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Conservation Status 

Endangered 
• Facing a high risk of extinction in 

the wild 

• Recently lost from Surrey, Dorset 
and Somerset and currently 
occupying 7% of its former 
historic area. 

• Species stronghold in 
Buckfastleigh, Devon 

• Roughly ?? populations remaining 
in England and Wales

Deptford Pink is a striking member of the Pink family, closely related to many 
of the blooms seen commonly in gardens. It is heavily reliant on bare ground 
in order to germinate and establish basal rosettes, and therefore can be lost 
rapidly from unmanaged habitats. 

Its seeds to appear to have good dispersal mechanisms, and this combined 
with unofficial plantings, have meant that new populations are frequently 
recorded, but few persist for long. 



Description 
A striking member of the Carnation family that can grow up to 60cm tall. 
It usually occurs as a biennial, forming a rosette in its first summer 
before flowering in its second year, but can sometimes complete its 
lifecycle in a single season.  The rosettes, if present, can be be found all 
year round. 

Flowers measure 8-13mm across and grow in short-stalked clusters with 
vivid pink petals with pale dots and irregularly toothed tips. The flowers 
lack scent and as a result are infrequently visited by insects, with the 
plants mainly self-pollinating.  

Lifecycle 
It usually occurs as a biennial, forming a rosette in its first summer 
before flowering in its second year, but can sometimes complete its 
lifecycle in a single season.  The rosettes, if present, can be be found all 
year round. 

It is generally self-pollinated, produces abundant seed but has a 
germination period of up to 5 months. 



Habitat 
Lowland species which grows on well drained soils in dry grassland, hedge 
banks, beside roads and railways, and on dune slacks waste-ground. It 
appears to show no particular affinity to pH levels, occurring on site both 
underlain by chalk and more acidic soils and sand dunes. 

The key to its survival lies in the periodic creation of areas of bare ground, 
either through grazing, scrub management or occasional management 
work. It thrives on sites which have areas of bare soil which are naturally 
maintained, such as at some of the road verges in Devon and the sand 
dune site in Kent. In other places the maintenance of bare ground does 
require more constant interventional management. 



Distribution 
Deptford Pink occurs extensively across the south of England, although 
at least half of these half been recently lost or are at critically low levels. 

It has two strongholds, in and around Buckfastleigh in Devon, and in 
South Essex, although his second area has suffered extensive losses in 
the last two decades. 

In Europe it occurs widely across western and central Europe, extending 
eastwards to Crimea, Anatolia and Caucasus and southwards to Spain 
and Sicily and has recently been recorded in Ireland. It is a widespread 
non-native species in America. 

Status 
Endangered, meaning it is facing a high risk of extinction in the wild. 



Reasons for decline 
Up to the 1980s several sites were lost to developments and agricultural 
expansion, but since then nearly all the site have lost population due to a 
shift in habitat type - the loss of open sward habitat and corresponding 
high levels of bare ground, to more overgrown or grass-dominated sites. 
Some of this is due to a cessation of specific management for the 
species due to changing priorities and lack of resources within 
conservation bodies, and some of it due to a general change of habitat 
towards denser swards, associated with high levels of nitrogen both from 
the air and industrial runoff. 

As populations become more fragmented there is little chance or 
recolonisation for neighbouring sites, meaning locals extinctions tend to 
become irreversible.     

Protection under the law 
Protected under Schedule 8 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 
which makes it an offence to intentionally pick, uproot or destroy any 
plants.  

Unmanaged and now extinct site in Saltash, Devon.



Survey 

Habitat 
Plants do compete well with dense cover of vegetation, so focus on any 
areas with open ground or more open swards. 

What to record 
• Numbers of plants (if over 100 count to the nearest 10, if over 100 to 

the nearest hundred) 

• Area of patch (there may be multiple patches, but don’t 
overcomplicate things!) 

• Numbers of adult plants, and number of rosettes, if you can find them 

• Availability of habitat for plants to colonise (i.e. bare ground or more 
open vegetation)  

• Presence of threats such as dense encroaching scrub 

When to survey 
Although rosettes can be be found all year round, surveys are best 
carried out from mid-Jun to late September when flowers are present. 
Due to the biennial lifecycle numbers of plants with flowers may 
fluctuate from one year to the next.



Survey 

Confusable Species 
When in flower it cannot be confused, (but flowers can be smaller than you expect). It also closes it 
flowers after 4pm, so surveys are best done in the morning. 

The basal rosettes are a similar size to the rosettes of; 

1. Ribwort Plantain (flatter, with more pronounced longitudinal grooves),  

2. Willowherb more latitudinal cross venations and toothed margin).  

3. Evening Primrose (less spearlike, and a larger rosette with more leaves)  

4. Forget-me-not (more ovate, matt and downy) 

5. Seed heads, often easy to spot into October
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MANAGEMENT 
This is a species which requires the cyclical availability of bare ground in 
order to germinate and establish basal rosettes.. 

Bare soil should be maintained, either through radical vegetation 
clearance or by surface rotovation. This should be carried out before the 
end of March when germination normally begins, the site will need to 
checked for seedlings before disturbance.  

Overhanging vegetation and vegetation that shades the site to the 
south should be removed to create warm dry conditions for seed set. 

If the site is grazed then it should be very extensive grazing and not 
during flowering periods and (sheep are less ideal as they have a 
tendency to browse flower heads and fail to proceed areas of suffer 
bare ground). 



OUR WORK 
• Annual management and 

monitoring of all extant sites 

• Site management work at failing 
populations 

• Liaison with site owners and 
mangers to promote best practise 

Deptford Pink, while not amongst the rarest of the UK’s plants, provides 
huge challenges for its conservation. The overall distribution map still gives 
the impression of a well-spread species, but in the last ten years it has gone 
extinct in Surrey and Dorset, and remains on the brink in its former 
stronghold in Essex. 

Its need to the constant maintenance of open ground, font at sites where 
cattle grazing is impractical, means it is often a species which require 
considerable resources to prevent localised extinctions. 

Species training day in 
Devon



The Species Recovery Trust is a 
charity set up to tackle the loss of 
some of the rarest species in the 
UK. 

There are over nine hundred 
native species in the UK that are 
classed as under threat, with 
several hundreds more currently 
widespread but known to be in 
s i g n i fi c a n t d e c l i n e . T h e 
countryside is now bereft of many 
species that were a familiar sight a 
mere generation ago. 

A small number of these species 
are on the absolute brink of 
existence, poised to become 
extinct in our lifetimes; our goal is 
to stop them vanishing. 

Our aim is to remove 50 species 
from the edge of extinction in the 
UK by the year 2050. In addition 
we are reconnecting people with 
wildlife and the natural world 
through training programmes and 
awareness raising.



www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk 
Registered Charity 1146387

http://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk
http://www.speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk
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