slopes 
with thin, stony soils. It is very rare off of the Chalk in Berkshire. 
Yellowwort has been known at Greenham Common since the 
1990s when it was noted growing in the vicinity of the nuclear 
bunkers. In 2020 10 plants were noted growing in highly atypical 
habitat alongside heather and gorse on a gravelly, lichen-covered bank (along with 
zigzag clover) to the north of the bunker site and a further smaller number of plants 
were noted near the edge of a path. These locations are SU48986486 and 
SU48756476.  
  
Briza media quaking grass   
Status - not threatened 
 
There are a number of plants which have a strong association with 
or requirement for lime-rich soils (calcicole) at the south side of the 
central part of the airbase. These include the perennial quaking 
grass which has long been locally frequent in grassland and 
amongst gorse on either side of the central taxiway. It requires the 
maintenance of short sward conditions and is intolerant of competition from 
taller-growing plants. Quaking grass is a very common constituent of chalk downland 
and very occasionally is found in alluvial pastures where there is a calcareous 
influence. It is also found in upland grasslands and base-rich mountain flushes. 
However, it is most unusual to find it growing alongside plants typical of heathland 
such as heather and gorse. The population on the airbase appears to be stable or 
perhaps increasing slowly but remains highly localised.  
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Quaking grass is widespread in the UK and although there has been a substantial 
historical reduction in its abundance as a result of loss of downland and water 
meadows it is not considered threatened. It is very rare off of the Chalk in Berkshire.  
  

 
Figure 4. Location of Briza media. 
 
In 2020 quaking grass remained quite frequent in its stronghold area on either side of 
the central taxiway and there may even be signs of a moderate increase in numbers 
here. A small group of plants was spotted in what may be a new location much further 
west in short grassland close to the edge of the former central runway at SU49366485.  
 
 
Bromopsis erecta upright brome   
Status - not threatened 
 
Upright brome is a common and characteristic grass of 
chalk and limestone grassland. Its occurrence at 
Greenham Common is one of the peculiar aspects of the 
flora which adds to the special character of the site. It is a 
tall, perennial plant which is tolerant of heavy grazing. It 
has always been rather rare on the site but there are signs 
that it may be slowly spreading. Most plants occur in grassy 
places close to the central north-south taxiway but there 
are also scattered plants along the southern edge of the 
land to the west and in the grounds of the adjacent 
business park. 
 
Upright brome is a common constituent of grassland on the Chalk in Berkshire and 
sometimes occurs in alluvial meadows and pastures where there is a lime-rich soil. 
However, it is very unusual to find the plant on a heathy common growing alongside 
heather and gorse. 
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Figure 5. Location of Bromopsis erecta. 
 
Upright brome may be increasing its spread at the site. It was noted at ‘new’ locations 
during 2020 in grassland on the western side of the common, with many plants 
present in an area centred on SU49526467, which is north of the business park, and it 
also appears to be spreading in the grassland on the eastern side of the airbase. 
 
 
Carex demissa small yellow-sedge   
Status - not threatened 
 
This small, low-growing sedge which produces tufts 
of distinctly yellowish leaves is typically associated 
with acidic mires and other wet habitats where water 
is seeping through the soil. This species had a rather 
restricted distribution on the airbase in 1993 when it 
was most frequent in the wet hollow to the south of 
the control tower. Since that time it has spread into other areas and it is now locally 
abundant in wet hollows and around the margins of ephemeral pools in the wetland 
area at the north east part of the site. Although currently faring well this species is 
light-demanding and would be vulnerable to loss through spread of dense scrub.  
 
Small yellow-sedge is widespread in the UK but is much more frequent in the wetter 
north and western parts. It has a restricted distribution in Berkshire, largely due to the 
scarcity of suitable habitat, but is locally frequent on some of the wet heaths in the east 
of the county.  
 
 
Carex flacca glaucous sedge   
Status - not threatened 
 
Glaucous sedge is typically associated with chalk and limestone 
grassland, although it occasionally also occurs in meadows, 
upland pastures and woodland rides where there is some lime in 
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the soil. It is much less common on the airbase than the superficially similar carnation 
sedge Carex panicea. Glaucous sedge was said to be 'frequent' on the airbase in 
1993 (Porley and Steven 1993). However, the distribution and abundance of the 
species appears rather more complex than this might suggest. It is present at low 
frequency in some of the heathy areas between the former runways and is patchily 
abundant in some areas of grassland. In places it forms large, spreading patches. It 
may be increasing in abundance.  
 
Glaucous sedge is widely distributed across the UK although it is most abundant on 
the Chalk of southern Britain. In Berkshire it has a restricted distribution, with very few 
localities off of the Chalk. 
 
There were indications that this species has responded positively in areas cleared of 
gorse as large patches were evident in some areas where gorse had been severely 
cut back. It is a plant which forms patches through the spread of underground shoots 
and where it has survived under dense gorse it can be expected to exhibit a flush of 
re-growth.  
 
Again, in 2020 there were indications of a continuing increase in the abundance of this 
plant. It is often frequent in areas cleared of gorse. 
 
 
Carex pallescens pale sedge   
Status - not threatened 
 
This is a fairly tall sedge with flowering stems growing up to 
about 40cm. It is a common plant in upland pastures but also 
grows in the lowlands in woodland rides and old pastures, 
usually on acid soils. It has been known at Greenham Common 
since 1993 when a small number of plants were noted in the 
damp hollow south of the control tower. It is still present in this 
part of the site and has probably undergone a modest increase 
in abundance. A small number of plants are now also present in 
nearby slightly drier, heathy areas. The species appears to be tolerant of grazing but 
as most of its leaves grow low to the ground it is likely to be sensitive to shading by 
taller surrounding vegetation. 
 
Pale sedge has a wide distribution across the UK but it has undergone a massive 
decline in the south as a result of habitat loss. It is very rare in Berkshire and it is quite 
possible that the population on Greenham Common is the largest in the county. A 
small population is present at Ashford Hill National Nature Reserve just over the 
border in Hampshire. 
 
Carex pallescens was able to flower and set seed on the airbase during 2018 despite 
the severe summer drought. A similar number of plants were noted as were present in 
2017. 
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Pale sedge remained present in similar numbers in 2019. 
 

 
Figure 6. Location of Carex pallescens. 
 
 
Carlina vulgaris carline thistle   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Carline thistle is a biennial plant usually associated with 
calcareous soils. It is typically found on short-grazed chalk and 
limestone grassland and less frequently in coastal grassland 
and shingle. It has long been known to occur on Greenham Common, mostly on the 
eastern side of the site. It behaves rather like a weed, taking advantage of disturbed 
gravelly areas so that it is sometimes locally abundant following disturbance. It also 
occurs widely scattered across the heathy and grassy areas. The species may be 
gradually increasing in abundance and current habitat conditions appear to favour its 
spread. 
 
Carline thistle is fairly widespread across the UK but is most frequent in southern parts. 
It is common on the Chalk in Berkshire but very rare and often of ephemeral 
occurrence in other habitats. Its occurrence on a heathy common is very unusual. 
 
This plant was locally abundant in 2019 in areas cleared of gorse where the ground 
had been disturbed. 
 
 
Catapodium rigidum fern grass   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Fern grass is a small, annual grass of bare and gravelly places,  
usually where there is lime in the soil. It is fairly common 
across the airbase in sparsely-vegetated gravelly areas. 
Plants are generally very small and it can be difficult to detect. 
This species appeared to become more abundant after the 
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removal of the runways because of the widespread availability of bare ground. 
However, more recently there may be a general trend of decreasing abundance, 
based on observation. However, this is a species which can readily take advantage of 
suitable habitat conditions and so may benefit from management which creates or 
expands areas of bare, gravelly ground.  
 
Fern grass has a distinctly southern distribution in the UK. It has a localised 
distribution in Berkshire, mostly associated with chalk downland. 
 
There was a noticeable increase in the frequency and distribution of fern grass in 2019, 
mostly in gravelly areas. 
 
This plant remained frequent and quite widely distributed in gravelly places in 2020. 
 
 
Centaurea scabiosa Greater knapweed 
Status - Not threatened 
 
Greater knapweed is a deep-rooted perennial plant which is strongly associated with 
chalk and limestone areas in Britain, with a mainly southern distribution, and most 
often found on south-facing slopes. In Berkshire this plant is fairly frequent on the 
Chalk but is rare elsewhere. It has not been recorded with certainty on the airbase for 
many years but a group of about seven plants, one of which had flowered and set 
seed, were noted in 2020 in the grassland which also supports pepper saxifrage and 
greater burnet on the eastern side, at SU50766450.  
 
 
Cerastium semidecandrum little mouse-ear   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Little mouse-ear is an annual plant of bare sandy places. It is 
quite frequent across much of the site, but is perhaps most 
frequent in the eastern half where it occurs in the short 
grassland as well as more sparsely vegetated places. There 
is no indication of a significant change in the status of this 
plant on the site - it was recorded as being occasional and locally frequent in 1993 and 
that description still fits today. 
 
Little mouse-ear has a scattered distribution in west Berkshire. Druce made special 
mention of the presence of the plant at Greenham Common in 1897. The plant is fairly 
frequent in south east England but is dependent upon the availability of bare ground 
and maintenance of low levels of competition. 
 
This plant was again very frequent in many areas of the site in 2018. It was able to 
flower and set seed before the onset of the drought in June. 
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There was a significant increase in the abundance of this species across the site in 
2019, likely to be an effect of the summer drought the year before. It was frequent in 
areas of short turf and abundant in gravelly areas. 
 
This plant was present in remarkable abundance over large areas in short grassland 
over much of the site in 2020. It made up a large proportion of the sward in many 
places, which may have had significant implications for forage quality. It would appear 
that this plant is taking advantage of the short sward conditions and increasing 
frequency of gaps in the sward created by the all-year-round grazing regime, 
combined with the effects of long periods of drought. 
 
 
Chaenorhinum minus small toadflax   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Small toadflax is a small, inconspicuous annual of bare, gravelly and 
disturbed places, as well as arable fields and railway tracks. It 
appears sporadically at Greenham Common in sparsely-vegetated 
gravelly areas. It was not seen by the author in 2017 but a single small 
group of plants was noted in 2016 just west of the centre of the 
common. 
 
There are relatively few records for small toadflax in Berkshire suggesting that it may 
be under-recorded, but Crawley (2005) states that "it is absent from most of south 
Berkshire". 
 
This species was not seen during surveys in 2018. 
 
Small toadflax could not be re-found again in 2019. 
 
Despite a search of suitable areas no plants were seen in 2020. 
 
 
Cirsium acaule dwarf thistle   
Status - not threatened 
 
This species of thistle is a perennial which is most commonly 
associated with chalk and limestone grassland, sometimes also 
found in old pastures where soils are calcareous. It is generally 
associated with shorter grazed swards but can tolerate taller 
sward conditions to a degree. Dwarf thistle had a rather 
sporadic distribution in grassy areas between the runways in 1993. It was recorded as 
"rare to occasional" by Porley and Steven (1993). It has substantially increased in 
abundance since then and is now a characteristic component of both grassy areas and 
sparely-vegetated areas on the airbase. However, it remains absent or infrequent in 
some areas. Current management conditions are likely to favour this plant although it 
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will be vulnerable to loss through shading where scrub development is particularly 
dense. 
 
Dwarf thistle has a distinctly south eastern distribution in the UK. It is likely that it has 
suffered a significant historical decline as a result of habitat loss and fragmentation. In 
Berkshire it is common on the Chalk but very rare elsewhere. Its occurrence on a 
heathy common is unusual. 
 
 
Cirsium eriophorum woolly thistle   
Status - not threatened 
 
Woolly thistle is a large, conspicuous biennial or perennial plant of 
calcareous grasslands. It has been present in small quantities at 
Greenham Common for many years, apparently spreading out from 
a centre of distribution in the north eastern part of the site. It occurs 
in both grassy places and areas of sparsely-vegetated gravel. This plant is much less 
'weedy' in character in comparison to field thistle and spear thistle, and it appears to be 
dependent upon the availability of bare soil for seedling establishment. There is some 
evidence of a trend of very modest increase in abundance which is perhaps surprising 
given that flowers are rarely seen. Young plants are present in places indicating that 
current conditions are allowing it to increase.   
 
Woolly thistle has a rather restricted distribution in the UK, being most frequent on the 
southern Chalk. In Berkshire woolly thistle is quite frequent in chalk grassland but is 
very rarely encountered in other habitats. 
 
Several plants of woolly thistle flowered during 2020. 
 
 
Clinopodium acinos basil thyme   
Status - Vulnerable; NERC S41; UK BAP Priority Species 
 
Basil thyme is a small annual or short-lived perennial of bare 
places. It is most often encountered on ant-hills in chalk 
grassland but occasionally appears in arable field margins and 
in waste ground. It was found to be locally frequent in the 
gravelly area to the west of the business park over an area of 
roughly 30 x 30 metres, with additional scattered plants nearby. 
It had not been seen on the site previously by the author but has 
been reported by others (Peak Ecology 2009). The plant is easily overlooked as it has 
a brief flowering period in July and soon disappears after flowering. Maintenance of 
unshaded, bare areas of gravel will be critical for the conservation of this species on 
the site. 
 
Basil thyme is very rare in Berkshire. Crawley (2005) states that it is "extinct from 

33



 

 24 

many former stations." This plant is considered to be under serious threat of extinction 
in the UK. It has undergone a significant decline and most populations are now small 
and isolated. However, it also appears able to survive in the seedbank for many years 
and to re-appear when conditions are suitable.   
 

  
Figure 7. Location of Clinopodium acinos. 
 
Basil thyme was affected by the summer drought of 2018. Plants were not evident in 
the early part of the year. However, after rainfall levels recovered to 'normal' in August 
many (perhaps around 50) non-flowering plants appeared in the same location as it 
occurred in 2017. It is possible that these plants were able to flower and set seed later 
in the autumn. 
 
There was evidence of a modest increase in the number of basil thyme plants present 
in 2019. It appears to remain confined to the site of the former hardstanding west of 
the business park but there were indications that it is spreading in this area. 
 
Basil thyme again showed evidence of a moderate increase in numbers and 
distribution although it still appears to be confined to the northern part of the stony area 
west of the business park. The numbers present in 2020 are estimated to be in the 
region of 300-500 plants, which were in flower in late August. 
 
 
Clinopodium vulgare wild basil   
Status - not threatened 
 
Wild basil is a common and characteristic plant of chalk 
downland and scrub margins on chalky soils. It is fairly frequent 
in grassland on the north eastern fringes of the airbase, 
growing with other plants associated with lime-rich soils 
including carline thistle Carlina vulgaris and pyramidal orchid 
Anacamptis pyramidalis. It is also present in a few other places 
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such as along the southern margin of the central part of the airbase. 
 
This plant is mostly found in chalk grassland in Berkshire and its occurrence here is 
one of the unusual features of Greenham Common. There are some indications of a 
gradual increase in the number of plants on the site, perhaps because of the increase 
in the amount of scrub present and the protection this provides from grazing animals.  
 
 
Cuscuta epithymum common dodder   
Status - vulnerable 
 
Common dodder appears rather sporadically in different 
locations on the former airbase. It can be locally abundant 
in some years forming extensive patches on young plants of 
heather, common gorse and grasses. In some years it has 
been so abundant as to completely cover patches of short 
heather. It has occurred most frequently in the area of 
heathy vegetation above Foxhold at SU507644 and has 
been noted in the grassy areas around the hummocks of gravel at SU515644. Dodder 
was also noted growing on very short heather in the open heath to the south of the 
airbase at SU483642 in 2016 following habitat restoration works here. In 2017 dodder 
was noted on heather in the 'building' growth phase at the western end of the site. It 
was locally frequent over an area of roughly 10 x 10 metres.  
 
Common dodder has a restricted distribution in Berkshire. It is relatively frequent on 
some of the open heaths in east Berkshire but it is very much associated with the early 
succession phase of heath development. It does not fare well where heather is 
predominantly in the mature or degenerate growth stages and also suffers where there 
are significant amounts of scrub and bracken encroachment. In the national context, 
common dodder has a south eastern centre of distribution. It has undergone a 
significant decline as a result of loss and fragmentation of lowland heaths and 
grassland, combined with management neglect. This decline is thought to be still 
occurring (according to the online BSBI Atlas). However, there is often a positive 
correlation between mowing of heaths and an increase in abundance of dodder, so the 
more widespread implementation of measures to reduce fire risk on heaths in the 
south of England including regular mowing may improve the prospects for this plant. 
 

  Figure 8. Location of Cuscuta epithymum in recent years 
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Dodder was noted as being locally abundant in short heath vegetation to the north of 
the eastern end of the business park in 2018. It was also noted in a 'new' location to 
the east of the control tower at SU50246491 growing in very short turf.  
 
There was a significant increase in the abundance and distribution of dodder in 2019. 
It was remarkably abundant in the heathy area north of Foxhold and patches were 
present in several areas of short grassland across the site, mostly on the eastern side 
but also in parts of the western side.  
 
Dodder was quite frequent and present in many areas across the site in 2020 but was 
noticeably less abundant in comparison with 2019 and many plants appeared to die off 
early as a result of the long drought. 
 
 
Galium parisiense wall bedstraw 
Status – Nationally Scarce; Threatened 
 
This is a small, annual bedstraw which is most often found 
in bare, disturbed places where there is little competition 
from other plants. It has a distinctly southern distribution in 
the UK and most occurrences appear to be short-lived. It 
appears to be very rare in Berkshire and there is no 
reference to previous sightings at Greenham Common. 
 
A small patch of wall bedstraw of about 1 metre square was 
noted on a gravel bank near the eastern end of the airbase in 2019 at SU51786437. 
Many of the plants had a deep red colouration giving a distinctive appearance and the 
upright growth of the species distinguishes it from cleavers Galium aparine.  
 
Wall bedstraw re-appeared in the same location and in roughly equal abundance in 
2020 with a population estimated at several hundred plants, but with evidence of a 
small spread of plants along the same gravelly bank.  
 
 
Filago minima small cudweed   
Status - near threatened 
 
This is a small, inconspicuous annual plant which is most often 
found in bare places on dry heaths, such as on the edges of 
paths and tracks. This species increased in abundance following 
the removal of the runways and other activities which created 
bare ground but there are indications that it may now be 
declining. However, it remains quite frequent in places, such as 
in gravelly areas around the ‘wetland’ area on the north east side. It is mostly found in 
areas of stabilised gravel and sparsely-vegetated patches in the grassland. 
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Small cudweed has a south eastern distribution in the UK. It is thought to be 
undergoing a gradual decline in distribution as a result of habitat loss and 
fragmentation. It is a plant which is dependent upon the availability of bare ground and 
a lack of shading and so will tend to decline in situations where the vegetation is 
allowed to close up or become dominated by scrub. Crawley (2005) describes the 
plant as "local and decreasing" in Berkshire. It is rare in west Berkshire. 
 
 
Filago vulgaris common cudweed   
Status - near threatened 
 
This is a rather odd-looking, annual plant of bare places, waste 
ground and sandy heaths. The number of plants present on the 
airbase varies considerably from year to year but it is fairly 
frequent in most years. It is most often found in gravelly areas 
but also occasionally appears in bare patches in the grassland, 
particularly if there has been some disturbance. In 2017 it was 
found to be locally abundant in an area at the eastern end of the 
site used the previous year for stock feeding and which was subject to heavy trampling 
by livestock. It was also noted in numerous other places across the site.    
 
Common cudweed is widespread and fairly common in southern England but it is 
thought to have undergone a significant decline. Crawley (2005) describes the plant as 
having a "rather scattered distribution" in Berkshire.  
This species was fairly frequent and widely distributed across the site in 2018. 
 
There was evidence of a moderate increase in the abundance of this plant in 2019. It 
was frequent and widespread in bare patches amongst short turf and in gravelly areas.  
 
 
Gnaphalium sylvaticum heath cudweed  extinct? 
Status - Endangered 
  
Heath cudweed is typically much taller and more 
conspicuous than the more common cudweed species. It is 
a grey, leafy plant with spikes of brownish flowers. This is a 
short-lived perennial of disturbed places on heaths, 
woodland rides and sandy, acid grassland. A small number 
of plants were recorded in the airbase in 1993 (Porley and 
Steven 1993) on the southern and eastern margins and the 
author recorded a single plant in a heathy area at the 
western end of the site in 1994. There appear to be no 
further records of the species on the airbase since that 
time, despite apparently suitable habitat conditions being 
available. 
 

Gnaphalium sylvaticum photographed 
in Scotland, August 2018. 

37



 

 28 

Heath cudweed is currently undergoing a serious decline across the UK. It has been 
lost from many former strongholds and many surviving populations are small and 
isolated. It does not appear to have been recorded anywhere in Berkshire in recent 
years. The reason for its decline are not clear but the plant does not appear to produce 
a long-lived seed-bank which makes it vulnerable to local extinction when habitat 
conditions become unsuitable, even for short periods. 
 
Heath cudweed was not re-found in 2018 despite careful searches of potentially 
suitable habitat. This species favours bare places which are more or less permanently 
damp through most of the growing season. It flowers late in the season, usually in 
August. Seeds germinate very soon after they are shed if they fall onto damp soil and 
so the maintenance of populations is dependent upon suitable conditions being 
available for the survival of seedlings and young plants from late autumn to the 
following spring.   
 
Not re-found again in 2019 despite searches in the vicinity of last known locations. 
 
 
Helictotrichon pubescens downy oat 
Status - not threatened 
 
Downy oat is a characteristic, perennial grass of 
moderately fertile calcareous or base-rich soils. It is mostly 
associated with chalk and limestone areas in England. It is 
a common constituent of chalk downland in Berkshire but 
it is rare off of the Chalk.  
 
This grass does not appear to have been recorded previously on Greenham Common. 
This seems rather odd as it is a tall and conspicuous grass. Several plants, perhaps 
around 30, were noted along a stretch of about 20 metres on a grassy bank running 
alongside the remains of the central runway to the south west of the control tower, 
centred around SU49656480. This species is tolerant of heavy grazing and trampling 
but does not persist under heavy shade cast by dense tall vegetation or scrub.  

  

Downy oat occurs in the 
short turf along the top of 
this bank 
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In 2019 downy oat was found to be more widely distributed on the site than previously 
thought. It is locally frequent in the strip of grassland north of the central runway as 
described above, spread over quite a large area. It is also fairly frequent scattered 
over a wide area close to the location of Silaum silaus and Sanguisorba officinalis at 
around SU50846446. 
 
Downy oat was found in a small number of additional locations in 2020, mostly on the 
eastern side, which suggests that this grass is quite widely distributed in grassy areas 
of the site.   
 
 
Hypericum humifusum trailing St John's wort   
Status - not threatened 
 
Trailing St John's wort is a small, low-growing plant of 
woodland rides, acid grassland and bare ground on heaths. 
It often appears following disturbance of the topsoil, 
disappearing again after flowering. It was noted as being 
present on the airbase in 1993 (Porley and Steven 1993), 
growing in a few places in the tightly mown, open heathy areas. More recently, it has 
been seen in different parts of the site growing on bare, peaty soil amongst heather. It 
was noted in 2016 and 2017 growing in areas cleared of gorse. 
 
Trailing St John's wort is widely distributed across the UK in a range of habitats. 
However, it is scarce in Berkshire. Crawley (2005) describes it as being “absent from 
most areas”. Interestingly, trailing St John's wort was noted as being present at 
Greenham Common by Druce, which may indicate that it is a survivor of the original 
heathland vegetation of the common. 
 
This plant was not seen in 2018 or 2019 but it is of sporadic occurrence at Greenham 
Common and can be difficult to detect when not in flower. 
 
A single plant of trailing St John's wort was noted in heathy vegetation north of the 
west end of the business park in 2020, growing with heather and gorse. 
 
 
Linum catharticum fairy flax   
Status - not threatened 
 
Fairy flax is rather delicate-looking annual or biennial plant with 
small white flowers. In the south east of England it is mostly 
associated with grazed chalk downland. Fairy flax is remarkably 
widespread and abundant in most parts of the airbase, in both 
gravelly areas and in the areas with a closed, grassy sward. It 
appears to be able to flower and produce seed freely even when grazing levels are 
high, which is not the case with many annual plants. Fairy flax was also widespread on 
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The main stronghold for 
Minuartia hybrida is the 
gravelly area to the east of 
the north-south taxiway. 

the site in the 1990s but it is quite likely that it has increased in abundance since then, 
taking advantage of the bare ground created by the removal of the runways and 
hardstandings. 
 
In Berkshire fairy flax is very rare off of the Chalk and it is not associated with other 
heathland areas in the county, so its abundance here is unusual. 
 
Fairy flax continues to be very frequent and widespread over most parts of the site. 
 
Fairy flax remained a very frequent component of the vegetation in 2020. Some plants 
appeared to die during the drought period in early summer so it will be interesting to 
see whether this affects its abundance in future years.   
 
 
Minuartia hybrida fine-leaved sandwort 
Status - Endangered; Nationally Scarce; NERC S41 
 
Fine-leaved sandwort has been known at Greenham 
Common since 1993. It is a small, rather inconspicuous 
annual similar in appearance to fairy flax but with much 
narrower leaves. It has always been most frequent in a 
relatively small area in the centre of the site, growing in bare 
gravelly areas with a few other patches in stony areas to the 
east. The number of plants seen varies from year to year. The 
population appeared to reach a peak in both numbers and extent around 2007 as 
there was a significant area of bare, stony ground available in the centre of the site at 
that time. There appears to have been a steady decline in abundance and distribution 
since then. In 2017 the plant was very locally frequent on the south side of the bare 
area in the centre of the common at SU502646 in an area of roughly 10 x 10 metres. 
  

  
Fine-leaved sandwort has a scattered distribution in the UK but has undergone a very 
significant decline and is now considered to be vulnerable to extinction. The plant is 
very rare in Berkshire and the conservation of the population at Greenham Common is 
important to ensure that it does not become extinct in the county. Monitoring of this 
species is best done in June when plants are in flower.   
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In 2018 fine-leaved sandwort was again quite frequent in its stronghold area to the 
east of the central taxiway and plants were able to flower and set seed before the 
severe drought set in. Several plants were also noted in a location where it has been 
recorded previously, in an area of thin, stony turf forming a bank above the former 
central runway at SU50626463.  
 
The number of fine-leaved sandwort plants present appeared to be slightly down in 
2019 in comparison with previous years, which is not unusual for an annual plant. It 
remains present in both of the locations referred to above.  
 
2020 was a ‘good year’ for fine-leaved sandwort. There was evidence of a recovery in 
the number of plants in its ‘stronghold’ areas of the southern margin of the central 
runway at SU50216464 and SU51126448. All of the plants were small and difficult to 
detect but the apparent resurgence gives some confidence that the population may be 
relatively stable. However, it remains vulnerable as it is confined to relatively small 
areas and the total population size is likely to be less than 300 plants. 
 
 
Moenchia erecta upright chickweed 
Status - formerly Nationally Scarce, now Vulnerable 
 
Upright chickweed is a tiny, inconspicuous annual plant 
which disappears quickly after flowering and seeding. It is a 
characteristic species of short, acid grassland, usually on 
sandy soils but it is becoming very rare in the UK. The status 
of this plant on the airbase has changed dramatically since 1993. At that time the plant 
was described as being 'locally frequent' in short turf, bare patches and in damp 
hollows, mostly in the eastern half of the airbase. The regular mechanical mowing of 
the areas between the runways provided ideal growing conditions by ensuring 
widespread availability of bare patches, keeping the vegetation height very low and 
maintaining very low nutrient levels. The species is now much reduced in abundance. 
In recent years it appears to have been present in only a single area, in gravelly 
patches just south of the main track on the north side of the common at SU510647. 
There are usually between 10-30 plants in this area but none were seen in 2017 
despite a careful search. It may be that it was searched for too late as it can 
sometimes flower in April. The area remains (apparently) in suitable condition to 
support the plant. 
 
Upright chickweed is very rare in Berkshire and, in common with the picture nationally 
has undergone a significant decline in distribution. It was noted as being present at 
Greenham Common by Druce (1897). Crawley makes special reference to the 
population at Greenham Common as being particularly significant. Other populations 
at sites such as Snelsmore Common and Bucklebury Common are extinct and it is 
likely that Greenham Common supports the only surviving population in Berkshire. It 
would be sad if the plant were to be lost from the site as it is particularly emblematic of 
the suite of small annual plants which add so much to the botanical interest.  

41



 

 32 

 
Figure 9. Location of Moenchia erecta in 2017. 
 
In 2018 upright chickweed was remarkably frequent and quite widespread in parts of 
the eastern section of the airbase. The number of plants present is likely to have been 
in the range of 500-1000. In all locations the associated habitat is sparsely-vegetated 
and stony. Plants were in flower between late April and late May. The main centres of 
distribution were at SU50336483, SU51186473 and SU51446444. Some of these 
areas had a very high density of flowering plants. Smaller numbers of plants were 
noted at SU51206435 and SU51266459. The reason for the significant increase in 
abundance in 2018 is not clear as the ground conditions in the areas of occurrence 
appeared to be the same as in 2017. 

   
Distribution of Moenchia erecta in 2018 
 
Moenchia erecta exhibited a significant increase in abundance and distribution in 2019 
and was found in parts of the site where it had not been seen since the 1990s, notably 
west of the central taxiways. It was locally frequent to abundant over a wide area of the 
eastern side of the site centred around SU51236456. It was much more scattered in 
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occurrence on the western side of the airbase. It was found as far west as 
SU49206476 in short turf.  
 
Upright chickweed was even more abundant in parts of the site in 2020 in comparison 
with the previous year. It was present in numbers exceeding several hundred per 
square metre in places. This confirms the dramatic change in fortune of this plant at 
Greenham Common since 2016 when it appeared to be close to being lost. In 2020 it 
was present over a wide area of the eastern part of the common, and in much smaller 
numbers on the west side. The general distribution pattern indicated above remained 
the same but it appeared to show significant increase in numbers in the areas around 
SU51306455, SU51286437, SU51686448 and SU51466431. In the latter location it 
has not been seen in significant numbers since the late 1990s. This means that upright 
chickweed, which is generally scarce and declining in south east England, has a major 
stronghold at Greenham Common. The maintenance of short sward conditions 
combined with the effects of prolonged summer drought is certainly benefiting this 
plant. 
 
 
Montia fontana blinks   
Status - not threatened 
 
This is a tiny annual plant of bare, open ground which 
flowers very early in the season then quickly disappears. It 
produces small, fleshy, pale green plants usually no more 
than 1 cm tall. The number of plants present on the 
airbase varies greatly from year to year, possibly in 
response to winter rainfall levels, as it often appears most 
abundant following wet, mild winters. On the airbase it tends to occur as small patches 
in the areas of long- 
established grassland. There are indications that it may be gradually increasing in 
abundance. This may be a consequence of grazing continuing over the winter period.   
 
Blinks is widespread and locally common in the UK but is most frequent in western and 
northern areas. There are relatively few records for the species in Berkshire. 
 
There was a noticeable increase in the abundance of this plant in 2018. Despite being 
very small it is quite conspicuous early in the year. It was very frequent in areas of 
short turf, particularly on the eastern side of the airbase. It is possible that this species 
was able to take advantage of the very cold, snowy conditions in late spring when the 
growth of other species may have been held back. 
 
Blinks was even more conspicuously frequent in early 2019 than in 2018, presumably 
because the plant is able to take advantage of the widespread availability of patches of 
bare soil in the short sward, promoted by continuation of stock grazing through the 
winter months. It was frequent across most grassy areas on the eastern side of the site 
and locally frequent in parts of the western side. 
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Blinks remained conspicuously frequent in the early part of 2020 across much of the 
site in the early part of the year, taking advantage of gaps in the turf. 
 
 
Myosotis ramosissima early forget-me-not   
Status - not threatened 
 
Early forget-me-not is one of the small annual plants 
which are typical of the bare and gravelly areas on 
Greenham Common. It flowers early in the season 
and plants have usually died off by early summer so it 
is easily overlooked. The abundance of the species 
varies from year to year but it is usually quite frequent 
and widely distributed across the site. There is no 
indication that there has been a significant long-term 
change in the status of the plant since 1993 - at that time it was described as being 
'occasional to frequent'. The much more common field forget-me-not Myosotis 
arvensis is frequent across much of the airbase but flowers later in the season. 
Changing forget-me-not Myosotis discolor is also present in areas of damp grassland. 
 
Early forget-me-not has a south eastern distribution in the UK. It has a rather scattered 
distribution in Berkshire but may be under-recorded. 
 
This plant was again quite frequent and widely distributed across the site in 2018.  
 
Early forget-me-not was frequent and widely distributed across the site in 2019. 
 
There was a modest increase in numbers of this plant in 2020. It was quite frequent in 
gravelly areas, often growing alongside other small annuals such as cornsalad and 
field madder. 
 
 
Nardus stricta mat grass   
Status - not threatened 
 
Mat grass is a tough, wiry perennial grass which is mostly 
associated with acidic upland grasslands. It has a much more 
localised distribution in the lowlands, occurring in alluvial 
meadows and on sandy or peaty heaths. Small amounts of this 
grass were noted on the airbase in 1993. It remains rather rare, 
with long-established 'clumps' of small tufted plants in widely 
spaced locations. It is locally abundant in the area where it was first noted in 1993 in a 
damp hollow just south west of the control tower. It has certainly become more 
abundant in this area, growing alongside tormentil Potentilla erecta, devilsbit scabious 
Succisa pratensis and pale sedge Carex pallescens. It is also present in smaller 
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quantities in damp areas to the north west of the business park. This is a plant which is 
tolerant of heavy grazing and trampling, and is able to withstand drought and 
water-logging, so it should be expected to gradually increase in abundance. However, 
this is a low-growing species and it is vulnerable to competition from surrounding taller 
vegetation. 
 
Mat grass is rare in Berkshire but is present in moderate numbers at sites such as 
Padworth Common LNR and Broadmoor to Bagshot Woods and Heaths SSSI in the 
east of the county and is present on heaths in neighbouring north Hampshire and 
north west Surrey. It is likely that this grass has suffered a significant decline in 
distribution in south east England as a 
result of habitat loss and degradation. 
Druce (1897) described this grass as 
being "common on heaths in south west 
Berkshire".   
 
Mat grass survived the prolonged 
drought of 2018 with no indication of 
detrimental impacts. There may even be 
a continuing modest increase in the 
number of plants in its main stronghold 
area at around SU49256492.  
 
There was no noticeable change in the status of mat grass in 2020 despite the 
prolonged drought.  
 
 
Ononis repens restharrow   
Status - not threatened 
 
Restharrow is a long-lived perennial which is most commonly 
found on chalk downland and coastal grassland but also 
occasionally occurs in old pastures. It has been known on the 
airbase since 1993 in a single area north west of the business 
park. The population has gradually extended its range over time 
and it is now locally abundant over quite a large area but it has not yet established new 
colonies elsewhere on the common. Plants flower profusely each year and appear to 
be resilient to grazing and trampling.  
 
Restharrow is fairly common across the 
UK although is mostly coastal in the 
north. It has a restricted distribution in 
Berkshire, mostly associated with 
downland. The plant is usually 
associated with calcareous substrates 
and its occurrence on a heathy 

Figure 10. Location of Nardus stricta. 

Figure 11. Location of Ononis repens. 
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common is unusual.  
 
Restharrow was found in a ‘new’ location in 2020 to the east of the central taxiway at 
SU50446463 indicating that the plant may be spreading on the common.  
  
 
 
 
Ophrys apifera bee orchid   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Bee orchid tends to be of sporadic occurrence, often appearing rather 
unexpectedly then apparently disappearing from a location after 
flowering. It is most commonly associated with lime-rich soils but will 
also grow in neutral grassland when conditions are suitable. It has 
long been known to occur on the airbase. It has been seen in various 
locations, in both grassy places and areas with a gravelly substrate. 
The number of flowering spikes varies from year to year but there are indications that 
there is a long-term trend of increasing numbers. There is certainly clear evidence that 
it is capable of colonising areas of recently-disturbed gravel and areas of 
long-established grassland.  
 
It is likely that bee orchid has suffered significant historic losses as a result of habitat 
destruction and fragmentation. However, this decline appears to have been stabilised 
in recent years. Bee orchid has a rather scattered distribution in Berkshire and 
populations are often ephemeral. Greenham Common is one of very few localities in 
the county where it can be seen each year with reasonable reliability. 
 

     
Figure 12. Locations of Ophrys apifera in recent years. 
 
Many over-wintering rosettes of bee orchid were noted early in the season in 2018, 
including some plants growing in disturbed soil where gorse had been cleared.  
 
Several non-flowering plants of bee orchid were noted in widely-scattered places 
across the site in 2019. 
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2020 did not appear to be a good year for bee orchid. Although several rosettes were 
noted during the previous winter no plants were seen to flower. This plant is 
notoriously variable from year to year so it is probably inappropriate to try to draw 
conclusions from this but the combination of a prolonged drought and continuous 
grazing may have been contributing factors.  
 
 
Ornithopus perpusillus birdsfoot   
Status - not threatened 
 
This is a small, rather inconspicuous annual member of the pea 
family. It is mostly associated with sandy heaths and acid 
grassland, and is most frequent in the south east of England. 
Populations often vary dramatically in abundance from year to 
year, depending on the availability of bare ground. This plant 
was fairly frequent in the short-mown vegetation on the airbase in 1993. It appears to 
have gradually declined since then but it can be quite frequent in places in some years. 
In 2017 scattered plants were noted in areas cleared of dense gorse on the western 
side of the common and it was frequent in gravelly areas around the 'wetland' area on 
the north east side. 
 
Birdsfoot has probably suffered a significant historical decline in distribution in the 
south of the UK as a result of habitat loss and management neglect. It has a very 
scattered distribution in Berkshire and is rare in the west of the county. It was noted as 
being present on Greenham Common by Druce (1897). 
 
Some large patches of birdsfoot were noted in areas cleared of dense gorse in 2018 
but none was seen anywhere on site in 2019. However, it is easily overlooked.      
 
Not found in 2020. 
 
 
Pedicularis sylvatica heath lousewort   
Status - Vulnerable 
 
Lousewort has always been rare on the airbase and mostly 
associated with bare, damp places with a shallow peaty soil. It is 
most often noted in the area south of the control tower at SU496648 
where devilsbit scabious Succisa pratensis and pale sedge Carex 
pallescens are locally frequent. It is also present in the area of 
species-rich acid grassland at the western end of the airbase growing with tormentil 
Potentilla erecta and purple moor-grass Molinia caerulea but it occurs sporadically and 
may not flower in some years. It is present in a few other widely-scattered places on 
the western side of the common. This is a low-growing plant which is vulnerable to 
competition from taller vegetation but it has been noted as re-appearing in areas of the 
common which have been cleared of dense gorse.  
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Lousewort is widely distributed in the UK and is common in areas 
with a high rainfall but it has undergone a significant decline in 
the south east of England as a result of habitat loss and lack of 
management of wet heaths and mires. Lousewort is rare in 
Berkshire and is mostly associated with wet heaths in the east of 
the county. It is not thought to be under threat at Greenham 
Common but it will be important to ensure that the species-rich, 
damp, peaty areas which provide its favoured habitat remain 
open and free of scrub development. 
 
In 2018 there was a significant increase in the abundance of lousewort in comparison 
with 2017. It appeared in 'new' areas recently cleared of dense gorse, sometimes in 
extensive patches. 
 
There was evidence of a continuing trend of increasing numbers of plants on the 
western side of the site in 2019, particularly in areas cleared of gorse. It appears to 
respond positively to slight disturbance of the soil surface during cutting and clearing 
operations.  
 
Lousewort was conspicuously abundant in several areas in 2020, mostly in areas 
cleared of dense gorse creating the open, bare ground that it favours, and often in the 
same areas as heath dog violet. It will be interesting to see how it fares as the 
vegetation closes up again.   
 
  
Persicaria minor small water-pepper  
Status - not threatened 
 
The presence of this small annual plant was confirmed in 
2018. It does not appear to have been recorded 
previously at Greenham Common. It occurs on a gravelly 
substrate in shallow, ephemeral pools on the site of the 
former central runway at SU49126486, associated with 
the more common water purslane Lythrum portula. This 
is one of its typical habitats. It is generally associated 
with unshaded, seasonally wet places fed by 
nutrient-poor water. It is also found in oligotrophic pools at Woolmer Forest and the 
New Forest in Hampshire and is an indicator of good water quality.    
 
Small water-pepper was formerly classed as Nationally Scarce but is now known to be 
more widespread than previously thought and it may be increasing. It is certainly 
chronically under-recorded and overlooked by botanists. Crawley (2005) regarded it 
as 'extinct' in west Berkshire.  
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Poa compressa flattened meadow-grass   
Status - not threatened 
 
This rather odd-looking grass is one of the characteristic plants 
of the airbase. It is a perennial grass but it appears to behave 
rather like an annual in that it quickly colonises bare areas as 
they become available. It also occurs in areas of long- 
established grassland where there is a closed sward and in 
some of the heather-dominated areas. The species appears to 
be increasing in abundance and distribution. At one time it 
appeared to be more or less confined to gravelly areas in the 
centre of the airbase but it is now present over a much larger 
proportion of the site. 
 
This grass has a fairly widespread distribution across the UK but generally occurs as 
small, isolated populations. Flattened meadow-grass is described by Crawley (2005) 
as rare and scattered in west Berkshire. It is likely that the population at Greenham 
Common is easily the largest in Berkshire. 
   
There is evidence of a continuing trend of increasing frequency and distribution of this 
grass on site. It is widely distributed over much of the eastern side of the airbase and is 
apparently spreading on the western side. 
 
Poa compressa was noted in a number of widely scattered locations across the site in 
2020 and the population appears stable. 
 
 
Potentilla x mixta (Potentilla erecta x P. repens) Hybrid cinquefoil   
Status - not threatened 
 
The hybrid between creeping cinquefoil and tormentil has 
been noted as being locally common in the south western 
part of the airbase for many years. It occurs widely in an 
area roughly 100 metres x 50 metres north west of the cruise 
missile bunkers, in damp grassland and gravelly areas. 
There are also smaller patches of the plant in grassy places 
on the eastern and western sides of the airbase. Visually, 
plants have features of both parents but flowers have either 4 or 5 petals. It is likely 
that this hybrid is slowly increasing in abundance on the site given that current habitat 
conditions are maintaining the short sward conditions that it requires.  
 
Hybrid cinquefoil is rather poorly recorded nationally but it is thought to be fairly 
common in the south of England in places where tormentil and creeping cinquefoil 
grow together. Its local distribution and status are unclear as there appear to be few 
records, perhaps because it has been mis-identified as Potentilla anglica. But it is 
likely that hybrid cinquefoil is a scarce plant in west Berkshire. 
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Plantago media hoary plantain   
Status - near threatened 
 
A small population of hoary plantain has been noted on the 
airbase for many years. It appears to be confined to a fairly 
small area of short, gravelly turf north west of the business 
park. Its occurrence here is highly unusual as this plant is 
almost exclusively associated with chalk and limestone 
grassland in the UK. The population appears stable although 
there are indications that it may be spreading very gradually. 
 
Hoary plantain is thought to have undergone a significant decline in distribution 
nationally, probably because of cessation of grazing and fragmentation of downland. It 
is not tolerant of shading or competition from taller vegetation. 
 

  
 
Hoary plantain could not be re-found in 2020 despite a search in its former location. 
 
 
Ranunculus parviflorus small-flowered buttercup   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Small-flowered buttercup is an inconspicuous annual plant, 
which most often appears sporadically at sites following soil 
disturbance or rabbit activity. However, at Greenham Common 
this species occurs in very large numbers in most years in 
long-established short turf, which is quite unusual. It is also 
present in gravelly areas in the north eastern corner of the site. 
The population here may be one of the largest in the UK. It is 
locally abundant in some areas of short turf. The number of plants present varies 
between years but the general trend appears to be of a gradual expansion of the 
distribution across the site. The plant was confirmed as being present in several areas 
during May and early June of 2017. 
 
This species has a distinctly southern distribution in the UK. However, it is rare in 
Berkshire and most records from the county are of sporadic occurrences of small 
numbers of plants, mostly on chalk downland. Greenham Common is one of the few 

Figure 13. Location of Plantago media. 
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sites in the country where one can be reasonably certain of finding this plant each 
year. 

 
Small-flowered buttercup increased significantly in abundance and distribution across 
the site in 2019, appearing for the first time in parts of the western half of the common. 
It is likely that its spread is promoted by the maintenance of very short sward 
conditions throughout the year. 
 
This plant initially appeared to be present in similar numbers in 2020 compared with 
the previous year but plants died off early as a consequence of the spring drought. 
 
 
Sagina apetala annual pearlwort    
Status - not threatened 
 
This is a small, inconspicuous annual plant of bare places, 
waste ground, path edges and similar habitats. It was fairly 
common on the site in 1993, mostly associated with cracks 
in runways and broken turf alongside runways. It appeared 
to become more common and widespread on the site 
having taken advantage of the bare ground where runways 
have been removed and may now be undergoing a gradual 
decline as the extent of bare ground diminishes. Currently, it appears to be most 
frequent in the gravelly areas to the east of the control tower but it is easily overlooked 
and may be more widespread. It is a plant of exposed places and is intolerant of 
shading so will tend to become less frequent as the vegetation closes up.   
 
Annual pearlwort is widespread and locally common across the UK. It is quite common 
in Berkshire in disturbed places and former gravel pits. 
 
This plant remains oddly infrequent and localised on Greenham Common despite the 
availability of apparently suitable substrate. However, in a few places there was 
evidence of a slight increase in abundance in 2019. 
 
 

Figure 14. Location of 
Ranunculus parviflorus. 
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Salix repens creeping willow  Extinct? 
Status - not threatened 
 
Creeping willow is a low-growing shrub which is typically 
found inland on wet heath and in damp hollows in coastal 
dune systems. A small number of plants were present in 
the damp hollow to the south of the control tower in 1993. 
At the time the vegetation in this area was very short and 
the creeping willow plants were only about 5 cm tall. It can 
no longer be found in this area despite the availability of 
suitable habitat conditions but it is just possible that plants 
are still surviving in dense gorse. This is an adaptable 
species which is tolerant of both heavy grazing and competition from surrounding 
vegetation. However, its seeds do not remain viable for long and so populations can 
be lost if conditions are unsuitable for more than 2 to 3 years in succession. 
Creeping willow has undergone a severe decline in range as a result of habitat loss 
and fragmentation, particularly in the south of England. It was noted as being present 
at Greenham Common in Druce’s time (Druce 1897). It is present at a very small 
number of locations in Berkshire and in neighbouring parts of north Hampshire and 
north Surrey. 
 
Creeping willow was not re-found in 2018 despite searches in areas cleared of dense 
scrub in its former location. 
 
Not re-found again in 2019 despite searches in the vicinity of its last known location. 
 
 
Sanguisorba minor salad burnet    
Status - Not threatened 
 
Salad burnet is a long-lived perennial plant most commonly 
associated with chalk downland where it is often abundant. It 
also occasionally occurs in alluvial meadows and pastures 
where there is a calcareous influence. The plant has been 
known to occur at Greenham Common since 1993 when a 
small number of plants were noted in the grassland south of 
the main runway. It remains rare on the site but there may 
have been a modest increase as it can now also be found in a few bare, stony places. 
This plant is tolerant of grazing so current habitat conditions are suitable but it is 
vulnerable to the effects of scrub development and shading. 
 
This species remains common in suitable habitats in southern Britain but it is likely that 
it has suffered from the loss of lowland meadows. It is very rare off of the Chalk in 
Berkshire and its occurrence on a heathy common is highly unusual. 
     
 

Creeping willow at Burnt Common 
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Sanguisorba officinalis greater burnet   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Greater burnet is a robust perennial plant mostly 
associated with flood-plain hay meadows on alluvial clay 
soils. It is very occasionally found in other habitats such as 
road verges and fens. It has been known to occur in 
species-rich grassland at Greenham Common since 1993. 
It has always had a very localised distribution on the site 
and has only rarely been observed in flower. It is still 
present in the same area, surviving as low-growing plants 
in short turf. This is remarkable as the plant is generally 
considered to be highly sensitive to high levels of grazing 
pressure and some populations are known to have been lost as a result of a change 
from hay meadow management to extensively-grazed pasture. The area where it was 
observed in 2017 is no more than about 10 x 10 metres in extent so the overall 
population may have suffered a small decline since 1993. However, it is quite possible 
that additional plants nearby were overlooked as the low-growing leaves are difficult to 
detect in the sward. 
 
Greater burnet has undergone a massive historical decline in distribution in the UK 
and Europe as a result of the ploughing, fertilising and drainage of river valley hay 
meadows. This decline has slowed but many surviving populations are isolated and 
vulnerable to local extinction. The plant appears to have always been rather scarce in 
Berkshire but is now found at only a handful of widely-scattered localities.  

   
 
Greater burnet is slightly more widespread on the airbase than suggested by the map 
above. In 2018 a small number of plants were found growing in grassland with a 
similar composition about 150 metres to the west of the main patch, to the south of a 
small grazing exclosure. This location is at SU50996442. 
 
A significant number of greater burnet plants were able to flower in 2019 despite 
continuous grazing through spring and summer providing some confidence that the 
population can continue to hold its own here. 

Figure 15. Location of Sanguisorba 
officinalis. 
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In 2020 a patch of greater burnet was noted further west than known previously, 
growing amongst gorse and bramble which was providing protection from grazing. It is 
more likely that this patch has been overlooked rather than this being evidence of 
spread, but it is reassuring that the population is more widespread than previously 
thought. This patch of 20-30 plants is at SU50646446.    
 
 
Saxifraga granulata meadow saxifrage 
Status – not threatened 
 
Meadow saxifrage is a long-lived perennial mostly associated 
with long-established unimproved neutral to slightly base-rich 
pastures. It remains fairly common in parts of the UK but it has 
undergone a substantial decline as a result of habitat loss and 
agricultural improvement. It is rather scarce in Berkshire. 
 
Meadow saxifrage was recorded at Greenham Common in the 
1990s but does not appear to have been recorded since then. 
It remains present in one of its previously known locations in 
the south eastern quarter of the site in an area of about 2 
metres2 at SU51296437. The colony appears healthy and 
there is some evidence of spread of plants into the 
surrounding grassland.   
 
An additional patch of this plant was noted in 2020 some distance from the other 
known location, in a rather bare area amongst short grassland at SU50746470. 
   
 
Saxifraga tridactylites rue-leaved saxifrage   
Status - Not threatened 
 
Rue-leaved saxifrage is a small, annual plant mostly 
associated with stony places and walls, usually where there 
is lime in the soil. It was one of the plants which was most 
strongly characteristic of the edges of the runways and 
cracks in tarmac before the removal of the airbase 
infrastructure. There were literally thousands of plants along 
the edge of the runways and taxiways in the 1990s. The 
plant suffered a massive decline in abundance after the 
removal of the runways and in most recent years only a 
small number of plants have appeared. These tend to be associated with remaining 
areas of concrete around drain covers and similar features but plants also occasionally 
appear in areas of bare gravel and bare patches in short turf, mostly on the eastern 
side of the common. Plants are easily overlooked as the species flowers over a short 
period early in the season. In 2017 only a single flowering plant was noted, in 
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disturbed grassland at the eastern end of the site, but many overwintering rosettes 
subsequently appeared in the gravelly area west of the business park. It seems that its 
decline at the site is irreversible but it is likely that it will continue to appear sporadically 
in suitable places.   
 
This plant has a rather scattered distribution in the UK but is mostly southern. It is very 
scarce in Berkshire. 
 
The contrast between the abundance of rue-leaved saxifrage in 2017 and 2018 could 
not be more remarkable. In late April 2018 over 700 plants were counted growing 
across a wide area of the airbase, mostly in stony, sparsely-vegetated areas but 
sometimes also in small gaps in otherwise closed turf. It is also locally abundant in the 
plant's most characteristic associated habitat on the site, the edge of concrete 
standings. The total number of plants present in 2018 will be well over the number 
counted as large areas of potentially suitable habitat were not surveyed due to the risk 
of disturbance of ground-nesting birds. That would suggest that the population 
remains comparable in size to that found on the airbase in the late 1990s.  
 

 
 

  

Distribution of rue-leaved saxifrage on eastern side in 2018 

Typical habitat 
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Rue-leaved saxifrage was much less abundant in 2019 in comparison to 2018 
although it remained widely distributed across the site. The total number of plants is 
likely to have been in the low hundreds rather than the thousands present in 2018.  
This accords with observations that numbers vary markedly between years. The 
reasons for this are unclear. 
 
2020 was quite a good year for rue-leaved saxifrage although not present in such 
large numbers as in 2018, which appears to have been a peak year. It was widely 
distributed in 2020 in stony and sparsely-vegetated areas, mostly as very small plants.   
 
 
Scleranthus annuus annual knawel   
Status - Endangered; Nationally Scarce; NERC 
S41; UK BAP Priority Species 
 
Annual knawel is a tiny annual plant of bare 
places, nowadays mostly associated with acid 
grassland. It was formerly also fairly frequently 
encountered in the margins of arable fields on 
sandy soils but it is now almost unknown in that 
habitat. It was first recorded on the airbase in 
1993 in the heathy area above Foxhold. At that time only a small number of plants 
were noted but Ron Porley reported an increase in the number of plants in this area in 
the late 1990s. In more recent times it has failed to re-appear in this area. The work by 
Peak Ecology in 2009 revealed that Scleranthus annuus had been recorded from 6 
'compartments' suggesting fairly wide distribution. However, since 2015 the author has 
only seen the plant in a single location each year. This is a small, bare area to the 
north east of the original locality. The number of plants present varies but it is usually 
in the region of 8 to 20 individuals in an area measuring roughly 2 x 2 metres. It grows 
on bare soil amongst heather Calluna vulgaris and common bent Agrostis capillaris. 
The plant can be difficult to detect as it has a short flowering period. 12 flowering 
plants were confirmed present in 2017, in flower in mid June.  
 

Distribution of rue-leaved saxifrage on western side in 2018 
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This species has undergone a very significant decline in 
abundance and distribution nationally and the trend appears to be 
continuing. Its listing as a UK BAP Priority Species is indicative of 
the concern that the plant may be vulnerable to extinction in the UK. 
Greenham Common is the only extant locality for the plant in 
Berkshire, and it is also very rare in the surrounding counties. The 
reason for its scarcity on the airbase is unclear as its current habitat 
appears very similar to many other places on the site. The area is 
somewhat sparsely vegetated and is damp in the winter. The key feature which may 
be important in providing suitable growing conditions is the presence of a thin organic 
layer on the soil surface, as well as very short surrounding vegetation and a lack of 
shade. Current habitat conditions appear to be suitable for the maintenance of the 
population but, given its very small size and extent, it is highly vulnerable. 
 

 
Figure 16. Location of Scleranthus annuus. 
 
Despite careful searches on several occasions in the known recent locations this 
species was not seen in 2018. Habitat conditions remained apparently suitable for the 
species. 
 
This species had a ‘good year’ in 2019 with 23 flowering plants noted and some of 
these were a few metres from the small patch where plants have been seen in recent 
years. The population remains highly vulnerable however as the grassland 
surrounding this ‘stronghold’ is unsuitable to support the species. It is notable that the 
plants on Greenham Common are later flowering than is typical, becoming most 
conspicuous in early July.  
 
Initially, in 2020 annual knawel appeared to fare rather badly, as only four plants 
appeared in its regular ‘stronghold’ area. However, a large number of flowering plants 
were discovered in a completely new location in mid August at SU50866468. This was 
in a bare patch roughly 25 metres long by 2 metres wide. 200 plants were counted 
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here. This is by far the largest number of plants known to be encountered in a single 
location at Greenham Common and it is likely to be one of the largest populations 
remaining in south east England. One could speculate that suitable conditions for 
germination and growth of annual knawel were created by the combination of a 
prolonged drought causing most of the vegetation to die in this patch and soil 
disturbance through the activities of grazing stock bringing seed to the surface, 
followed by a resumption of 'normal' rainfall in late July and August.  
 
 
Senecio sylvaticus heath groundsel   
Status – not threatened 
 
Heath groundsel is an annual plant that is mostly associated 
with disturbed places on dry heaths and dry, sandy 
grassland. It is quite widely distributed in the UK but it is rare 
in west Berkshire because of the scarcity of suitable habitat.  
 
This species occurs very sporadically at Greenham 
Common, usually in small numbers or isolated single plants. 
In 2019 several plants were noted in areas where gorse had 
been severely cut back, creating disturbance of the soil 
surface. 
 
This plant may be increasing. It was present in some abundance in areas disturbed by 
gorse management activity in some areas in 2020. Senecio erucifolius was also locally 
frequent in these areas. 
 
  
Sherardia arvensis field madder    
Status - not threatened 
 
Field madder is a small, annual plant of arable field margins and 
disturbed ground, usually on chalky soils. It was one of the 
characteristic plants of the edges and cracks of the runways 
and hardstandings on the airbase prior to their removal. At that 
time cracks in the concrete runways and the eroding edges of 
runways supported a distinctive group of plants including 
rue-leaved saxifrage, biting stonecrop, scarlet pimpernel, early forget-me-not, 
long-headed poppy and thyme-leaved sandwort. In 1993 field madder was described 
by Porley and Steven (1993) as being "frequent and locally abundant". It is still quite 
frequent in bare, stony areas, particularly the area east of the control tower. 
 
Field madder is quite common and widespread in southern England but is has 
undergone a significant decline in abundance since 1950. It has a scattered 
distribution in Berkshire but may be under-recorded. Crawley (2005) describes the 
plant as "distinctly uncommon".  
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Field madder was again quite frequent and widespread on the airbase in 2018. 
 
There was a very noticeable increase in the abundance of field madder in 2019. It was 
abundant in many areas where there were gaps in the turf and in gravelly areas. This 
is likely to be the result of the drought the previous summer. 
 
Field madder was very frequent and widely distributed across the site in 2020, 
noticeably taking advantage of areas affected by the previous year's drought. 
 
 
Silaum silaus pepper saxifrage   
Status - not threatened 
 
This is a long-lived perennial plant usually associated with old 
pastures on heavy clay soils where it is often associated with 
other plants of unimproved pastures such as dyer's 
greenweed Genista tinctoria and sawwort Serratula tinctoria. 
Pepper saxifrage has been known at Greenham Common 
since 1994. Only a small number of plants were noted at that 
time, growing in species-rich grassland to the north of the heathy area above Foxhold. 
Remarkably, it appears to have increased in abundance despite the heavy grazing 
pressure although it remains localised. This plant does best where there is episodic 
grazing, giving plants an opportunity to flower and set seed during periods of light 
grazing or an absence of grazing, followed by a return of heavy grazing to maintain a 
generally short sward. Leaves of non-flowering plants are quite frequent over an area 
of roughly 50 x 10 metres, in the 
same area which supports 
greater burnet Sanguisorba 
officinalis. A single plant in 
flower was noted. Current 
habitat conditions are suitable 
for the maintenance of the 
population but it will be 
important to ensure that he 
spread of scrub in this part of 
the site is kept in check.  
 
Pepper saxifrage has quite a wide distribution in the UK but it has undergone a 
massive historic decline as a result of the ploughing and improvement of old pastures. 
It is becoming rare in south east England and this trend is continuing. Many surviving 
populations are small and confined to road verges. This is a very rare plant in 
Berkshire. There are possibly only two extant localities for the species in west 
Berkshire, including Greenham Common. 
 
Pepper saxifrage was confirmed to be present in the same location in 2018.  

Location of Silaum silaus 
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2019 was a ‘good year’ for pepper saxifrage on the common. Many of the plants 
present were able to flower, including plants well away from protective shrubs, despite 
grazing continuing through spring and summer. It is a little more widely-distributed 
than suggested by the map above but confined to an area of about 0.5 hectares.  
 
In 2020 a single flowering plant was noted a considerable distance outside of its 
known centre of distribution, in short-grazed grassland. This plant was at 
SU51176462.Unfortunately, it had been grazed down only a week later.   
 
 
Spergularia rubra sand spurrey   
Status - not threatened 
 
Sand spurrey is a small, annual plant of exposed, sandy 
places. It is often associated with tracksides and bare ground 
but is also found in open sandy heaths and short, acid 
grassland. In 2017 it was found to be locally frequent in a bare, 
damp area to the north of the business park, in an area 
roughly 1 x 3 metres in extent, growing with marsh cudweed 
Gnaphalium uliginosum, marsh foxtail Alopecurus geniculatus 
and redshank Persicaria maculosa. It has not been seen on 
the airbase previously by the author but has been recorded on a number of occasions 
by others (Francis 1990, Peak Ecology 2009). Populations of this plant often appear 
spontaneously and may not re-appear for many years.  
 
Sand spurrey is widespread in the UK but is rather rare and of sporadic occurrence in 
Berkshire. 
 
There was a significant increase in the number of plants present and the extent of the 
population in 2018. It remains apparently confined to a single area of damp turf and 
bare soil in a seasonally-flooded hollow but it was found to occur over a distance of 
roughly 50 metres. Something of the order of 50-100 plants were noted, many of them 
flowering, in late August.   
  

 

Figure18. Location of Spergularia 
rubra. 
 

60



 

 51 

 
Sand spurrey remained present in the same location in 2019 although the number of 
plants was lower than in 2018. 
 
Sand spurrey was present in the same location as previous years in large numbers in 
2020, estimated to number several hundred plants. The location of the colony is 
SU49356472, a winter-wet hollow, with wetland plants including lesser spearwort 
Ranunculus flammula and oval sedge Carex ovalis growing nearby. 
  
 
Spiranthes spiralis autumn ladies-tresses   
Status - not threatened 
 
Greenham Common has become a well-known stronghold for 
this attractive orchid. It is a low-growing species, often flowering 
when only 5-6 cm tall but larger specimens can be up to 15 cm, 
especially when growing amongst heather. Autumn 
ladies-tresses has long been associated with the site but has 
undergone a significant increase in distribution and abundance 
since the 1990s. It was formerly most frequent in grassy areas 
along the north western edge of the site but it has now spread 
to most other parts and can now be found in gravelly places and heathy areas as well 
as in grassland. As with many orchid species, the number of flowering plants varies 
from year-to-year but several hundreds of flowering spikes can be seen in most years. 
In 2017 very large numbers of flowering spikes appeared in August, and it appears to 
be continuing to extend its distribution on the common. In parts of the site the plant can 
be described as being abundant with as many as 20 plants in a square metre. This is a 
plant which responds positively to consistent management and the stable, extensive 
grazing regime is likely to have favoured its spread.    
 
This plant has a strongly southern distribution in the UK. It is most frequently found on 
chalk downland, and closely-mown habitats such as lawns and churchyards. It is 
distinctly uncommon in Berkshire and the population on Greenham Common is of 
considerable local importance. 
 
Despite the prolonged drought and hot conditions between June and August autumn 
lady's tresses produced a similar number of flower spikes in 2018 as in 2017. There is 
evidence of a continuing spread into 'new' areas including gravelly parts of the site.   
 
Autumn ladies tresses continued to thrive on Greenham Common in 2019 and there is 
good evidence of continued spread, even into areas dominated by New Zealand 
pigmyweed Crassula helmsii.  
 
Present in large numbers again in 2020, despite the dry conditions, although flowering 
plants appeared to be more patchy in distribution. There is good evidence of 
continuing spread of this plant. 
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Taraxacum laevigatum lesser dandelion 
Status - not assessed 
 
Lesser dandelion has the appearance of a very small and 
rather delicate-looking dandelion. Its leaf rosettes are usually 
no more than 7-8 cm across. It is a perennial of bare, sandy, 
gravelly or chalky soils and is found growing on sandy heaths, 
chalk downland and waste ground. It can be difficult to spot in 
gravelly areas on the airbase as plants are generally very small 
and it grows alongside other rosette-forming plants such as lesser hawkbit Leontodon 
taraxacoides, smooth hawksbeard Crepis capillaris and catsear Hypochaeris radicata. 
It appears to be fairly widespread in gravelly areas in various parts of the airbase, and 
is especially frequent in the ‘wetland’ area in the north east and the area east of the 
control tower. This is a plant which is likely to have benefited from the increased 
availability of bare ground following the removal of the runways. 
 
The various 'microspecies' of dandelion are poorly recorded because of the difficulties 
in identification but lesser dandelion is frequently encountered as a constituent of 
chalk downland and is frequent in short-grazed acid grassland in the New Forest. It 
occurs at former gravel pits in Berkshire but its distribution in the county is unclear. 
 
 
Thymus praecox wild thyme    
Status - not threatened 
 
Wild thyme is a deep-rooted, long-lived perennial which often 
forms dense, spreading patches. A small patch has been present 
on the south side of the airbase for many years, in an area of 
short grassland grazed by rabbits. It appears to be spreading 
very gradually into nearby areas of stony ground but, so far, this 
expansion is very localised. 
 
Wild thyme is widespread across the UK but it has undergone a significant historical 
decline as a result of agricultural improvement and ploughing up of pastures. In 
southern England it is mostly associated with chalk and limestone grassland but is 
also very occasionally found in neutral pastures. It has a restricted distribution in 
Berkshire. Crawley (2005) describes it as "rare off the Chalk". 
 

  

Figure 19. Location of Thymus praecox. 
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In 2019 there was some evidence that wild thyme is spreading in the vicinity of the 
main patches indicated on the map above. However it remains confined to a relatively 
small area.   
 
There was further evidence of spread of wild thyme in 2020 within a zone of a few 
metres of the main patch and spread into the long-established grassland to the north.   
 
 
Trifolium arvensis haresfoot clover   
Status - not threatened 
 
Haresfoot clover is an annual plant most often associated with 
sandy, free-draining soils. It is locally abundant on the road 
verges of Bury's Bank Road on the north side of the airbase. It 
also occurs rather sporadically in bare, stony places on the 
airbase, mostly on the eastern side. It usually occurs as small, 
scattered plants which can be difficult to spot and may be more 
widespread than currently thought. 
 
This species is widespread across the UK although in many areas it is restricted to the 
coast. It has a scattered distribution in Berkshire. 
 
Haresfoot clover was noted in a number of widely scattered locations in 2019. 
 
   
Trifolium medium zigzag clover    
Status - not threatened 
 
Zigzag clover is a perennial plant similar in appearance to red 
clover. It is generally associated with heavy, clay soils and is 
mostly found in pastures and road verges. It has always been 
rather uncommon on the airbase, occurring in the 
long-established grassland between the former runways on both 
the western and eastern sides. It generally occurs as small 
groups of individual plants in short turf or amongst scattered scrub. Some groups of 
plants appear to have been lost as a result of increased dominance of common gorse 
in some places. It is also possible that the abundance of this plant is influenced by 
grazing - there are indications that it may be grazed preferentially as plants in the open 
grassland tend to be very short and have few flowering heads. It also appears to be 
less able to flower over a prolonged period in comparison with red clover Trifolium 
pratense. In 2017 a small number of plants were noted in grassland to the south west 
of the control tower. It is quite possible that plants in other parts of the site were 
overlooked as plants were affected by a period of drought during the main flowering 
time in June. 
 
This species has undergone a significant historical decline in abundance as a result of 
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the ploughing and intensification of management of old pastures. However, it is still 
quite widespread across the UK. In Berkshire, it is confined to a relatively small 
number of sites - Crawley (2005) describes it as "local and rather rare." 
 
Only a small number of non-flowering plants were noted early in 2018. It seems likely 
that this species fared badly because of the drought conditions in June, when it would 
normally be in flower.  
 
No plants of zigzag clover were seen in 2019 despite searches of previous locations. 
However, it is easily overlooked when not in flower. 
 
Zigzag clover was found to be present in two main patches in widely separated 
locations, with a smaller number of plants in a few scattered places. Where present 
amongst gorse the plants are robust but appear not to flower if heavily shaded. Plants 
out in open grassland are invariably very short and have few flowers. The main 
patches of plants are at SU49006487 and SU50786463. The number of plants present 
is likely to be in the range of 50-100 plants in each patch. So the conservation of this 
species at the site would appear to be dependent upon a degree of protection from 
grazing such as by retention of gorse and other thorny shrubs but with management to 
keep the vegetation short and open.  
 
 
Trifolium micranthum slender trefoil    
Status - not threatened 
 
This is a low-growing, yellow-flowered annual clover of 
short turf, bare gravelly places and lawns, mostly in places 
which are damp in winter. It can be quite difficult to detect 
amongst grasses and other small clovers but it is fairly 
frequent in grassy areas around the margins of the airbase. 
It sometimes forms extensive patches and it appears to be tolerant of all-year-round 
grazing. 
 
Slender trefoil has a distinctly south eastern distribution in the UK and it is quite 
frequent in suitable habitats. It is probably under-recorded in Berkshire as it is 
frequently found in lawns and parks, as well as in former gravel pits and waste ground.  
 
There was evidence of a significant increase in the distribution and abundance of 
slender trefoil in 2019. It was locally frequent in many areas of short turf, particularly 
where stock grazing has created frequent patches of bare soil. 
 
Again, this plant was conspicuously frequent in many areas in very short turf early in 
2020 and there are indications of a continued increase in abundance. 
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Trifolium ornithopodioides fenugreek  Extinct? 
Status - formerly Nationally Scarce, now Not Threatened 
 
Fenugreek is a low-growing, white-flowered annual clover 
of heavily grazed commons, acid grassland and short turf 
by the coast. It has the appearance of being 'squashed' 
because of its leaves grow pressed to the ground and 
plants typically have very low stature. A few small patches 
of the plant were noted in grassy areas at the eastern end 
of the site in 1998 by Ron Porley, growing with Apera 
interrupta (unpublished file note). It has been reported more recently by others but has 
not been seen by the author despite careful searching. This part of the site has 
undergone significant changes with removal of concrete and creation of new tracks. 
Plants are quite conspicuous when in flower but can be hard to detect at other times. It 
is possible that it is still present as there are areas of suitable habitat in this part of the 
site and it is highly resilient to trampling and grazing. 
 
Fenugreek has a very restricted distribution in the UK with strongholds around the 
south coast and in the New Forest and Breckland. The plant was recorded as being 
present at Greenham Common by Druce (1897). It is very rare in Berkshire today. 
 
 
Trifolium striatum knotted clover    
Status - Not threatened 
 
Knotted clover is a tiny, annual clover which is most often found 
in bare, stony or sandy places. It was recorded as being rather 
rare and localised on the airbase in 1993 (Porley and Steven) 
but it has become much more widespread and abundant since 
then. Numbers vary from year to year but it is generally very 
frequent and occurs in both bare, stony areas and in short turf across most of the site. 
In some years it has formed dense patches in places.  
 
Knotted clover has a rather scattered distr ibution but is most frequent in the south east 
of England. It is scarce in Berkshire. The population on Greenham Common is likely to 
be by far the largest in the county. 
 
Knotted clover was very frequent and widespread across the airbase in 2018. It was 
noticeable that plants died off early because of the drought in June and July. 
 
There was evidence of a moderate increase in the abundance of knotted clover in 
2019, likely to be a consequence of the hot, dry summer of 2018.  
 
This plant appeared to be somewhat less abundant in 2020 but it may be that plants 
were simply less conspicuous because of the very dry conditions prevalent during its 
flowering time. 

Fenugreek at Home Park in London 
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Valerianella locusta cornsalad 
Status - not threatened 
 
On the airbase cornsalad is a characteristic plant of areas where 
gravel is poorly consolidated and regularly disturbed. Plants are 
generally tiny, flowering when only 1-3cm tall. It is fairly frequent 
in the eastern half of the site and numbers appear to be stable. 
The species was recorded as being "occasional and locally 
frequent" in 1993 and the same description probably applies 
today. 
 
The status of cornsalad in Berkshire is rather unclear as it appears to be 
under-recorded. It appears to have a rather scattered distribution. In a national context  
there has been a marked decline in distribution since 1950 but it remains fairly 
common in southern Britain (BSBI).    
 
There was a very noticeable increase in the abundance of cornsalad in 2019. Together 
with Sherardia arvensis, Arenaria serpyllifolia, Cerastium fontanum and other 
opportunistic annuals it appeared able to take advantage of the increased availability 
of bare ground created by the drought of the previous summer. 
 
Cornsalad was similarly frequent in 2020. 
 
 
Viola canina heath dog-violet 
Status - near threatened 
 
Heath dog-violet has been recorded previously at Greenham Common but not by the 
author. In 2018 a significant number of plants, probably numbering in excess of 100, 
were noted growing in short, damp turf, amongst short heather and in bare areas 
recently cleared of dense gorse, mostly centred around an area to the south west of 
the control tower at SU49306495. Violet species are noted as demonstrating 
increases in abundance following shallow ground disturbance so it might be 
speculated that the clearance of gorse in this area has contributed to the apparent 
flush of growth. A smaller number of scattered flowering plants were also noted 
growing amongst heather to the south east. Note that common dog-violet Viola 
riviniana also occurs in places but the species are quite different in appearance.  
 
Heath dog-violet is a short-lived perennial which is mostly associated with short, 
unshaded grassland on heaths where soils are acidic and seasonally wet. 
 
Heath dog-violet appears to always have been rare in Berkshire but Greenham 
Common is thought to be one of only two remaining localities for this species in the 
county (Crawley 2005). According to BSBI records the species has undergone a major 
decline in abundance across the UK since the 1950s, mostly due to habitat loss and 
management neglect.  
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Location of Viola canina 
 
There was evidence for a further increase in the number of heath dog-violet plants in 
2019, centred around the main concentration of plants to the south of the club-house. 
There has been further clearance of gorse in this part of the site which appears to 
have stimulated the growth of this species. It was frequent over an area of roughly 0.5 
hectares. 
 
Heath dog-violet was again locally abundant in 2020 and there was some indication for 
its appearance in 'new' areas following gorse clearance in a broad zone between the 
business park and the golf course. 
 
 
Vulpia myuros ratstail fescue   
Status - not threatened 
 
Ratstail fescue is a distinctive annual grass of disturbed ground, 
sandy habitats and waste places. It is much less common and 
widespread on the airbase than its close relative squirrel-tail fescue 
Vulpia bromoides, which is very frequent in both grassy and gravelly 
areas. Ratstail fescue was recorded as being rare but locally 
frequent in 1993 (Porley and Steven) but it was able to take 

Heath dog-violet Typical habitat directly south of the clubhouse 
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advantage of the availability of extensive areas of bare gravel following the removal of 
the runways and hardstandings. It remains locally frequent or abundant in places 
where the gravel remains mobile and unconsolidated, and in areas which are subject 
to regular disturbance. It is particularly abundant on the heaps of gravel in the eastern 
part of the airbase. There is no indication that its status on the airbase has significantly 
changed in recent years but it is likely that it will gradually decline in abundance as the 
extent of bare gravel diminishes. 
 
Ratstail fescue is fairly widely distributed across the UK but tends to occur as isolated 
and sometimes temporary populations. It has a restricted distribution in Berkshire - 
Crawley (2007) describes it as "local and uncommon". However, this is a species 
which may benefit from the effects of climate change as it is adaptable and tolerant of 
hot, droughty conditions.  
 
 
 
 
Bryophytes and lichens 
[This is not intended to represent a full list of notable bryophytes and lichens at 
Greenham Common. The species described below are those which are readily 
identified and which give an indication of the changes taking place in the non-vascular 
plant flora.]  
 
Aloina aloides – extinct? 
 
This is a small but distinctive moss, typically associated with bare, stony places where 
there is a calcareous influence. It forms stemless rosettes of thickened leaves which 
appear succulent, usually in small patches on bare ground. It appears to have always 
been very localised and rare on the site, only known for certain at a single bare area at 
SU512643. It was originally described as occupying “a large patch” and in 1998 was 
described as “still in good condition” (Porley 1998). However, by 2009 only a small 
number of plants were found in this location and concern was expressed at that time 
about the future of the colony (Haynes 2009). The suitability of the habitat was 
reported to be declining due to gradual influx of grasses and reduced availability of 
bare soil. The plant could not be re-found in 2017 despite repeated searches and 
habitat conditions in this area no longer appear suitable as there is now a closed, 
grassy sward. However, it is just possible that other colonies are present in suitable 
places. This is a rare plant in Berkshire and its occurrence on a grazed common is 
highly unusual. It would be sad if it were lost from the site as it emblematic of the 
unique character of Greenham Common.  
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This species was not re-found in 2018 despite careful searching of the last recorded 
location. 
 
Not re-found again in 2019 despite repeated searches. 
 
 
Archidium alternifolium   
 
This is a tiny but distinctive moss of bare, clayey or silty soil 
on heaths and damp woodland rides. It forms dense bright 
green mats of unbranched shoots with well-spaced leaves 
only 2-3 mm tall. This species was particularly abundant in 
the sparsely-vegetated heathy area above Foxhold in 1993. 
Conditions here were ideal at the time with extensive areas of 
exposed, compacted damp soil. However, even by 1998 it 
was already declining in abundance as the amount of bare 
ground began to diminish (Porley 1998). In his review of the 
bryophyte interest of the common Haynes (2009) described 
‘large expanses of Archidium alternifolium’ in this location. However, the overall extent 
of the colony has certainly grown smaller. It is still very locally abundant towards the 
eastern end of this patch of heathy vegetation. It has been displaced from other areas 
by more robust mosses such as Hypnum lacunosum and through the development of 
more closed vegetation. 
 
This species is widely distributed across the UK but is most frequent in the wetter, 
western parts of the country. It appears to be rare in Berkshire but may be 
under-recorded.        

  

Figure 21. Reported location of 
Aloina aloides. 

Figure 22. Location of Archidium 
alternifolium. 
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There was evidence of a very significant increase in the 
distribution and abundance of this moss in 2020. It was 
noted in a number of widely separated areas across the 
airbase, in both heathy and grassy areas, from areas north 
west of the business park to grassy areas east of the 
control tower. It is clearly taking advantage of the 
widespread availability of bare patches in the vegetation 
combined with the maintenance of very short sward 
conditions created by the current grazing regime and recent 
droughts. In December 2020 the low, dark green carpets of 
this moss gave many areas a distinctive appearance. 
 
 
Climacium dendroides    
 
This is a very distinctive and easily recognised, robust 
moss, usually associated with base-rich springs and 
flushes but also found in damp grassland and similar 
habitats. It has been known at the site since 1993 when 
it was found growing in abundance in a seasonally wet 
hollow between the runways. It is still present in the 
same location but has also been found growing in small 
patches in a number of other widely dispersed locations, 
including the gravel heaps at the eastern end of the site. 
So there are clear indications that it is spreading. It is also locally abundant in more 
typical habitat on the margins of the 'newt ponds' to the south of the airbase at 
SU493641. 
 
This moss is fairly widespread across the UK but it has probably suffered a significant 
historical decline as a result of habitat loss and fragmentation. It is thought to have 
poor powers of dispersal and so is vulnerable to loss through habitat degradation. It is 
intolerant of heavy shading and competition from surrounding taller vegetation. It is 
very rare in Berkshire, indeed Greenham Common appears to be the only site where it 
has been recorded in recent years. 
 

 Figure 23. Location of Climacium dendroides. 
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There was evidence of the continuing spread of Climacium dendroides into new 
locations in 2019. It is now present in a large number of widely scattered places on the 
common, usually in seasonally damp hollows but also in some drier places. This is 
almost certainly now the largest population of this species in Berkshire.  
 
There was evidence of a further increase in the abundance of this moss in 2020 as it 
was noted in several new locations. As this moss rarely produces spores it seems 
likely that plants are spread on the hooves of grazing stock.   
 
 
Ctenidium molluscum      
 
This mat-forming moss has a distinctive 'fluffy' 
appearance and yellowish coloration. According to 
previous reports it was thought to be confined to small 
areas of grassland on the north western margin of the 
airbase. However, in 2018 a number of small patches 
were noted on gravelly hummocks near the middle of 
the western half of the site at approximate grid 
reference SU48976489. This suggests that this 
species may be increasing or at least colonising new 
areas, perhaps spread by livestock.  
 
Ctenidium molluscum is a fairly common moss with a wide distribution in the UK. It is 
mostly associated with calcareous substrates and is quite common on chalk and 
limestone. It is apparently rare off of the Chalk in Berkshire. This moss is intolerant of 
shading and competition from taller plants and has probably declined across its range 
in southern England due to reduced grazing of downland and scrub encroachment.   
 
 
Dicranum scoparium   
 
This is a distinctive, fairly robust moss which forms 
dense dark green or yellowish tufts or clumps. It is a 
characteristic and widespread species of acid heaths 
and woodlands. Although still present in scattered 
locations across the airbase this species appears to 
have undergone a significant decline in abundance 
since the early 1990s. In 1993 when the airbase was 
still being regularly mown this moss was described by 
Porley and Steven (1993) as being "abundant in heathy areas, commonly forming 
dense cushions." It is now very localised. The reasons for this apparent decline are 
difficult to determine but it may simply be due to the overall changes in the character of 
the open heath, with a significant increase in the abundance of gorse and general 
increase in the height of the vegetation.  
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This is a very common moss but its distribution in Berkshire is limited by the availability 
of acid substrates. It is common in other parts of the wider SSSI at Greenham and 
Crookham Commons, particularly in the woodland areas. 
   
 
Fissidens bryoides   
 
This is a very distinctive moss which forms small, compact, 
dark green clumps of flat shoots resembling ‘Christmas 
trees’. It is occasional in areas of short turf on the airbase. 
The slightly taller Fissidens dubius is also present, 
forming brighter green tufts of shoots. Both plants appear 
to be fairly stable in terms of abundance on the site. 
 
Both of these mosses are fairly common and widespread 
in short, damp turf, open woodland, lawns and similar 
habitats. The maintenance of areas of short grassland 
and control of scrub encroachment will be important to 
ensure that conditions remain suitable for these species.  
 
There was evidence of a marked increase in the frequency of Fissidens species in 
many parts of the site in 2020, likely to be associated with the increasing availability of 
bare patches in the sward.  
 
 
Homalothecium lutescens   
 
This is an easily identified, robust and much-branched moss 
with a distinctive golden-yellow colour. It is a characteristic 
moss of grazed chalk downland, but is also less commonly 
found in open woodland, coastal grassland and amongst 
rocks in upland areas. It is usually associated with 
calcareous substrates.  
 
This moss is locally frequent in the short grassland at the eastern end of the site. It is 
also locally abundant in gravelly areas in the north eastern part of the site, sometimes 
dominating the vegetation alongside robust lichens and other mosses such as 
Pseudoscleropodium purum and Hypnum lacunosum. The local abundance of 
Homalothecium lutescens at Greenham Common is notable as the species is rarely 
found as a prominent component of vegetation on acid heaths. The species was not 
picked up in the early surveys of the site but has been recorded on the common since 
2000. It is possible that it has increased in abundance as a consequence of the 
wetland creation project in the north eastern part of the site. This species is 
light-demanding and dependent upon the maintenance of unshaded conditions. 
  

72



 

 63 

Hypnum lacunosum   
 
This is an easily distinguished, robust moss which 
often forms large, dense patches with a 
golden-brown colour. It is quite common and 
widespread across the UK. In the south east it is 
most frequently found in short-grazed chalk 
grassland. It is widespread and abundant in heathy 
and gravelly areas on the airbase, sometimes 
forming dense patches which exclude other plants. It 
is quite likely that this plant is gradually increasing in 
abundance as current habitat conditions are very 
favourable for its spread. It is likely that much of the 
decline in the availability of bare ground on the 
common is the result of the expansion of this plant. 
 
This is a rather unusual habitat for this species. More commonly the closely-related 
Hypnum jutlandicum is associated with lowland heaths. 
  
 
Polytrichum piliferum   
 
This moss, together with the closely-related Poytrichum juniperinum, were distinctive 
features of the bare, heathy and gravelly areas 
present when the airbase was being regularly mown, 
forming extensive patches. Polytrichum piliferum is 
a very low-growing species, usually no more than 1 
cm tall and although it can survive under young 
heather it is intolerant of dense shade. It is still 
present in some of the heathy areas, particularly the 
area above Foxhold but is now much more 
characteristic of the areas of bare gravel in the wetland area on the north east side of 
the common where it is locally abundant. The long-term trend, however, appears to be 
of a gradual decline in distribution on the site.   
 
This is a very common moss but its distribution in Berkshire is limited by the availability 
of acid substrates.  
 
 
Riccia subbifurca, R glauca, R sorocarpa  Extinct? 
 
Riccia subbifurca is a Nationally Scarce liverwort which was 
locally frequent in bare patches amongst heather when the 
base was subject to regular mowing in 1993. It is a small 
plant forming ‘rosettes’ about 15mm across but is quite 
easily spotted because of its distinctive appearance. This 

Riccia sorocarpa ©Ron Porley 

73



 

 64 

remains the only known locality for this species in Berkshire. The plant was last 
recorded in 2009 (Haynes 2009) and it appears to have undergone a significant 
decline. There have been no recent sightings of the species and it was not found in 
2017 despite repeated searches. Its decline is indicative of the much-reduced 
availability of bare, damp soil in the heathy areas and decline in the overall extent of 
short, open heath. The more widespread Riccia glauca and Riccia sorocarpa briefly 
also became common components of the vegetation of bare patches amongst heather 
between 1993 and 1998 (Porley 1998). Neither species appears to have been 
reported at the site in recent years and neither was found in 2017.  
 
Riccia subbifurca was re-discovered in March 2020 in 
a small area with patches of bare, damp soil in 
grassland north of the business park (at SU50466449). 
The habitat here is rather different in character to the 
location where it was once quite frequent, the heathy 
area north of Foxhold where the substrate is distinctly 
peaty. The soil in the current location is a bare, silty 
mineral substrate. Roughly 5 individual plants were 
noted here. Despite further careful searches of similar 
bare patches in other areas no further patches of 
Riccia could be found but as each plant is only a few millimetres across it is easily 
overlooked.   
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Lichens 
Greenham Common is an important site for lichens. Inland habitats with lichens as a 
major or dominant component are rare in south east England. Examples are localised 
and widely scattered and include Woolmer Forest, Frensham Common and the New 
Forest. Greenham Common is particularly unusual in having a wide range of lichen 
species which are strongly associated with flint gravel. However, only the larger and 
more easily recognised species are described below to give an indication of the 
current status of this group. 
 
Catapyrenium michelii  
This is an exceptionally rare lichen reliably reported from only one location in the UK. It 
was recorded on the airbase by Francis Rose in 1994. However, he subsequently 
revised his identification of the specimens to the more widespread species 
Catapyrenium squamulosum (Porley 1998). The plant was described as growing on 
soil amongst short heather plants in the eastern part of the site (Rose 1995). This is an 
unusual habitat for this species as it is generally considered to be associated with 
lime-rich substrates. It is rare in Berkshire.   
 
Cetraria aculeata 
This distinctive dark brown, branched 
lichen is a characteristic component of 
lowland heaths with a widely scattered 
distribution. However, it is rare in 
Berkshire. It was noted previously by the 
author at Greenham Common in the early 
1990s. At that time is was locally frequent 
in a gravelly area at the eastern end of 
the main runway which was subsequently 
lost when the runways were broken up. It 
was re-found in March 2020 in short turf 
and on gravel just west of the business 
park where it is locally frequent (at 
SU4939764592). There are also smaller 
amounts in the heathy area north of Foxhold at SU5079964418 and in stable gravelly 
areas at the north east end of the site. 
 
Cladonia cervicornis 
This species is fairly widespread and locally common in the UK, although it is generally 
restricted to acid soils. It is occasional on dry heaths in the south east of England. It 
was described as being abundant in bare patches in the short heathland on the 
airbase by Francis Rose in 1995. It appears to be much less common now but can be 
found in scattered places on stable gravel such as around the ‘wetland’ area on the 
north east side. It produces small, narrow golf-tee like structures which grow in tiers. 
 
Cladonia crispata 
This is a conspicuous lichen which is a component of the lichen-heath’ type habitat 
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present in various places around the airbase. It forms 
much-branched plants with straight, forked branch tips 
unlike the curved tips of Cladonia rangiformis. It was 
described as being a prominent component of the airbase 
vegetation along with other robust lichens by Porley 
(1993). It remains frequent and locally abundant. This is a 
fairly widespread species which is most frequent on 
heaths, but also occurs on coastal shingle, acid grassland 
and in open woodland. 
 
 
Cladonia foliacea – a recent colonist? 
This is a relatively robust and conspicuous species 
forming dense patches up to about 5 cm tall. It has a 
distinctive yellowish coloration. This species is reported to 
be rare in Berkshire (Crawley 2005) and confined to the 
Greenham Common area. It was not recorded by Francis 
Rose in his survey of 1995 and was not reported by Porley 
in any of his work. It is possible that it is a recent colonist 
as it appears to be confined to the area of gravel and 
rubble created after the removal of the hardstanding to the 
west of the business park. It is locally frequent here. 
Patches of this species have subsequently been found in a 
small number of other widely-scattered locations, mostly 
on gravel.        
 
 
Cladonia fimbriata   
This is a common and widespread species which is 
frequently found on the soil on lowland heaths. It is easily 
recognised as it produces distinctive, golf-tee shaped 
fruit-bodies, up to about 1cm tall. This species was frequent 
on the airbase in areas of short-mown heath and in 
sparsely-vegetated gravelly areas in 1993. It remains fairly 
frequent and is locally abundant in some of the areas of 
stable gravel. It does not survive well under dense heather 
or gorse and so is likely to become less frequent as a result 
of natural habitat succession unless management which 
creates areas of 'fresh' substrate is carried out. 
 
 
Cladonia furcata 
This lichen of lowland and upland heaths is superficially similar to Cladonia rangiformis 
but is much less branched. It is widely distributed in the UK but is more or less 
confined to lowland heathland in the south east of England. It appears to be rare in 
West Berkshire. There is a single previous record for Greenham Common made by 
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Francis Rose. It appears to be rare but may be overlooked. A patch was noted on a 
gravel heap towards the eastern end of the common in 2020 at SU51576442. 
          
Cladonia portentosa 
The distinctive white colouration of this species sets it apart from other much-branched 
species. This is a common species of heathland, usually 
found growing amongst heather. It is fairly common on the 
airbase, mostly in heather-dominated areas but occasionally 
occurs mixed with other Cladonia species in the areas of 
sparsely-vegetated gravel. It occurs as scattered plants unlike 
the extensive patches formed by Cladonia rangiformis. There 
are no indications of a significant change in the abundance of 
this species since the early 1990s although it may have 
suffered losses in parts of the heathland that have developed 
a dense cover of gorse. This species is common at other 
heathland sites in Berkshire. 
 
 
Cladonia rangiformis   
This species is abundant in many areas of the common, 
forming conspicuous lichen-heath type vegetation. In many 
areas it carpets the ground between heather plants or forms 
extensive patches in short grassland. It is particularly 
abundant in the areas of sparsely-vegetated gravel where 
hardstandings and runways have been removed and around 
the ‘wetland’ area. This species was a conspicuous 
component of the vegetation in 1993 and some concerns 
were raised about possible loss of this aspect when the 
restoration of cattle grazing was mooted, as it is considered 
sensitive to trampling. There is indeed evidence of damage 
due to trampling in some areas and it may be benefiting from restrictions on access to 
parts of the site to protect nesting birds. However, it remains very common over large 
parts of the site and does not appear to be under threat. 
 
Cladonia rangiformis is widely distributed across the UK but extensive areas of 
well-developed lichen heath dominated by this species such as those on the airbase 
are rare in south east England. 
     
 
Cladonia ramulosa  - a recent colonist? 
This is a distinctive Cladonia species which forms 
brown-tipped fruiting bodies. It is a fairly frequent species of 
bare, stony patches on dry heaths but it appears to be 
rather rare in Berkshire. On the airbase this species is of 
scattered distribution on areas of stable gravel and in 
patches between heather but it is locally frequent in the 
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gravelly areas in the ‘wetland’ area on the north east side of the common.   
 
 
Cladonia strepsilis  
This species forms tiny greyish patches on damp, peaty 
soil. It is fairly widespread in the UK but mostly 
associated with upland areas. It is described as ‘rare’ in 
Berkshire by Crawley (2005) but it is likely that it is 
under-recorded because of its rather inconspicuous 
nature. This species is locally frequent in suitable places 
on the airbase wherever there is exposed, damp, 
humus-rich soil. It is perhaps most common in the heathy areas above Foxhold and in 
the damp areas to the south west of the control tower. The species was recorded by 
Francis Rose in 1995 but his notes suggest that he regarded it as rather rare at that 
time. It is difficult to say whether the status of the species has changed significantly 
over the years but it does not appear to be under threat. 
 
This species appears to be increasing. In 2020 it was notably very frequent in a broad 
zone north west of the business park in heathy areas where there is exposed, damp 
peaty soil.      
 
 
Evernia prunastri 
This is a robust, much-branched lichen which is a common and 
widespread epiphyte on the branches and trunks of trees, 
especially in the wetter, north and western parts of Britain. It 
also commonly occurs on stones on heaths and coastal shingle. 
This species is frequent in gravelly areas on the airbase, 
sometimes making up a significant proportion of the 
composition of the 'lichen-heath' type vegetation found in some 
areas. Plants can often be large, up to about 12 cm across, and 
conspicuous. 
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Notes on additional species 
 
There are several other notable plants which have been recorded on Greenham 
Common. These include heath dog violet Viola canina, which is a 'near-threatened' 
plant of damp heaths. It is described in Crawley (2007) as being "present in large 
numbers" on Greenham Common. However, the plant was never recorded in the early 
surveys of the site and has never been seen on the site by the author. The plant is 
quite readily distinguished from common dog violet Viola riviniana which is locally 
frequent in heathy areas so it is unclear whether the plant was present and has now 
declined in abundance or the record is erroneous. There are no records of heath dog 
violet for Berkshire in the National Biodiversity Network Atlas. Heath spotted-orchid 
Dactylorhiza maculata has occurred rarely on the common, appearing and then 
disappearing after flowering. It is rare in west Berkshire, restricted to a few small mires 
but occurs nearby at Snelsmore Common and Newtown Common. Yellowwort 
Blackstonia perfoliata has been noted by the author in the GAMA site (nuclear missile 
bunker area) which is fenced off from the common. However, it has not yet been 
recorded on the main part of the common. This attractive annual plant is very rare off 
of the Chalk in Berkshire. Adderstongue fern Ophioglossum vulgatum is typically 
associated with old pastures and damp woodland rides. The grassland on Greenham 
Common would appear to provide suitable supporting habitat for this plant but it 
appears to be of rather sporadic occurrence. It has never been seen by the author on 
the common but Crawley (2005) reports that it is “occasional in damper parts”. This 
species can be difficult to detect in short grassland and is only evident for a relatively 
short period in early summer. Adderstongue could not be found on Greenham 
Common in 2018 despite careful searching in apparently suitable areas. It was notably 
abundant at other grassland sites in west Berkshire this year suggesting that 
conditions in the previous autumn and winter were favourable for its growth. 
Green-winged orchid Orchis morio is another plant strongly associated with old 
pastures which has occurred on the common in the past. It was not found in 2017 but 
the area of damp grassland in the south east corner of the site where it has occurred 
most frequently remains suitable. Prickly sedge Carex muricata is frequent in many 
grassy areas around the site. This plant is uncommon in Berkshire but it appears to be 
increasing at Greenham Common.  
 
One of the most characteristic and unique features of the vegetation of the airbase in 
the early 1990s was the occurrence of a vegetation type which has not been described 
from anywhere else. This occupied bare areas between patches of heather and gorse 
when the base was being regularly mown and was co-dominated by mouse-ear 
hawkweed Pilosella officinarum, heath grass Danthonia decumbens and spring sedge 
Carex caryophyllea. All of these are still very frequent and widespread components of 
the vegetation today but the distinctive community is less obvious. The decline of this 
type of vegetation and other elements of the original airbase habitat mosaic is only to 
be expected and in some ways it is remarkable that some of the species which are 
dependent upon low levels of competition are thriving. However, it is important that is 
planning management consideration is given to aspects such as the maintenance of 
low soil nutrient levels, protection against the loss of extent of heathy areas, and 
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control of the spread of scrub in areas of species-rich grassland.  
 
 
Conclusions and recommendations  
 
There is clear evidence that the character of the vegetation on Greenham Common 
has undergone significant change over the past 20 years since the closure of the 
airbase. This is to be expected given the scale of the activities which have taken place 
during this period and changes in management. Even as early as 1998 Ron Porley 
detected significant changes in the character of the vegetation through his detailed 
monitoring work. These early changes included a significant decline in annual plants 
such as Aira praecox, Moenchia erecta and Scleranthus annuus, an increase in cover 
of heather, an increase in average vegetation height and reduced cover of bare ground 
(Porley 1998). More recently, the populations of some plants appears to show a 
gradual decline and some may now be extinct. Other plants have clearly benefitted 
and have increased since the removal of the runways and re-introduction of grazing. 
These changes are not surprising given the dynamic nature of the habitats. In some 
ways it is remarkable that populations of supposedly sensitive species such as 
Sanguisorba officinalis, Silaum silaus, Cladonia rangiformis, Carex pallescens and 
Spiranthes spiralis are either remaining stable or increasing given the pressures they 
face. There will be further on-going change and much of this will be outside the control 
of those managing the site. However, given the importance of the common in 
supporting populations of rare and declining plants it is essential that appropriate 
consideration is given to maintaining and where possible, enhancing this aspect when 
planning and reviewing management. Current pressures affecting the notable plant 
assemblages are: 
 

x Development of dense thickets of common gorse on areas of species-rich 
heath and acid grassland and consequent loss of low-growing plants due to 
shading; 

x Nutrient enrichment of soils under dense gorse resulting in the development of 
more ‘weedy’, grass-dominated or bramble-dominated vegetation when these 
are subsequently cut back or cleared; 

x Gradual coalescence of patches of scrub in areas of species-rich neutral 
grassland; 

x A decline in the overall extent of bare, unshaded, stable gravel; 
x Gradual change in the character of heathy areas to more grass-dominated 

vegetation due to transfer of nutrients from adjacent habitats; 
x Gradual loss of extent and frequency of patches of bare soil due to spread of 

perennial grasses, increasing abundance of robust mosses, and spread of the 
non-native liverwort Lophocolea semiteres;   

x Loss of specialised habitats such as bare organic soil, exposed concrete and 
tarmac. 
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Recommended actions: 
 

x Identify specific habitat management activities 
 

Ensure that the habitat requirements of threatened plant species, particularly 
the Section 41 listed species, are taken into account when planning 
management and integrated into annual work programmes. 

 
x Identify and protect core areas of interest 

 
There are several core areas of habitat which support a particularly high 
diversity of notable species. It is important that these areas are considered 
separately in planning management and where appropriate, specific actions are 
identified in work plans to ensure that they remain suitable to support the key 
features of interest.  

 
x Characterisation of plant associations 

 
It could be highly informative to investigate whether the unusual vegetation 
types on the airbase make up particular plant communities or associations. This 
may help to inform why certain species are very localised and restricted to small 
areas of the site. It may also help to identify management actions to ensure that 
the unique nature of the site is maintained. For example, very different 
management actions may be required to maintain or expand the stabilised 
gravel type habitat from that required to provide new areas for colonisation by 
annual knawel and other scarce plants. This could form the basis for a student 
project or a specific area of work for volunteers or apprentices.   

 
 

x Encourage detailed surveys of the bryophyte and lichen flora 
 

There are indications that the variety and abundance of bryophytes and lichens 
present on the airbase have undergone significant changes since the 1990s 
and it is likely that there are on-going changes. Given the importance of the site 
for bryophytes and lichens in the local and wider context there should be 
encouragement of work to record this, and to assess whether information 
arising has implications for management. There may be merit in inviting the 
British Bryological Society to undertake surveys of specific areas of the 
common.   

 
 

x  Establish a monitoring programme for rare species   
 

It is important to recognise that annual knawel Scleranthus annuus, fine-leaved 
sandwort Minuartia hybrida and basil thyme Clinopodium acinos are identified 
as Priority Species in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan and that this carries 
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specific responsibilities. These are species which are regarded as having 
particular importance for the conservation of UK biodiversity. Specific measures 
should therefore be in place to ensure that their populations are maintained, or 
better still, increased. As a minimum, their populations should be monitored and 
the results used to inform habitat management. Given the small extent and 
vulnerability of the populations of these plants on site it is recommended that 
this is carried out annually.  

 
x Encourage botanical surveys to search for particular species 
 

The dispersed nature of the botanical interest and the large scale of the site 
makes detailed surveys of the botanical interest expensive in terms of the 
resource required. However, there is merit in encouraging volunteer recording 
of notable species and to establish a mechanism to capture data from ad hoc 
surveys. 

 
x Repeat surveys 

 
The value of this type of assessment of the status of plant populations and 
trends is generally far greater where there is a long-term plan in place to 
undertake regular reviews of the situation. It is recommended that a similar 
assessment of population trends is carried out in 10 to 15 years. 
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Annex 1. Summary table 
 

Group & taxon Rarity/threat status Distribution on Greenham Common Trend 
Vascular plants    

Aira caryophyllea  Common and widespread ↑ 

Aira praecox  Numbers vary from year to year, sometimes abundant  <=> 

Anagallis arvensis ssp foemina Nationally Scarce Formerly in cracks on edge of concrete runway Extinct? 

Anthyllis vulneraria  Common and widespread ↑ 

Apera interrupta Nationally Scarce Formerly locally frequent at eastern end of site Extinct? 

Aphanes australis  Common and widespread <=> 

Arenaria serpyllifolia  Common and widespread <=> 

Briza media  Very local in centre of the site <=> 

Bromopsis erecta  Rather localised <=> 

Carex demissa  Locally abundant ↑ 

Carex flacca  Has a scattered distribution, but locally frequent <=> 

Carex pallescens  Rather localised but slowly increasing ↑ 

Carlina vulgaris  Fairly widespread, locally abundant ↑ 

Catapodium rigidum  Rather sporadic in appearance <=> 

Cerastium semidecandrum  Fairly widespread, locally frequent <=> 

Chaenorhinum minus  Rather sporadic in appearance, always rare Extinct? 

Cirsium acaule  Widespread and fairly common, apparently increasing ↑ 

Cirsium eriophorum  Rather localised, possibly slowly increasing ↑ 

Clinopodium acinos  Very localised but locally frequent ↑ 

Clinopodium vulgare  Rather localised but locally frequent ↑ 

Cuscuta epithymum Vulnerable Rather sporadic in appearance but sometimes abundant <=> 

Filago minima Near Threatened Locally frequent in gravelly areas ↓ 

Filago vulgaris Near Threatened Fairly frequent but varies from year to year <=> 

Gnaphalium sylvaticum  Endangered Formerly in bare and short, grassy places Extinct? 

Hypericum humifusum  Sporadic in appearance, always rather rare  <=> 

Linum catharticum  Very common <=> 

Minuartia hybrida Endangered, Nationally 

Scarce, NERC S41 

Very localised but quite frequent in its remaining locations <=> 

Moenchia erecta Vulnerable Numbers vary significantly between years, sometimes abundant  <=> 

Montia fontana  Appears to be increasing, fairly widespread  ↑ 

Myosotis ramosissima  Fairly widespread in gravelly and disturbed places <=> 

Nardus stricta  Rather localised but slowly spreading ↑ 

Ononis repens  Localised but locally abundant ↑ 

Ophrys apifera  Sporadic and unpredictable in appearance, but increasing ↑ 

Ornithopus perpusillus  Sporadic in appearance, always rather rare <=> 

Pedicularis sylvatica Vulnerable Very localised but perhaps increasing slowly ↑ 

Poa compressa  Fairly widespread, increasing ↑ 

Potentilla x mixta  Localised but increasing ↑ 

Plantago media Near Threatened Very localised, perhaps increasing very slowly <=> 

Ranunculus parviflorus  Locally abundant and fairly widespread ↑ 

Sagina apetala  Scattered, locally frequent <=> 
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Salix repens  Formerly confined to a single area Extinct? 

Sanguisorba minor  Localised and infrequent <=> 

Sanguisorba officinalis  Very localised, rare <=> 

Saxifraga tridactylites  Numbers vary greatly from year to year, sometimes abundant  <=> 

Scleranthus anuus  Confined to a single patch but numbers more or less stable here <=> 

Sherardia arvensis  Fairly widespread and locally common <=> 

Silaum silaus  Very localised, rare <=> 

Spergularia rubra  Very localised, rare <=> 

Spiranthes spiralis  Widespread, increasing ↑ 

Taraxacum laevigatum  Probably quite widespread in gravelly areas <=> 

Thymus praecox  Very localised, rare <=> 

Trifolium arvensis  Localised, but locally frequent in some years <=> 

Trifolium medium  Localised, rare ↓ 

Trifolium micranthum  Locally common in damp grassy areas ↑ 

Trifolium ornithopodioides  Formerly in short turf Extinct? 

Trifolium striatum  Widespread and generally common ↑ 

Valerianella locusta   Localised, fairly frequent in places <=> 

Vulpia myuros  Localised but locally abundant ↑ 

    

Bryophytes    

Aloina aloides  Formerly on patches of bare soil, always very rare Extinct? 

Archidium alternifolium  Localised but locally abundant ↓ 

Climacium dendroides  Present in several widely dispersed places ↑ 

Ctenidium molluscum  Rare but possibly increasing ↑ 
Dicranum scoparium  Localised but occasional in some areas ↓ 

Fissidens bryoides  Fairly frequent in gravelly areas <=> 

Homalothecium lutescens  Widespread and abundant in many areas ↑ 

Hypnum lacunosum  Widespread and abundant ↑ 

Polytrichum piliferum  Rather localised, locally frequent in a few places  ↓ 

Riccia glauca, sorocarpa  Formerly frequent and widespread on bare, damp soil Extinct? 
Riccia subbifurca  Formerly frequent and widespread on bare, damp soil, now rare ↓ 

    

Lichens    

Catapyrenium squamulosum  Recorded in heathy patches on eastern side of common Not known 

Cetraria aculeata  Rare, In widely scattered locations <=> 

Cladonia cervicornis  In gravelly and bare places ↓ 

Cladonia crispata  Frequent in gravelly areas <=> 

Cladonia fimbriata  Frequent in heathy and gravelly places <=> 

Cladonia foliacea  Gravelly area west of business park and a few other places ↑ 

Cladonia portentosa  Frequent amongst heather and on gravel <=> 

Cladonia rangiformis  Very frequent in short grassland and on gravel <=> 

Cladonia ramulosa  Locally frequent on gravel in ‘wetland’ area ↑ 

Cladonia strepsilis  On bare damp humus-rich soil, widespread <=> 

Evernia prunastri  Quite frequent on bare gravel <=> 
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