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Description and Reasons for Notification
The site is an area of formerly open heathland, which has developed through natural succession into birch-oak woodland.
Where enough light can still penetrate the canopy remnants of the acid heathland still persist. Elsewhere, wet flushes and
ponds support communities which are both rare and declining in lowland Britain. Littleworth Common is also one of the
last recorded locations for the nationally rare starfruit Damasonium alisma.
The site overlies the glacial sand and gravel of the Reading Beds and is situated on a dry, acid plateau which dips away
in the west to form a series of wet, boggy flushes.
The woodland is largely self-sown downy birch and pedunculate oak, but in the south-western part of the common there
are some large beech and Scots pine. Elsewhere, scattered hornbeam, aspen, rowan, wild cherry, crab apple and grey
willow add diversity. The shrub layer is dominated by alder buckthorn, a local species in Buckinghamshire, and other
shrubs include gorse, broom, hawthorn and blackthorn. A large colony of purple hairstreak butterfly is associated with
the oak.
Little of the once extensive heathland remains, but many characteristic heathland species which are now uncommon in
the county still persist. These include heather Calluna vulgaris, pill sedge Carex pilulifera, common cow-wheat
Melampyrum pratense, purple moor grass Molinia caerulea, goldenrod Solidago virgaurea and wood sage Teucrium
scorodonia. In the wet flushes there are extensive patches of the bog mosses Sphagnum palustre and S. recurvum
which are typical of such habitats, but are now also rare in Buckinghamshire. Among the sphagnum, lesser skullcap
Scutellaria minor, a species known from only two other sites in the county, can be found.
Centrally, the common has two large ponds. Despite the general decline in the plants and plant communities associated
with this habitat they still support marsh pennywort Hydrocotyle vulgaris, marsh St John's wort Hypericum elodes and
bladder sedge Carex vesicaria, all of which have an extremely restricted distribution in Buckinghamshire. One of the
ponds is the location for starfruit, and they once supported another nationally rare plant, small fleabane Pulicaria vulgaris,
which has not been seen since 1949.
Starfruit is a mud annual, germinating on bare mud when pond water levels fall in late spring and summer. It cannot
tolerate competition from other plants and has a very low seed output and actually thrives in the conditions provided by
the trampling and puddling of cattle, and even geese on the water's edge. This disturbance also stirs up the mud, brings
seed to the surface and is an important factor in germination. Thus, one of the major reasons for its decline has been the
discontinuance of grazing on heaths, resulting in an increase in the vegetation in and around heathland ponds. This has
combined with a general lowering of the water table (through widespread land drainage and groundwater abstraction), to
deprive the plant of the deep winter water and subsequent submergence, that it also requires.
In Britain it has declined from 50 sites (10 in Buckinghamshire) to six by 1950 and three in 1979; it is also becoming rare
in Europe. At Littleworth it was abundant in 1954 and was last seen in 1971. However, the seeds remain viable for a very
long period and, encouragingly, a reinstatement of suitable management techniques at another site has resulted in
germination after more than 20 years, indicating that this could be achieved at Littleworth. Starfruit is given special

protection under the 1981 Wildlife and Countryside Act which provides penalties for deliberate picking, uprooting or taking
of any part of the plant, including seed.

