
 

 
Yellow Rattle 
Rhinanthus minor 
 
Yellow rattle is part of the figwort family 
(Scrophulariaceae) and is an annual plant 
associated with species-rich meadows. It can 
grow up to 50 cm tall and the stem can have 
black spots. Pairs of triangular serrated leaves 
are arranged in opposite pairs up the stem 
and the stem may have several branches. 
Flowers are arranged in leafy spikes at the 
top of the stem and the green calyx tube at 
the bottom of each flower is flattened, 
slightly inflated and bladder-like. The yellow 
flowers are also flattened and bilaterally 
symmetrical. The upper lip has two short 
1 mm violet teeth and the lower lip has three 
lobes. The flattened seeds rattle inside the 
calyx when ripe.   

Lifecycle 
 
Yellow rattle is an annual plant germinating 
early in the year, usually February – April, 
flowering in May – August and setting seed 
from July – September before the plant dies. 
The seeds are large and may not survive long 
in the soil seed bank. Seed germination trials 
have found that viability quickly reduces 
within six months, and spring sown seed has a 
much lower germination rate. Yellow rattle 
seed often requires a period of cold, termed 
vernalisation, to trigger germination. 
 
It is a hemi-parasite on grasses and legumes. 
This means that it is partially parasitic, 
gaining energy through the roots of plants and 
also using photosynthesis. This ability of 
yellow rattle makes it extremely useful in the 
restoration of wildflower meadows as it 
reduces vegetation cover enabling perennial 
wildflowers to grow. However, some grasses, 
such as fescues, are resistant to parasitism by 
yellow rattle and in high nutrient soils, 
grasses such as perennial rye-grass, may grow 
very quickly shading out yellow rattle plants 
which are not tolerant of shady conditions. 
 

Yellow rattle distribution across 
Britain and Ireland 
The data used to create these 
maps has been provided under 
licence from the Botanical Society 
of Britain and Ireland (BSBI) and 
accessed from the Society’s online 
distribution database. 



 

Yellow rattle seeds tend to have short 
longevity in the soil seed bank. The plant can 
quickly die-out if it is unable to germinate for 
a few years. For example, grass thatch, a mat 
formed from a build-up of dead leaves from 
the previous year’s growth, stops yellow 
rattle seed touching the soil if it is not 
removed through suitable management. 
Equally, flooding at the wrong time of year 
may kill seedlings. Also, the large heavy seeds 
are not dispersed over long distances and 
tend to fall close to the parent plant, which 
limits the colonisation of new grasslands.  
 
Habitat 
 
Yellow rattle is a native species present in 
many different types of grassland but most 
strongly associated with neutral lowland and 
upland hay meadows, floodplain and water 
meadows. It is usually found in neutral 
meadows that are managed for hay with 
aftermath grazing. It may occasionally be 
found in pastures if grazing is minimised over 
the growing season, but it often disappears if 
livestock eat the plants before they can 
flower and set seed. It can also be found in 
sand dunes and other semi-natural habitats. 
Although it does grow on wetter meadows, it 
tends to be found in the areas that are drier. 
It may not survive in areas with standing 
water for long periods of time. 
 
Yellow rattle grows in a wide range of soils 
with pH higher than 5. It struggles to grow in 
more acidic soils and so is not usually found in 
acid grassland. However, it can also live in 
both nutrient poor sites, and those that are 
slightly more fertile (up to a phosphorous 
index of 2.5 - 3). 
 
Distribution 
 
Yellow rattle is widespread across England, 
Scotland and Wales. It has a more patchy 
distribution in Northern Ireland and the Irish 
Republic. 
 
GB status and rarity 
 
The Vascular Plant Red Data List for Great 
Britain (2005) and the Irish Red Data Book 
(1988) do not list yellow rattle and it is 
considered to be common. 

Protection under the law 
 
Yellow rattle is not specifically protected 
under any law in any of the countries. 
 
Reasons for decline 
 
Yellow rattle is a plant of species-rich neutral 
meadows which have significantly declined 
during the second half of the 20th Century. 
The loss of meadows is associated with an 
increase in agricultural production and 
intensification of management on grasslands, 
including changing from traditional 
management to silage production which often 
involves over-seeding with faster-growing 
nitrophilous grasses and legumes, fertilising 
meadows and using herbicides to reduce 
agronomic weeds.  
 
Lack of management also affects yellow 
rattle. If meadows are not cut and aftermath 
grazed the grasses can form large clumps and 
grow taller casting shade on lower growing 
wildflowers, including yellow rattle. Dead leaf 
litter can also build-up around the grass 
clumps preventing seeds from reaching the 
soil surface and germinating. Wildflower 
meadows exist with a balance of 
management, and this is particularly true for 
yellow rattle that relies on regular cutting 
and grazing cycles to create the right habitat 
conditions for it to germinate, flower and set 
seed each year. 
 
Survey method 
 
There is no strict survey method for yellow 
rattle as it is usually monitored as part of 
grassland communities. It can be monitored 
using a range of methods, such as National 
Vegetation Classification surveys used to 
describe the overall vegetation of community, 
Common Standards Monitoring used to 
monitor Sites of Special Scientific Interest or 
the adapted Rapid Assessment which is similar 
to Common Standards Monitoring and is being 
used on non-designated wildflower grassland 
and grasslands that are being restored. 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Habitat management for yellow rattle 
 
Yellow rattle is usually best managed as part 
of a hay making and aftermath grazing 
regime. The traditional method of making hay 
in July or August by rowing up and turning the 
cuttings to dry the grass allows yellow rattle 
seed to fall out of the seed pods onto the 
ground. The cuttings should be removed from 
the site as leaving the grass will smother the 
vegetation underneath and decaying cuttings 
will add nutrients to the soil encouraging 
more competitive nitrophilous plants, 
especially grasses, which will out-compete 
and shade yellow rattle.  
 
Aftermath grazing, the process of turning out 
livestock onto the meadows following the hay 
harvest, is also very important as trampling by 
animals breaks-up clumps of grasses and litter 
whilst pressing fallen seed into the soil. This 
creates hoof-sized small areas of bare ground 
that are ideal for germinating yellow rattle 
seeds. If livestock cannot be let onto the 
field, for example in an urban area, 
mechanical management such as chain- or 
tine-harrowing will be required to open-up 
the grass sward and create these germination 
niches.    
 
For more information on managing meadows 
see the advice note on how to manage a 
meadow for hay making and grazing pasture.  
 

 
Historically, yellow rattle was spread in 
supplementary feed, which is hay baled in 
summer for use as fodder during the winter. 
The bales were spread across the field which 
allows seed to drop onto the soil. Sweepings 
of hay lofts were also used to re-seed 
grassland and would have included yellow 
rattle seeds. 
 
Once established, yellow rattle can vary 
dramatically throughout a field with dense 
patches of the plant in some areas, and barely 
any in other areas. These patches may change 
on an annual basis and move around the 
grassland. Occasionally, the amount of yellow 
rattle can become very high over a successive 
number of years and the little grass left may 
not be suitable for hay making. In this case, 
some of the field - up to half - could be cut in 
June before the plant sets seed, reducing the 
number of seeds in the soil seed bank. Cutting 
could take the form of a random pattern 
across the field to make the effect more 
natural. Cutting in blocks would reduce the 
yellow rattle in one part of the field but not 
across the whole of the field and would give a 
very blocky appearance of yellow rattle the 
following year.   
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Growing yellow rattle for reintroduction 
 
Yellow rattle is rarely grown individually for 
transplantation into a meadow restoration, 
but is used as a facilitator to restore 
wildflower grasslands. See the restoration 
flow-chart for a quick guide to the process to 
follow to restore wildflower grasslands.  
 
It can either be used in a one-stage process 
using green hay, brush harvested seed or a 
seed mixture that includes yellow rattle, or a 
two-stage process where yellow rattle is 
spread on its own to reduce the vegetation 
cover and after a period of time other 
wildflower seed is spread. There is more 
information on this in the advice note about 
using yellow rattle to restore wildflower 
grasslands. 
 
There may be situations where it is not 
suitable to use yellow rattle, for example:  

 if the meadows are constantly wet the 
seed may rot before germination;  

 if the present grass cover is comprised 
of clump-forming grasses such as 
cock’s-foot, Yorkshire fog or perennial 
rye-grass, or mat-forming grasses such 
as fescues, yellow rattle may not be 
able to parasitize them and can 
struggle as these grasses tend to be 
fast growing shading out yellow rattle; 

 although yellow rattle can tolerate 
soils with high nutrients this also 
encourages 
more 
competitive 
nutrient-loving 
plants which can 
shade-out 
yellow rattle 
and it does not 
usually survive 
in these soils 
quite as well as 
lower nutrient 
soils. 

 
Yellow rattle seed 
requires periods of cold 
to germinate. This is a 
process called 
vernalisation. Usually 
seed is spread in the 

autumn straight after harvest whilst it is fresh 
as this seed has the highest germination 
viability, and it receives plenty of freeze-
thaw periods over the winter. If seed cannot 
be spread until the spring, there will be low 
seed germination, and it should be artificially 
vernalised, a process called stratification 
(imitating the seasons by placing the seeds in 
a cold area and then bringing them out into 
the warmth to imitate spring). Alternatively, 
the seed could be kept for longer and spread 
in late summer through to autumn, but 
expect a very low germination rate and it is 
advised to add fresh yellow rattle seed. 
 
The process of stratification includes: 

 the yellow rattle seed should be mixed 
with a neutral medium that retains 
moisture, such as sand, sawdust etc;  

 water then should be added to the 
mixture to make it moist but not 
sopping wet; 

 the seed should be put somewhere 
that has a stable cold temperature of 
around 4C, such as a refrigerator for a 
period of 6-12 weeks; 

 
After taking the seed out of cold storage, it 
should be sown immediately as some of the 
seeds may have started to germinate and 
leaving the damp seed it in a warm area may 
allow fungus to grow on the seeds further 
reducing germination. 


