25 years of farmland bird conseryvation —

RSPB successes, failures and the way ahead.

Andy Evans




For 5000 yearagriculture in the Ukhas supported an associagmbsystem.
All the species in this slidare named after the arable productiororn
flower, harvest mouse, corn bunting, corncrake, corn cockle & corn

chamomile.
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rﬁtﬁ: the farming
industry has done more damage to UK
wildlife than any other

In my lifetime wehave successfullgestroyedhis ecosystem imur quest for
monoculturehrough intensifying farming practicedere | want to make a
very important distinction. That is tlfference between the farmimgdustry
and the farmers themselves....




...BUT there are

many , many
farmer heroes who
are stepping up
for wildlife ..

There aremany, many farmers who stand up for wildlife and do their best
against an unfavourable policy background to produce food and wildlife at the
same time. These heroes should be recognised, acknowledged and thanked.
Without such people the UK countryside would be even raomgoverishedh
terms of wildlife.
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At the RSPB we use this theoretif@mework to plan our species recovery
work.



My first job in conservationstarting in 1988, was to carry out research to find
our why the UK population dafirl buntings had declined near to extinction.






In winter birds were found almost exclusively on weedy stubble figldge

they fed on grain and the seeds of wild flowers. Stubble fields had declined
dramatically with the switch from spring to winter sown cereals. Moreover
those that were left came from crops that had been treated with herbicides and

were therefore relatively free of weeds.



In summercirl buntings feed their chicks on invertebrat€&rasshoppers and
crickets are particularly important. These animals need extensively grazed
grassland a habitat that has largely disappeared with the advent of inorganic
nitrogenbased fertilisers.



The onus is now on policy makers to ensure the security of future funding for
AES and O6Natur al Englandd the SCA charg
Stewardship to ensure the new scheme works

Until these things happen, the future of our farmland birds remains in the
balance.
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In 1990 the BTO published a book summarigiggnds in British breeding

birds. For the first time the enormity of the declines in farmland bird
populations became clear. We must remember that during the 1970s and 1980s
i the worst period of agricultural intensification the conservation issue was
unknown.
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Red-listed farmland birds

As a result our farmland bird populations have collapsed: In the UK all the
species are relisted as a result of declines in breeding populations in excs
of 50% in 25 years (tree sparrow, linnet, yellowhammer, reed bunting, sor
thrush, starling). | could add skylark, bullfinch, spotted flycatcher, turtle d
grey partridge, corncrake, cirl bunting, stone curlew, corn bunting, house
sparrow. This is a serious problem.
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Sadly, my faith has been eroded over the last five years or so. | and my ¢
authors have collectively over 50 years of experience of farmland bird
research. We have been at the forefront of the conservation effort to halt
precipitous decline of farmland birds since awareness of the ecological di
caused by agricultural i ntensi fidg
worked with colleagues in research, in policy, in Government, in the farmi
industry to create what may be, on paper, the beseagiionment scheme it
the world. However, last year the Farmland Bird Index, one of the
Government 6s adopted indicators d
records began. We KNOW how to fix this probléemt 6s r el at i
have a policy mechanism to deliver the fix. It is in our gift to put this fight
and we MUST succeed. I f we cand
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and the environment in the UK then we have no hope in reaching a sustalinable

solution for climate change. For me this is a defining moment in time, tin
draw a line in the sand. Time for Conservation Science to be recognise
one of the most important scientific disciplines of today and not the prese
of educated trebuggers.
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AGRICULTURAL
INTENSIFICATION

Technological
development and
transfer

Policy
development

Intensification of agriculture hdwin driversi technological development and
policy.
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The only thing I truly feared during the war was -
Donitz and his U-boats.”

In the aftermath of WWII there was an understandable focus on self
sufficiency in food production. Policies were designed to help achieve this,
and alongside new technologies were so successful that by the 1980s over
production was a huge issue. But we must remember that during this time
farmers were only doing what we wanted them td ds reflected in

prevailing policy and driven by memories of rationing.
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1945 to present

1947 Agriculture Act — grain, potato and sugar
beet prices guaranteed.

1949 — Weeds Act spurs drive for cleanliness
Inorganic fertilizer and pesticides become
common place

Plant breeding improves yields

1972/3 Accession to the EU & formation of the
CAP

Over production common place resulting in switch
from tonnage to area payments and introduction of
set-aside (15-18% arable out of production)
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Useof inorganic nitrogen is highly damaging to species rich grassland and has
led totehdecline of the following species.
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Mechanisation of harvest caused huge problems for ground nesting birds
including the corncrake which became extimcEngland.
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Mechanisation also meant that there was less need for ficagesso less
need for farm ponds and hay. Thad to a loss of habitat for birds such as
turtle dove.
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Stone curlew was another species affected by mechanisation. Beppclas
recovery measures and close cooperation with farmers has helped raise the
population from 160 in the 1980s to nearly 400.
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The switch from springparley to winter wheat resulted in a huge loss of-over
winter stubble field$ a vital food source for many species of bird.
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Pesticides ardesignedo kill wildlife i and they are very good at it!
Herbicides are meant to Kill narop plants and insecticides damaging insects.
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Often it is not the target that suffee saw this with the effects of DDT and
otherorganochlorinesn birds of prey.
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The ground breaking work of Dick Potts in the 1980s showed that grey

partridge population declines were driv@ntheindirect effects of herbicides.

The chemicals were killing the plants that played host to the insects that
formed the diet of partridge chicksand the chicks were starving to death.
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We dondét know why icbutenkybeottsere islinktethed e c |1 i n e d
huge declines in moths as measuredbthhampstead
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The density of modern crops is a problem for birds that like to forage or nest
onthe ground. We knoiwh at 06 s kiyuhsawnkm ydmesdquarés work
in terms of recovering skylark population® ut f ar mer s donot
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Ten years ago, when planning the Southampton Farmland Birds (1) confe

| somewhat naively assumed thlssc onf er ence woul d
Birds 111, Mi ssion Accomplishedd
from that, but the battle is not
|l et ds redouble our efforts, | etods
alternative doesndét bear thinking

ongoing saga.
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Agri-environment era

1987 Environmentally Sensitive Areas introduced
1992 Countryside Stewardship introduced

2000 Arable Options included

2005 Environmental Stewardship introduced
2007 Set Aside rate reduced to zero

2014 New Countryside Stewardship Introduced

From thelate 1980s new environmentally friendly policies became
established. For the first time payments for wildlife friendly farming became

available.
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Environmental Stewardship Scheme framework

IN order to deliver both for skylark and stone curlew we believe it is necessary
to have a twdiered AES. Recently the government undertook a review of

AES in England and introduced a single new scheme, Environmental
Stewardship. This scheme has two tiers. ELS is available to all farmers on a
norrcompetitive basis and offers a range of relative cheap and simple
prescriptions (many of which will benefit farmland birds). Skylark plots are
included in ELS. Farmers choose form the range of prescriptions on offer.
Each has a points tariff; when a minimum threshold (dependant on the farm
area) is exceeded, farmers qualify for a-fete payment of 44 E/ha. HLS is
targeted to areas of high conservation interest and focuses on single issues at
the farm level. Stoneurlew is a target species; farmers with stone curlew on
their land or nearby can apply (on a competitive basis) for HLS. Their
application will be carefully scrutinised to ensure it contains all the elements
required by the target species. Payments under the HLS will depend on the
types of prescriptions deployed and the amount of each.

The scheme sits above Crasanplience simple compulsory measures
farmers MUST employ in order to receive their single farm paymeny (c.300
Euros / ha in lieu of production subsidy
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Examples of practical solutions

Conservation headlands
Beetle banks

Grass margins

Over-winter stubbles
Summer fallow
Wild bird cover
Sacrificial crops
Supplementary food
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Rspy

€toR
Hope Farm SPR
Farming for food, profitand wide

Visits by appointment only
Contract farmed by GW.Topham & So0

In 2001 RSPB decided to demonstridte principle that food production and
wildlife conservation were not necessarily compatible.. We brought Hope
Farm in Cambridgeshire with the aim of continuing to farm for food at a profit,
but also to increase bird numbers.
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Hope Farm Breeding Bird Indicator 2016
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Hope Farm Breeding Bird Indicator 2016
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Thestars here show the location of skylark territories and hoe they responded

to plots
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