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Introduction 
Stinking hawk’s-beard (Crepis foetida foetida) is an annual/biennual member of 
the Asteraceae, characterised by its nodding flower buds, pure white ‘plume’ of 
seeds and, when bruised, the smell of bitter almonds, from which it gets its name. 
It is widespread in southern Europe but declined across north-western Europe in 
the 20th century, leaving only isolated populations (Ferry, 1999). Historically it was 
known from open, coastal or chalky habitats in England but was last recorded in 
1980 on coastal shingle at Dungeness, South Kent. It is listed as Extinct in the UK 
Red List. Herbarium seed collected from Dungeness was successfully germinated 
at Royal Holloway College, London which prompted the start of a project to 
reintroduce the plant to England in 1992. Stinking hawk’s-beard subsequently 
became a UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) priority species in 1998, with the 
RSPB as Lead Partner.  It is protected by Schedule 8 of the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 1981. The project has been directed by a steering group 
comprised of Natural England, Royal Holloway College and the RSPB with 
funding from NE and RSPB. 

 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: Determine whether any 
populations remain in the wild at 
Dungeness. 
x� Goal 2: Determine appropriate 
methods for the successful 
establishment of Crepis foetida 
populations. 
x� Goal 3: Determine factors 
adversely affecting viability of the 
species. 
x� Goal 4: Establish three self-
sustaining populations of Crepis 
foetida by 2010. 
x� Goal 5: Maintain established 
populations. 
 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: The discovery of any 
wild populations. 

  Crepis foetida flowers © Barry Yates 
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x� Indicator 2: The 
establishment of an 
experimental 
translocation to 
determine suitable 
substrate and growing 
conditions. 

x� Indicator 3: To have 
carried out genetic 
studies into the viability 
of the UK stock in 
comparison with 
populations from the 
European continent. 

x� Indicator 4:.The 
determination of factors 
affecting the survival of 
plants under different 
seasonal conditions 
and clearer 
understanding of the habitat requirements of the plant. 

x� Indicator 5: The establishment of three self-sustaining populations by 2010 
with management in place for their long-term maintenance. 

 
Project Summary 
Feasibility:  Extensive surveys in the 1980s were unable to find the species at its 
last known location in Kent. From 1992 onwards a series of experimental re-
introductions have been undertaken to a range of habitats: vegetated shingle, 
disturbed chalk, and to a gravel-based garden for direct observation.   
 
Implementation: Initial attempts were made to re-introduce the plant to 
vegetated shingle at its last known site within the Dungeness Estate. In 1993 a 
replicated plot experiment was set up at the RSPB’s reserve within the 
Dungeness National Nature Reserve, using varying mixes of shingle and fine 
material. Plots were planted with pot-grown plants and seed, and were protected 
from rabbit grazing with wire cages. Numbers at both sites rapidly peaked and 
then declined, with no plants recorded from 2001 onwards. Succession was 
believed to be a cause of early failures. Historically the shingle beach was heavily 
disturbed by local residents, and had also been grazed by free-ranging sheep and 
goats. Grazing ceased after the construction of Dungeness nuclear power station 
in the 1960s and protection of the shingle beach has resulted in the vegetation 
becoming more “fixed”. Further experimental work at RSPB’s reserve included 
controlled grazing and surface scarification to try to restore early succession 
conditions and to encourage any seed within the substrate to germinate, but with 
no success. In 2000 the species was re-introduced to a second shingle location at 
Rye Harbour Local Nature Reserve in East Sussex where the plant was last 
recorded in 1920. For the following four years a small population persisted, never 
exceeding ten plants.  

 Effects of grazing on Crepis plot at Rye LNR  

© Barry Yates 
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Given these early failures, 
a visit was made to other 
populations in north-west 
Europe, including 
Maastricht, in the 
Netherlands, where the 
species flourishes on large 
chalk spoil heaps kept 
bare through disturbance.  
With historic records of 
stinking hawk’s-beard on 
chalk in England, an 
attempt was made to 
introduce it to three chalk 
pits in North Kent. Plants 
introduced in 2003 
established small 
populations of annual 
plants at each site, but 
they were all extinct by 

2007. A genetics study was undertaken at The Royal Botanic Garden in 
Edinburgh to investigate whether the gene pool of our ex-Dungeness stock was 
too restricted and lacking in genetic variability compared with material from 
Maastricht and the Auvergne region of southern France, but there was no 
evidence of a genetic bottleneck (Squirrel et al., 2006). Detailed observations into 
factors affecting seedling survival was facilitated by the transplanting of two pot-
grown plants into a gravel-based garden of one of the collaborators at Northiam, 
in East Sussex in 2003. These plants produced prolific seed, resulting in a 
population subject to cycles of boom and bust, peaking at over 1,800 plants in 
2011, some dispersing as far as 105 m from the original planting, colonising a 
range of substrates including bare clay soil, limestone and flint scree. 
 
In February 2005 the Rye Harbour LNR plot was surrounded by exclusion fencing 
to protect another rare plant from rabbit grazing. Following this, numbers of 
stinking hawk’s-beard started to increase almost exponentially, resulting in a large 
population that appears to be self-sustaining in the medium term. In time the 
vegetation cover may become too fixed and may require several plots managed 
asynchronously with alternating periods of disturbance, followed by protection 
from grazing. 
 
Post-planting monitoring: All experimental re-introductions have been 
monitored annually by recording the numbers of flowering plants. Most 
germination occurs shortly after the seeds are produced, between July and 
September, with only a very few appearing during mild weather in the winter and 
early spring. The productivity of plants growing in different locations was 
compared by counting the number of flower-heads per plant and the average 
number of seeds. The largest and most prolific plants were those growing on bare 

Dungeness RSPB reserve  plots showing seedlings  

at rosette stage © Brian Ferry 
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clay soil and limestone scree at Northiam, which were much more robust than the 
plants growing on shingle at Rye, Dungeness and the chalk pits.  
 
From November 2005, the development of seedlings at Rye and Northiam was 
monitored each month within selected plots. Overall levels of seedling mortality at 
both sites were typically 50% and often much higher. Causes of mortality include 
grazing by invertebrates (mainly slugs and snails) between November and May, 
and late spring droughts, killing plants as they start to flower. The relative 
importance of grazing by rabbits and molluscs was examined through a replicated 
plot experiment at RSPB’s Dungeness reserve in a former arable field. More than 
11 times the number of flower-heads were produced in plots that were protected 
from rabbit grazing, but any effects of molluscs were inconclusive because of the 
limited time-scale of the investigation. In 2010 a further population was 
discovered within the Dungeness Estate and is now being monitored. 
Investigations are underway to establish if this is remnant of the original wild 
population. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� The lack of detailed knowledge of the ecology of the species and its apparently 

anomalous response to different conditions has required a prolonged period of 
experimental re-introductions. 

x� As a plant that is prone to cycles of boom and bust, the impact of adverse 
climatic conditions, or grazing by invertebrates in winter or rabbits in summer 
can make this species vulnerable to chance extinctions in a landscape in 
which populations are restricted to small isolated areas. 

 
Major lessons learned 
x� The value of re-introducing plants to areas where they have been lost, with 

targeted monitoring and experimental management to establish the ecology of 
the species and reasons for its vulnerability. 

x� The need for periodic anthropogenic disturbance and modification of habitat to 
maintain this species, rather than relying on it growing successfully on pristine 
undisturbed habitats.  

x� The nature and level of anthropogenic disturbance on shingle habitats is 
different now to in the past, and this coupled with increased fragmentation of 
habitat, resulted in this species being vulnerable to chance extinctions in 
localized populations. 

 
Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Crepis foetida is readily propagated in greenhouses and pot-grown plants can 

be planted at translocation sites. 
x� The plant died out before it’s ecological requirements were fully understood 

and these have had to be discovered by a process of trial and error, resulting 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 
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in limited success in the short term, but in the longer term a clearer 
understanding of what the plant requires. 

x� Reserve managers who were willing to allow manipulation of habitat plots to 
determine the impacts on the plant (excluding rabbits for instance). 

x� There has been good collaboration between academic researchers, statutory 
conservation agents, conservation land managers and volunteers. 

x� Dogged determination from collaborators over 20 years! 
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