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Introduction 
Where are we at the end of the LIFE project? 
Through the LIFE project, we’ve made some progress towards stone-curlew sustainability, 
but there is still more to do.  
 
The LIFE project communications actions were designed to increase the availability of safe 
nesting habitat and therefore the proportion of stone-curlews which no longer depend on 
costly nest protection. While there are now more fallow plots on arable land and a large 
amount of semi-natural is being restored to good condition under new improved 
management plans, the proportion of stone-curlews requiring interventions has not yet 
significantly decreased.  
 
After the project, we need to:  

- Continue to publicise the project outcomes, as well as resources and lessons learned  
- Continue to build stakeholder capacity for stone-curlew conservation in several ways: 

o Provide advice on creation management of safe nesting habitat including 
fallow plots on arable land, and short semi-natural grassland more widely 

o Provide training to volunteers, farm workers and others on stone-curlew 
monitoring and nest protection 

o Advocate for greater and continued policy support for the management of 
safe nesting habitat for stone-curlews and site protection.  

o Continue to provide high quality habitat for stone-curlews on our own 
reserves as an exemplar to others.  

o Maintain a high profile for stone-curlews within the landscapes they rely on. 
  
The main messages we need to convey are:  
 

Fallow plots on arable land are an effective solution to protect 
stone-curlews nesting within crops but their creation relies on 
effective accessible agri-environment schemes, and the ability 
and motivation of farmers to create them, and maintain bare 
ground through the season.  
 
 

 
Communities need to protect their stone-curlews, by volunteering 
to monitor the population, protecting birds nesting within their 
crops, and ensuring that development doesn’t adversely effect 
the small and fragile UK stone-curlew population.  
 
 
 

 
Stone-curlews are a flagship species for the rich biodiversity of 
the semi-natural habitats of breck grass heath and chalk 
downland, managing these habitats for stone-curlews will 
protect this rich biodiversity, which is international importance, 
for the future. The crucial bare ground within these habitats is 
best created through intensive rabbit grazing or scrapes but can 
also be created through mechanical disturbance (fallow plots on 
grassland). 
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Project publicity 
End of Project Articles 
After the end of the project, a short article (750 words) will be produced for British Wildlife 
magazine, highlighting lessons learned from the stone-curlew project in terms of achieving 
sustainability.   
 
Project webpage www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew 
This will remain active for at least five years after the end of the project, and the summary 
report will be available to download from the RSPB website indefinitely.  
 
Project information boards 
These will remain in place highlighting the contribution of the LIFE programme to stone-
curlew conservation and achieving sustainability, to visitors of RSPB reserves where stone-
curlews are present for many years to come (until the boards need replacing).  
 
Pin badges 
At the end of the project 1000 pin badges were divided Minsmere, Lakenheath and 
Winterbourne Downs Nature reserves to distribute in pin badge boxes after the project, to 
continue to raise awareness of stone-curlews and the LIFE project.  

Project publications  

Distribution of project publications 
End of project results will be widely disseminated both at the end of the project and for 
several years afterwards, through distribution of printed documents which will also be 
available as downloads from the Project webpage www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew 
for a minimum of five years.  
 

Summary Report  
Detailing the objectives of the project, results and key messages going 
forward, 300 copies of the report are available for distribution after the 
project, as well as the report being available on line at  
 

Conference report 
This sums up the lessons learned from the project as a lasting resource for 
managers of other species recovery projects.  
 

Stone-curlew Heroes booklet 
Acknowledging and showcasing the variety 
of ways in which different people have 
contributed to the recovery of stone-curlews, 
including a farmer, volunteer, gamekeeper, 
tractor driver, photographer, and ecologist, 
the publication aims to inspire communities to 
continue to step up in future.    

 
Other project resources  
The project deliverables, such as the advisory sheets (information notes and monitoring 
protocols) and other documents designed and published by the project will be distributed 
appropriately online and periodically updated as they will continue to provide a valuable 
resource after the project.  
 
 

http://www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew
http://www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew
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Information notes 

 Managing fallow plots for stone-curlews (both regional versions published in January 
2017)  

 Guidance for Natural England advisers on Countryside stewardship options:  
o Fallow plots for ground nesting birds 
o Temporary and combination anti-predator fencing 

 Managing grass heath (subject to completion) 
 
Monitoring protocols 

1. Stone-curlew nest finding and recording  
2. Stone-curlew nest protection 
3. Daytime stone-curlew survey methodology 
4. Night taping 
5. Carry out roost counts 
6. Colour ringing stone-curlew chicks 

Field recording sheets 

 
 
Database  

1. Stone-curlew breeding database (all stone-curlew data from 1985 onwards) 
2. Roost count records 
3. Colour ring database (every colour ring combination given to a chick and every 

activity recorded for that bird thereafter) 
4. Annual population totals including estimates 
5. Stone-curlew plot database (details of every fallow plot created from 2007 onwards) 
6. Grass heath assessment 

 
 
Scientific publications 
 
Robertson, D. (Norfolk County Council), and Hawkes, R.(EU LIFE/RSPB), (2017) ‘Nature 
Conservation, Ground Disturbance and protecting archaeological remains on Brecks 
heaths’, Journal of Breckland Studies 1: 68  
 
Hawkes, R. (2016) Will creating stone-curlew habitat benefit rare plants and invertebrates? 
(UEA and RSPB) online paper www.bou.org.uk/hawkes-figurehead-benefits 
 
Foster, L.  (2016) Maximising the breeding success of the stone-curlew Burhinus 
oedicnemus on Wessex farmland plots. (UEA and RSPB) MSc paper 
 
 
 
 

 

https://www.bou.org.uk/hawkes-figurehead-benefits
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After LIFE transition strategy (2016-2020) 
 
Our vision: ‘A viable population of stone-curlews in the UK, which is not reliant on 
intervention from RSPB fieldworkers.’  

 
Background/ rationale: 30 years of interventions on farmland resulted in stone-curlew 
recovery, but maintaining this costs £250,000 a year. The 2012-2016 LIFE project made 
progress towards sustainability by increasing safe nesting habitat, to reduce dependency on 
interventions, but there’s still more to do to achieve our vision and enable us to redirect 
resource to conserve other threatened species. Through this strategy we aim to deliver 
sustainable recovery of stone-curlews and resource reduction as quickly as possible, without 
breaking the RSPB’s golden rules of resource reduction strategies:  
 
1. Any strategy should result in a stable or increasing population above a pre-agreed threshold  

2. It needs to be evidence based, so we understand the probable impact of withdrawing resources  

3. It needs to be ‘soft’ with a period of transition, so it is easy to re-engage if necessary  

 
This will mean a staged reduction in advisory and fieldwork over the next five years, and 
greater use of landscape scale conservation initiatives for habitat restoration and community 
engagement.  
 
 

Targets and measures of success:  

1. There will be sufficient, suitably managed, safe nesting habitat to support a UK 
population of 400 pairs or more: 
- 3200-6400ha semi-natural habitat,- enough to support over 200 pairs  

- 330-590 fallow plots on arable land,- enough to support 200 pairs  
 

2. Stone-curlews are considered sustainable (stage S1 on species recovery curve), and 
not reliant on interventions or nest protection (although some routine advisory work 
around deployment of agri-environment options is necessary as it is for all our priority 
farmland species).  
- 400 pairs nesting on semi-natural habitat or fallow plots  

- >200 of these pairs nesting on semi-natural habitat S1 status achieved  

- Five year productivity on these habitats is over 0.61  
 

3. The RSPB’s expenditure on stone-curlew conservation is significantly reduced and 
other organisations/ individuals are playing a greater role in delivering the UK’s 
statutory obligation, which may include achieving a higher population target.  
- RSPB fieldwork spend reduced by 75%  

- RSPB advisory spend reduced by 60%  
 

 

Delivery mechanisms:  

1. Advocate for further restoration/creation of semi-natural habitat  
- Ensure public policy supports habitat restoration 
- Engage in partnerships e.g.Brecks Biodiversity Delivery Group/ World Heritage Site 

 
2. Carry out land management advice to increase quantity and quality of fallow plots on 

arable land and where appropriate, on semi-natural habitat  
- Continue Farm Advice Focus Areas, employing conservation advisers in both areas  
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- Reduce stone-curlew advice from 100% to 40% of advisory role by 2020 as habitat targets 
achieved  

- Ensure Countryside Stewardship scheme deployed and used effectively  

- Develop farmer led initiatives (including novel ways to fund interventions where appropriate)  
 

3. Reduce monitoring and interventions (fieldwork) by RSPB staff off reserves  
- Follow guiding principles to target interventions on cropped land only where they are 

necessary, appropriate and cost effective  

- Monitor only a sample of safe habitats in order to measure and evaluate success using new 
methods trialled in 2016  

 
4. Engage Other Stakeholders  

- Maintain MoUs and partnerships  

- Improve access to fieldwork training and tools for others (including volunteers)  

- Re-establish BAP steering group and use outcome of FCS project to inform targets 

 
5. Complete the evidence base for our strategy  

(in line with the golden rules of resource reduction)  
 

6. Raise awareness to build support for stone-curlew friendly land management  
- Build financial support for our work in stone-curlew areas  

- Recruit volunteers to help achieve our objectives  

- Develop and demonstrate local support for stone-curlew protection and sympathetic farming 

 
7. Integrate stone-curlew work with other conservation programmes  

- Do more for other priority species in focus areas/ futurescapes, restoring priority habitats for 
the benefit of stone-curlew and other associated species such as turtle dove as appropriate  

 
8. Provide habitat for 31 stone-curlews (6% of the target UK population) on RSPB 

reserves  
- Achieve full capacity of existing reserves through effective semi-natural habitat provision  

- Utilise land management agreements to contribute to semi-natural habitat targets  
 

9. Protect key sites  
- Advocate that SSSI favourable condition table targets are met, advising where needed.  

- Defend and enforce current designations to protect from inappropriate development  

- Seek greater protection of strategic sites in e.g. North Norfolk and the Suffolk Coast 
containing over 3% of the UK population.  

Continuation of project actions 

Providing advice on semi-natural habitat restoration  

 
Growing the rabbit project  
The results of the rabbit project will provide an evidence basis for restoring rabbit 
populations across the Breck heaths. In the absence of LIFE funding this will need to be 
delivered through a combination of targeted advice which the other rabbit project partners 
may be able to provide in the absence of the Heathland Management Officer, and financial 
resource to pay for the required encouragement and reintroduction measures (possible 
financial avenues are yet to be explored).  
 
Grass Heath Forum  
We have no doubt that the Brecks Grass Heath Forum will continue beyond the project and 
will build upon the Brecks Biodiversity Assesment and Biodiversity Delivery group 
recommendations. 



7 
 

Providing advice on fallow plot creation 
 
As shown in figure 1. There will be growing shortfall of fallow plots to achieve our 2020 target 
after the project, as the 10 year HLS and five year Countryside Stewardship agreements 
come to an end. There is currently uncertainty over the future shape of agri-environment 
scheme in England, exacerbated by Brexit negotiations. The current Countryside 
Stewardship scheme is not delivering enough fallow fallow plots for stone-curlew to achieve 
our strategy target, or maintain the number of fallow plots after the project. The need for both 
RSPB farm conservation advice and policy advocacy is clear in the years following the 
project to overcome the barriers to providing enough habitat to mitigate for a reduction in 
nest protection by seasonal RSPB fieldofficers.  

Figure 1. The number of fallow plots in stewardship agreements 2008-2027  

We need to encourage more farmers to create fallow plots, Natural England to commit more 

Higher Tier Countryside Stewardship agreements to delivering fallow plots, and DEFRA to 

resource the scheme sufficiently.  

 

Building capacity in the community for monitoring and protection 
 

The Saving Nature Scheme 

This scheme will support RSPB volunteers carrying out stone-curlew monitoring and nest 

protection after the LIFE project. Under the scheme, volunteers with greater experience are 

given greater responsibility, with experienced volunteers coordinating and training or 

mentoring newer or inexperienced volunteers. Although the scheme is still in it’s pilot stage, 

we hope this will provide a sustainable model for stone-curlew monitoring and nest 

protection into the future. Data collected by volunteers is entered into the new stone-curlew 

database under the supervision of the regional stone-curlew project manager and/or the 

RSPB stone-curlew species lead and data management unit at RSPB headquarters. After 

trials in small areas early in the project, in 2016, 26 volunteers were actively monitoring 

stone-curlews in all population areas, and leading on monitoring in North Norfolk, the Suffolk 

Coast, Hampshire and the Berkshire Downs, allowing the remaining seasonal staff to focus 

on core areas.  

Farm led monitoring 

The Elveden Estate have carried out their own monitoring since 2001, and this option was 

discussed with other farms as part of the end of project transition meetings with farmers in 
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the Brecks. As a result, the Hilborough Estate funded RSPB monitoring of their estate in 

2016, and monitoring was carried out by an estate employee in 2017.  

 

Other initiatives 

Through the project we supported the development of a Breckland Stone-curlew partnership 

which successfully monitored two Brecks estates from 2015. This independent scheme 

attracted a small amount of Natural England funding and hopes to grow in future. We will 

continue to provide monitoring protocols to anyone with a disturbance licence who requests 

them, and provide training where possible by providing a space for one person to 

accompany and shadow RSPB staff or experienced volunteers on their fieldwork.  

 

  

Monitoring, evaluation and communication of long term 

results 
 

RSPB stone-curlew Species Lead role 

A new species lead will be assigned at the end of the project who will take forward 

coordination of a UK stone-curlew stakeholder group and coordinate and collate monitoring 

data on behalf of the Rare Breeding Birds Panel (RBBP) annually.  

Their key responsibilities will be to assess progress towards the strategy, by reviewing data 

on habitat use and population trends, including productivity by area and by habitat at the end 

of each season, and reporting any issues to the UK stone-curlew stakeholder group and 

RSPB Nature Recovery Groups.  

 

RSPB Conservation Data Management Unit (CDMU) 

The main analyses on the stone-curlew databases will be carried out by the CDMU in 

November/ December each year, after they have received regional field data. They will 

update fields in the database such as tetrad, county and site protection using grid references 

to avoid any ambiguity. They will also check Natural England data online to ensure that our 

plot database is up to date, contacting the relevant Natural England advisers for agreements 

containing fallow plots to ascertain how many plots were created each year.  

 

Key reporting dates: 

Annual reporting of population and habitat data to measure success of 2016-2020 strategy: 

December/ January: RSPB Technical Group meets to discuss data for that year and any 

issues arising and provide final data for the annual RSPB Saving Nature report.  

January/February: UK Stone-curlew Group meets to discuss previous season’s data and 

coordination of forthcoming year’s monitoring (by this point all parties should know how each 

area is being monitored, and will have collated their data from eth previous season).  

July: send data including summary of county breakdown to RBBP and county recorders for 

previous breeding season.  

2020/2021- Outcome indicators for the European Commission- notes have been saved in an 

accessible folder for completion of the indicators outlining how data was used to complete 

indicators in 2016. Data used included easily accessible data such as visitor number to 

reserves where information boards are displayed etc.  

 


