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2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

Project objectives 

The overall objective of this four year project was to secure the future of the stone-curlew (Burhinus 

oedicnemus) in the UK by making it much less dependent on conservation and intervention (rather 

than increase its population). This is because despite previous projects successfully increasing the UK 

stone-curlew population, a large proportion of the population still nested on cropped land where 

nests and chicks need protection from farming operations. The project hoped to address this by 

delivering a programme of advisory, communication and demonstration work to increase the amount 

of safe nesting habitat available to stone-curlews in the UK. This work included improving the 

condition of the three Natura 2000 sites designated SPAs for stone-curlews and surrounding areas, 

and increasing community support as a long term mechanism for its continued conservation.  

 

We aimed to achieve this by:  

- Advising farmers how to protect birds on cropped land (Action C1), and continuing to carry out 

interim nest protection in conjunction with population monitoring.  

- Advising farmers and other land managers how to create and maintain fallow plots on arable land 

for nesting stone-curlews (Action C2).  

- Advising farmers and other private land managers how to restore and create semi-natural habitat 

suitable for stone-curlews (Action C3).  

- Advising public bodies such as the Ministry of Defence and large organisations on the restoration 

and creation of suitable semi-natural habitat owned by them (Action C4). 

- Promoting the development and strengthening of agri-environment schemes  and other long-term 

mechanisms to support stone-curlew conservation (Action C5) 

- Engaging local communities and decision makers to increase public understanding of stone-

curlew conservation and generate widespread support for it (Action C6, F1-F4). 

- Building wider capacity for monitoring, protection and habitat management advice by developing 

and training volunteers and external advisors (Actions D2 and D3).   

 

Deliverables   

The key deliverables of the project were: 

- An introductory project leaflet (Action C6) produced in Summer 2013 and Summary (Layman’s) 

Report produced at the end of the project in February 2017, distributed online and in printed copy 

at the end of project conference. 

- Vehicle stickers (Action C1) which were replaced by stone-curlew postcards produced in Spring 

2013, revised in Autumn 2014, and updated for new staff again in Spring 2016.  

- Winterbourne Downs trail guide (Action C6) and LIFE+ Information Boards (Action F2) - 

produced in Autumn 2014.  

- Regional Project Newsletters (Action C6); ‘The Brecks’ and ‘Chalk Country’, produced at the start 

of each project year (in Winter), with two additional summer editions of ‘The Brecks’ giving 

farmers more information on the new Countryside Stewardship scheme. 

- Opportunity maps (Action B1) to guide advisory actions, produced between summer 2013 and 

summer 2014 and elaborated on and updated in subsequent years.  
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- Annual reports on stone-curlew population and habitat (Action E1 and E2) evaluating progress 

towards project actions at the end of each project year.  

- In place of annual reports on awareness raising activities (Action E3), results of questionnaires 

were analysed annually assessing these and the impact of our awareness raising activities more 

generally.  

- Media articles (Action F4) generating good publicity for stone-curlew conservation.  

- An advisory leaflet (Action C5), placed on hold during the development of the new Countryside 

Stewardship scheme, which was elaborated into a series of digital information notes, published 

towards the end of the project. 

 

Project management  

The objectives were delivered by two regional project teams which together covered the entire UK 

stone-curlew range. These were the Eastern England Team (covering the core Brecks population as 

well as NW Norfolk and Suffolk Coast), and the Wessex Team (managed by SW England- covering 

the core Wessex population, as well as the Berkshire Downs and Sussex Downs in SE England). The 

regional leads reported monthly to the Project Manager based at RSPB Headquarters, who was 

responsible for monitoring progress. Work was overseen by a Project Steering Group, and Technical 

groups used to address operational issues. The RSPB project management framework and systems 

put in place worked well overall.  

 

Main actions and key outputs 
 

Action B1: Create ‘opportunity maps’ to guide advisory and advocacy work.  

Opportunity maps showing semi-natural habitat and agri-environment agreements alongside stone-

curlew records in the project areas were created a little later than planned at the start of the project to 

allow advisors to work on agreements before the HLS scheme closed. These were then supplemented  

by a detailed habitat assessment of STANTA that we commissioned from UEA in 2013, which 

informed the site’s habitat restoration plan- a pioneering approach worthy of replication for other 

sites and projects.  

 

Action C.1: Advise farmers on how to minimise disturbance of breeding stone-curlews and 

destruction of nests on cropped farmland.  

During the first half of the project, we found it difficult to reduce the dependence of farmers on RSPB 

fieldworkers, as it was clear it would take some time to see a reduction in the number of stone-curlews 

nesting on cropped land, and a big cultural change was required. We therefore carried out more nest 

protection ourselves than anticipated to avoid damage to the stone-curlew population. During the 

second half of the project however, we made more progress on training farmers to conduct more of 

their own stone-curlew monitoring and protection, and started to reduce the amount of interventions 

carried out by RSPB staff.   

 

Action C.2: Advise farmers/ private landowners on how to create suitable fallow plots on arable 

land. 

Project advisors followed up all opportunities for giving direct advice, engaging most farmers in 

project areas through events. This resulted in an increase in the overall number of fallow plots, with 

104 of the 302 plots created in 2017, resulting from stewardship agreements secured during the 
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project. This action was challenging however due to the changes to agri-environment schemes and 

their limited availability during the project and numbers therefore fell short of our original targets. 

Lower numbers of plots than hoped and low plot occupancy means it will be necessary to continue 

to work after the project to increase the number of stone-curlews nesting on fallow plots within arable 

land.   

 

Action C.3 Advise farmers/ private landowners on how to restore, maintain or create suitable semi-

natural habitat. (Target: 150ha)  

Although there was limited opportunity to create or restore semi-natural grassland on private land 

with no viable agri-environment option, the Eastern England team secured at least 52ha and the 

Wessex team secured 82ha additional semi-natural habitat for stone-curlew in conjunction with RSPB 

reserve management. The heathland management officer advised on the restoration of 59ha grassland 

and on the management of much more.  

 

Action C.4 Advise public bodies/ large organisations on the improvement and creation of semi-

natural habitat. (Target: 240ha) 

This action was particularly successful, with at least 456ha of semi-natural habitat restored in Eastern 

England following project advice. The Heathland Management Officer worked closely with the MoD 

to restore 2640ha short grass heath for stone-curlews at STANTA, a key Natura 2000 site in the Brecks.  

He also worked with Natural England and Norfolk Wildlife Trust to improve conditions for stone-

curlews on their sites, and well over 300ha grassland was under improved management by the end 

of the project. In Wessex, management plans were written to improve performance of the MoD’s 

existing downland at Porton Down SPA and chalk grassland on Salisbury Plain SPA, both Natura 

2000 sites, and on National Trust land.  

 

Action C.5 Promote the development and strengthening of agri-environment schemes and other 

long-term mechanisms to support stone-curlew conservation. 

Project teams worked with Natural England on the development of four Countryside Stewardship 

scheme option prescriptions, management guidelines, and targeting statements, including hosting a 

workshop on two new anti-predator fencing options. Significant time in the second half of the project 

was then spent ensuring farmers could access the schemes.  They also advised when new sites were 

added/extended through the Detailed Notification Review of Stone-curlew SSSIs, that productivity 

targets are included in the SSSI Favourable Condition Status Review, and clearer targets are included 

in the SPA (Nature 2000) conservation objectives. They also consulted on Natura 2000 SIPs through 

the LIFE+ ‘IPENS’ project. We have not yet gained specific market support for stone-curlew friendly 

produce, but did showcase stone-curlew friendly food, and an example from the Roseate Tern LIFE 

project at the end of project conference, and this aim is part of the After LIFE plan.   

 

D.1, D.2 and D3 Staff, volunteer and external advisor recruitment/ training actions. 

All recruitment drives were successful, with only the Project Manager position having to be re-

advertised. Five full-time contract staff were recruited specifically to deliver project actions. We had 

to re-recruit for three of these when staff left during the project. Summer contract staff were also 

recruited to deliver actions C1, E1 and E2- reducing from eight at the start of the project to three by 

the end of the project. In Wessex the Communications Officer contract post was reduced from full 

time for three years to two summer contracts in 2014 and 2016. In total, six staff worked full time ono 

the project for its duration, but a large number of staff worked part time on the project (including 

fulfilling seasonal contracts). Their time and travel and subsistence costs for them and the 45 
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volunteers who contributed to the project are included as project costs. Advisory officers ran training 

events for 65 Natural England advisors and have shared their expertise with many other external 

advisors through attending 17 external technical events. 

 

E.1, E.2 and E.3 Monitoring actions.  

Summer contract staff and volunteers monitored the stone-curlew population and habitat condition 

each summer, Natural England data helped us assess total numbers of plots and semi-natural habitat 

available, and reports were produced each winter. To avoid duplication, LIFE10/INF/189 

Futurescapes questionnaires were used to monitor the impact of awareness raising in both project 

areas in 2013. New questionnaires were designed specifically for evaluation of stone-curlew project 

events from 2014, and a short simplified questionnaire was designed for use at the Minsmere stone-

curlew information point in 2015 and 2016. Results showed a good number of spontaneous listings 

of stone-curlew as a species associated with the project areas, and the Minsmere questionnaires 

demonstrated the power of television media for awareness raising, with the majority of visitors 

saying they’d first heard about stone-curlews on TV media or Springwatch.  

 

Dissemination actions  

C.6 Awareness raising activities.   

The South West Communications Officer post was replaced by two five month Community 

Engagement posts, in 2014 and 2016. The Eastern England component was modified to employ a 

Community Engagement post in the Brecks, 40% funded by the project, instead of purchasing a nest 

camera at Minsmere reserve. The BBC Springwatch programme filmed the stone-curlews at 

Minsmere, providing the footage free of charge for public engagement in the visitor centre and more 

widely, this programme brought stone-curlews to the attention of over 2 million viewers. Otherwise, 

the outputs of this action in both regions exceed the original objectives in terms of events organised 

and people engaged. 

 

F.1, F.2, F.4 Create and maintain project website, erect LIFE+ information boards, and carry out 

media work. 

The project webpage utilises the RSPB stone-curlew bird guide (which is the first place people find 

when searching ‘stone-curlew’ online) to direct people to project information, there is project 

information on the Brecks Landscape Scale Conservation (Futurescapes) page, the Conservation Page 

in the Stone-curlew Bird Guide, and all associated pages direct readers to the downloads on the 

project page, and regional pages for up to date information on work being carried out. The two project 

Information boards, at Minsmere and Winterbourne Downs reserves have been well received, and 

the outputs of media work have exceeded expectations, with regular local radio slots, and several 

television interviews and articles in both national and local press each year. Those carrying out face 

to face awareness raising under action C6, report awareness seems to be increasing as result of the 

significant amount of media work carried out under action F4. 

 

Evaluation of project implementation 

Advisory actions C2-C4 resulted in safe nesting habitat being created or restored to good condition, 

despite the difficulties utilising agri-environment schemes and project staff worked hard to achieve 

these outputs. However, we have yet to see a clear increase in the proportion of stone-curlews nesting 
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on safe habitat. This is partly due to the increasing difficulty of monitoring the stone-curlew 

population after the loss of 20% of the breeding population in 2013 and reduction in monitoring effort 

in 2015-2016, but will also be due to the fact that it takes time for new habitat to be colonised. The 

flexibility of the project actions has enabled us to be more creative to achieve the project objectives, 

meaning we’ve been able to spend more time achieving qualitative rather than quantitative results, 

for example simplified plot management advice to help farmers maintain suitable bare ground for 

nesting for longer, increasing stone-curlew productivity and tackling the complex drivers of semi-

natural habitat degradation, by developing partnership follow on projects to encourage rabbit 

grazing of heaths. Overall, we have made progress toward the project aims and objectives, facilitating 

a major culture change, and a good After LIFE plan, informed by the 2016-2020 transition strategy 

will ensure that our long term aims are achieved.  

 

Long term results 

The legacy of this project is a reinforced, improved network of protected sites, good agri-environment 

options with better knowledge and farmer networks to support their management, and mechanisms 

already in place or planned for further work to achieve our transition strategy. The team of volunteers 

developed during the project to monitor and protect stone-curlew has grown in 2017 and will 

continue to grow through the Saving Nature Scheme- a new sustainable model to support volunteer 

involvement in species recovery, with experienced volunteers mentoring and managing other 

volunteers. Semi-natural habitat will continue to be restored in Eastern England, through the Brecks 

partnership HLF projects developed alongside the heathland management officer’s advisory work. 

In Wessex it will continue through the Plantlife partnership HLF project ‘Save our Magnificent 

Meadows’. The capacity of farmers to manage their own stone-curlew monitoring and protection has 

increased- with one farmer in 2017 employing a new member of staff for this purpose and others 

working together and using the new scaled down RSPB ‘on call’ nest protection service. NE have 

committed to co-chairing the new UK Stone-curlew Group, which will take forward the strategy and 

lessons learned from this project. As an exemplar species recovery project, the reports, opportunity 

maps and advisory guidance will be useful for many years to come, and it is being used as a case 

study to inform Brexit mitigation. 

 

Financial report 

To mitigate for factors beyond our control, we extended the project timeframe and exceeded the 

original project budget, however, RSPB has been able to make this additional investment to ensure 

the transition strategy for stone-curlews is viable. Savings were made on equipment and 

consumables, helping to cover the additional costs of personnel and travel. An overspend on the 

external assistance category was mainly due to hiring vehicles instead of using fleet vehicles.  Nest 

protection work carried out under Action C1, supported by a full annual population census under 

action E1 had to be continued for longer than hoped to avoid damaging the stone-curlew population. 

Monitoring the stone-curlew population was the most costly action and arguably the most important 

as it underpins every other action- the population must be effectively monitored to target advisory 

and awareness raising actions, and to assess the response of the population to those actions, but we 

reduced the cost of this by recruiting and training more volunteers to carry out monitoring towards 

the end of the project.   
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3. INTRODUCTION 

 

Environmental problem/ issue addressed 

Stone-curlews in the UK declined from the 1930s to under 170 pairs by the late 1980s. The loss of the 

extensive short, broken grassland (semi-natural habitat), they relied on, (mainly a result of 

afforestation, agricultural reforms and urban development) led to more birds nesting on cropped 

farmland where broods were being destroyed by modern farm machinery.  

RSPB recovery projects co funded by Natural England in the Brecks and Wessex, the two UK 

strongholds of the species, commenced in 1985, working with farmers to identify and protect nests at 

risk, and develop agri-environment options to provide safe nesting habitat. Three Natura 2000 sites 

were also designated (Breckland, Porton Down and Salisbury Plain SPAs). Together this led to an 

increase of the population to over 400 pairs in 2011. As a result of the population increase, in 2009 

stone-curlew was downgraded from a UK species of red conservation concern, to amber, and Natural 

England funding ended. 

This recovery was, however reliant on continued species protection (locating and protecting nests on 

cropped land), without which modelling showed the population would decline by 4% per year, and 

for which there was no long term funding. Furthermore, Natura 2000 sites designated for stone-

curlew such as the Ministry of Defence Stanford Training Area (STANTA), within the Breckland SPA 

were significantly underperforming due to insufficient habitat management, and market research 

showed knowledge of stone-curlews, and their vulnerability to disturbance by e.g. dog walkers was 

poor amongst local communities, and the Natura 2000 designation seen as an unwanted barrier to 

economic development.  

 

Information/ communication strategy implemented in function of the environmental 

problem addressed by the project 

Modelling showed that the UK stone-curlew population could be made more sustainable by 

increasing the number of stone-curlews nesting on safe habitat such as fallow plots on arable 

farmland and increasing the amount of suitable semi-natural habitat available.  This project facilitated 

a programme of advisory work designed to bring about a major increase in the amount of safe nesting 

habitat available to stone-curlews: 

 Advice on creation of fallow plots on arable farmland   

 Advisory work to secure c. 390ha extra semi-natural habitat in suitable condition, particularly 

within the three existing Natura 2000 sites. 

 Working with Natural England to strengthen the Natura 2000 network and improve agri-

environment schemes to encourage creation of suitable stone-curlew habitat.  

To address the fact that a proportion of stone-curlews will continue to nest on cropped land, and 

the population will require some form of monitoring as well as continued site protection after the 

project, we also carried out communications to build capacity in the community:  

 Recruitment and training of volunteers to monitor and protect nests in their local areas.  

 Training farmers and other land managers to protect nests on their own cropped land.  
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 Community and decision maker engagement work to engender wider public support for Natura 

2000 site protection and stone-curlew conservation.  

The project was delivered across the whole of the stone-curlew’s UK range, by two regional delivery 

teams: The Salisbury based Wessex Team, which is managed under the RSPB South West England 

Regional Office (SWRO), and the Eastern England Team, which has project staff based both in the 

Brecks Office at Thetford, and at Minsmere Nature Reserve, both of which are managed under the 

Eastern England Regional Office (EERO). 

 

Baseline situation 

In 2012, only 54% of nesting attempts (56% of pairs’ first attempts), were made on safe habitats (either 

fallow plots or semi-natural habitat). In Eastern England, 63% of nests monitored were on other 

habitats including cropped land, of which 55 (21% of all nests) required RSPB intervention (nest 

protection). In Wessex, only 19% of nests monitored were on other habitats including cropped land, 

but to enable fallow plots to be managed to provide late season habitat, some nests on plots also 

needed protection, so in all, 52 (28% of all nests) required RSPB intervention. A Stone-curlew Project 

Officer was employed in Wessex and in the Brecks, each with a team of three seasonal Fieldworkers, 

plus part-time fieldworkers on the Suffolk Coast and North Norfolk to monitor and protect stone-

curlews.  

Following work by NE and the regional Farmland Conservation Officers ahead of the project start 

date, the baseline number of fallow plots was higher than at the time of the project application. By 

2012, in Eastern England the number of arable fallow plots had risen to 101 (69 monitored by RSPB), 

from 72 (52 monitored by RSPB) in 2011. Stone-curlews used 37 (54%) of those monitored by the RSPB, 

nesting on 25 (48%). In Wessex there were 164 fallow plots within arable land of which 67 (41%) were 

used by stone-curlews, 44 (27%) for nesting.   

27 pairs nested on semi-natural sites in Eastern England, and 58 pairs nested on semi-natural sites in 

Wessex (both figures include nesting on plots within grassland). Only 2 pairs nested on STANTA 

Heathland (the main area of Breckland SPA Natura 2000 site) compared to 8 in 2011. The number of 

pairs achieving second broods was declining in both areas. 

 

Stakeholders targeted 

The main target audience for the project was farmers and other land owners/managers in the stone-

curlew target areas who we wanted to provide safer nesting habitat for stone-curlews. However, their 

ability to create stone-curlew habitat relies on access to good agri-environment scheme options, and 

the support of their local communities and long term, greater market support for conservation work 

on farmland in general. Therefore decision makers (both local councillors, members of parliament 

and government agencies), and local communities are also key target audiences. Natural England is 

the main statutory body responsible for both Natura 2000 sites and agri-environment scheme delivery 

in England, so we worked closely with NE advisors to improve the Natura 2000 sites for stone-curlew 

and develop stone-curlew options for the Countryside Stewardship agri-environment scheme. 
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Monitoring of the project impact 

The stone-curlew population and the amount and quality of safe habitat were monitored annually 

during the project, and reviewed at a technical meeting in November each year, allowing concerns to 

be raised ahead of the strategic steering group meeting each January. Event feedback questionnaires 

were reviewed annually and an evaluation of the impact of our awareness raising was conducted at 

the end of the project. Some of the impacts of the project will not be quantifiable until some years 

after the project however, as it will take time for stone-curlew to colonise new habitat created or 

restored. A UK Stone-curlew Group was established at the end of the project to oversee future 

monitoring of progress towards our 2016-2020 stone-curlew transition strategy and after LIFE plan.  

 

Socio economic context 

The project areas are popular tourist destinations with thriving towns at their heart which want to 

grow- we aimed to engender pride from the local community in the stone-curlew as a flagship species. 

Firstly we hoped people would therefore both value the revenue stone-curlews bring as tourist 

attractions in themselves, and want to protect stone-curlew nest sites from inappropriate local 

development, and recreational disturbance. Secondly, we hoped this would result in farms ultimately 

realising a premium for their produce as nature friendly farms. In the short term however, farmers 

lose income by taking arable land out of production to create stone-curlew nesting habitat, therefore 

agri-environment schemes with well funded habitat management options are crucial, we therefore 

worked with Natural England to ensure options were viable for farmers. The rabbit encouragement 

project developed to restore semi-natural habitat after the LIFE project, will potentially tap into the 

growing market for rabbit meat, creating new market support for stone-curlew habitat management. 

Hopefully the increased awareness of stone-curlews will also help ensure that wildlife and agri-

environment funding continues to be protected post Brexit.  

 

Expected long term results  

The individual agri-environment scheme agreements, secured during this project will expire between 

the years 2021 and 2024, until then, delivery of stone-curlew habitat is contractual. Within Natura 

2000 sites, the strengthened Favourable Condition Tables of the SSSIs which underpin their 

designation will oblige landowners to maintain suitable habitat for stone-curlew indefinitely. Where 

appropriate landowners may apply for agri-environment funding to do so, and SSSIs are and should 

remain a top priority for agri-environment.  

A potential long term risk would be any weakening of the Birds and Habitats Directives which protect 

stone-curlew and its habitats, so in the second half of the project we engaged in the RSPB ‘defence of 

the directives’ led by the head of sites policy who sits on the project steering group, and raised 

awareness of the impact of Brexit on species like stone-curlew. Project staff have also been working 

on other longer term mechanisms, such as encouraging rabbits, and supporting the establishment of 

farmer led initiatives, which we hope will provide a long-term framework for sustainable stone-

curlew conservation. As a result of the project, local landowners and communities will have more 

involvement in and ownership of stone-curlew conservation so will be more likely to help stone-

curlews in the future. 
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The stone-curlew recovery project is widely used as an example of successful species recovery 

through conservationist-farmer partnerships, and is an exemplar for other species recovery projects. 

This project represents the final phase of a species recovery journey, and the lessons learned will 

influence the design many other projects around the world.  
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4. ADMINISTRATIVE PART 
 

Action  

A.1 Manage project effectively and efficiently   

A.2 Monitor project progress  

A.3 Commission external audit  

A.4 Prepare after-LIFE communication plan  

A.5 Carry out networking activities   

 

As in previous reports, actions are reported as follows:  

1. Budget foreseen, and total amount spent 

2. National overview & evaluation and where appropriate, report on central activities 

3. Eastern England team report on activities 

4. Wessex team report on activities 

  

Note on Project Areas 

Work in the two project areas described in the grant application as southwest England and southeast 

England is reported jointly as work carried out by the ‘Wessex’ team.  

 

4.1. Description of the management system 

The Project was managed centrally by a Project Manager based in the Nature Recovery Team at RSPB 

Headquarters, who reported to the head of Nature Recovery and the Stone-curlew Project Steering 

Group. There are two regional project delivery teams, based in Eastern England and Wessex 

respectively, where the core areas of the UK stone-curlew population occur.  

 

Project areas:  

 

Eastern England:  

1. Core Brecks population area (actions delivered by the Brecks Team based in Thetford)  

2. North West Norfolk satellite population (actions delivered by the Brecks Team)  

3. Suffolk Coast satellite population (actions delivered jointly by the Minsmere RSPB Nature Reserve 

team, and the RSPB Brecks Team)  

Wessex:  

1. Core Wessex population (on the border of South West and South East operational regions,  actions 

are all delivered by the Wessex Team based in Salisbury)  

2. Small Oxfordshire/Berkshire border population (on the border of South East and Midlands 

operational regions, actions delivered by the Wessex Team based in Salisbury) 

3. Small Sussex Downs population (actions are delivered jointly by the RSPB Wessex Team, based in 

Salisbury, and South East England RSPB Farm Conservation Officer)  

The Wessex team and all Wessex project work was managed as a whole by South West England 

regional staff for efficiency.  
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Figure 1 RSPB Operational Regions 

Wessex project work (and the Wessex project team)) is managed within the South West England Region (9), 

even though the Wessex project area extends partly into the South East England Region (10) and Midlands 

Region (8). Eastern England Region project work is delivered mainly by the Brecks Team, and managed 

within the Eastern England Region (7) 
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Action A.1. Manage project effectively and efficiently  
 

Budget: 240,758€  Total spend: 365,007€  

 

NATIONAL OVERVIEW 

 

  

Figure 2 Summary organogram of the project management structure in place throughout the project 

 

Project Manager Role 

The Project Manager (Emily Field) was based in the Nature Recovery Team at RSPB Headquarters, 

however for practical reasons worked from the Brecks office which saved on travel costs for this 

action. The Project Manager had overall responsibility for ensuring project objectives were delivered 

within budget and appropriate timeframe, and also oversight of the national stone-curlew transition 

strategy. As stone-curlew ‘species lead’, she raised serious issues or resource needs at Farmland 

Nature Recovery Group meetings. She also received support from Conservation managers and 

Steering group, and met regularly with regional leads to plan and review project progress.  

 

Project Steering Group  

The Project Steering Group continued to meet twice yearly, to provide guidance to the project 

manager and help make project management decisions throughout the project. To help facilitate the 

end of project transition strategy, two additional Natural England Representatives joined the group. 

Dougal McNeil, Natural England, was co-opted to the group at the meeting in Norwich on 9 February 

2016 to help address issues with Countryside Stewardship. James Philips from Natural England also 
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took part in the final meeting on 31 January 2017.  James Philips will be chairing the first meeting of 

the post LIFE project UK stone-curlew group which will oversee the future of stone-curlew 

monitoring, agri-environment options and site protection measures for stone-curlews into the future. 

See Annex 01 for latest minutes. 

 

Technical Group 

Core project delivery staff from across the UK met to discuss technical/ delivery issues as required. 

See CD Annex 02 - Minutes of Stone-curlew Technical Group meetings.  

Main annual 2 day meetings:  

 

Date Location What covered 

26/03/2013 Wessex 2012 season review, 2013 season planning and review of objectives and 

actions 

22/10/2013 The Brecks 2013 season review and monitoring, plot management and predation 

workshops 

12/11/2014 Wessex 2014 season review and planning for 2015 actions 

09/11/2015 The Brecks 2015 season review, planning for 2016 actions, and monitoring 

workshop with Saving Nature Scheme project manager.  

08/12/2016 

 

Wessex 2016 season review, discussion on plot management trial conclusions, 

and end of project deliverables planning.  

Additional technical meetings:  

03/03/ 2014 Telephone Plot management task force workshop- planning for 2014 plot 

management trials 

05/06/2014 Telephone Volunteering development workshop  

29/08/2014 Telephone Monitoring planning meeting- next steps 

24/09/2014 Telephone Countryside Stewardship options workshop- planning for 

prescriptions and targeting consultation 

20/08/2015 The Lodge Review of data management and monitoring protocols 

01/09/2015 The Brecks STANTA project meeting 

 

Communications Group  

A communications group was established at the beginning of the project and met in January 2013 to 

plan delivery of dissemination materials including media articles and information boards. Non-

essential communications were put on hold during an RSPB wide communications moratorium in 

2013 while RSPB brand was re-designed. Following this, the communications plan was used to track 

progress and the project manager worked directly with the appropriate individual staff to produce 

all project communications (CD Annex 03- Communications plan, Media plan and briefing).  The 

stone-curlew project was listed on the RSPB’s priority communications plan throughout 2015, and 

project communications staff met in January 2015 by teleconference to plan 2015 media using the 

theme of the 30th anniversary of stone curlew conservation and associated events. This enabled us to 

deliver more media towards action C6, raising awareness of stone-curlews to a wider audience than 

before. It also helped to deliver action F.4 producing some targeted media articles to disseminate 

information about the project. Communications Group met on 5 January 2016 and then in smaller 

groups through Autumn/ winter 2016 to plan end of project media, summary report, heroes booklet 

and the end of project conference. 
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Monthly meetings between Project Manager and Regional Leads 

Every month the Project Manager held a teleconference with the regional Project Managers to discuss 

progress that month and forthcoming work, and note any actions required to ensure that the project 

objectives were met. Following these a project update was sent out to Steering Group and other 

project staff so that everyone was informed about progress and issues arising see (CD Annex 01 and 

Annex 01 (latest paper versions)- Monthly updates to steering group.  

 

Interim steering meetings 

In the last 18 months of the project interim meetings of a subset of Steering Group members were 

held.  The project sponsor, regional conservation managers and project manager met to plan for the 

layman’s report, project conference and UK group terms of reference and plan how to solve issues 

with Countryside Stewardship.  Regional leads also attended one of these meetings. In hindsight, 

other members of Steering Group might better have supported the project better in an advisory 

capacity rather than as members of the Steering Group.  

 

Natural England involvement  

Regional teams met with Natural England area leads at least twice a year to coordinate delivery of 

Actions C1-C5. To increase Natural England involvement in Eastern England, Dougal McNeil, area 

lead for Norfolk and Suffolk was co-opted onto the Steering Group from September 2015. A reminder 

of the LIFE project targets and NE commitment was circulated via regional meetings with Natural 

England advisors in August 2015 (CD Progress Annex 04- Update on LIFE targets for NE). We used 

the end of project conference to re-engage a wider range of external stakeholders and prospective 

members of the post project UK stone-curlew steering group. This group will set targets and delegate 

actions to the relevant organisations beyond the LIFE project, alleviating the need for RSPB led stone-

curlew interventions and land management advice.  

 

Administrative and project management support  

The project benefitted from the invaluable support of the RSPB International Financial Management 

Unit (IFMU), not charged to the project. IFMU collated all timesheets and financial or administrative 

documents (for all LIFE projects), and provided the project Manager with regular updates on the 

Status of the Statement of Project Expenditure (SoE) and any issues arising. We recognised that 

sharing of information and support between the Project Managers of different LIFE projects needed 

improvement, and therefore established a quarterly project managers’ discussion group in 2016 

 

Workspace  

All project documents are kept on a Sharepoint workspace on the RSPB Intranet, ensuring all RSPB 

project staff can easily access all project documentation (it will also be used after the project for all 

stone-curlew related information).  
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Project Phases  

The project did not have distinct phases and work on the C actions in particular was constant 

throughout the project, however there were naturally some differences between years, highlighted 

below: 

 

Year 1: Planning and Internal communication;  

Agreement of big wins and prioritisation and adaptation of project actions to meet the 

challenges of the external political environment and ecological issues. 

Year 2: External Communication; 

Raising awareness of what stone-curlews need to become sustainable, focus on F actions 

and Action C5- developing long term mechanisms.  

Year 3: Developing our long term strategy; 

Securing internal support for strategy; Reviewing progress toward project actions to 

inform work programme in final year of project.  

Year 4: Cementing future partnerships and procedures, and sharing lessons.  

End of project actions and publications- conference, layman’s report, heroes booklet, 

monitoring protocols and technical information notes in place of advisory sheets.  

 

EASTERN ENGLAND  

 
Figure 3 Organogram of the Eastern England project management structure. 
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Heath and Farm Group 

This group reviewed and planned delivery of stone-curlew LIFE+ project actions C1, C2, C3, C4 across 

Eastern England (The Brecks, Suffolk Coast and North Norfolk), meeting three times a year, it 

includes all key project staff, as well as relevant area and operations managers 

 

Brecks Comms Group 

This group met three times per year, and included a member of the Eastern England Region 

Communications Team as well as the Brecks team. At this meeting, communications work (including 

the stone-curlew LIFE+ project C6 action) was reviewed and planned by audience (farmers, decision 

makers, local residents and partners). 

 

WESSEX 

 

Figure 4 Organogram of the Wessex project management structure 

 

Regional Project Manager (Regional lead) 

Delivery of project actions in Wessex was managed by the Wessex Farmland Project Manager (Nick 

Tomalin, South West England Conservation team), based at the Wessex Team office in Salisbury. 

Nick Tomalin directly line managed the Project Advisory Officer, all seasonal Project Assistants and 

the Community Engagement Officers. He also liaised with all other relevant staff in the South West, 

South East and Midlands RSPB regions to coordinate delivery of project actions across Wessex.  
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Regular regional team meetings  

Monthly Wessex team meetings and quarterly communications planning and review meetings were 

held throughout the project, coordinated by the Wessex Project Manager to ensure actions were 

progressing well, and project events scheduled.  

 

Budgets, accommodation and equipment  

Staff in Wessex shared the existing RSPB Wessex Office in Salisbury, (in the heart of the Wessex core 

stone-curlew population area), so there was no cost to the project for accommodation. However, the 

office was small for the number of people it housed so desk rotas were used, making use of more 

volunteers more difficult. There were regional budget shortfalls which had a knock on effect on the 

project funding and resourcing. This resulted in the reduction of the full-time Communication 

Officer’s contract length and loss of the South-East region funded North Wessex farmland bird 

advisor role, the LIFE grant however did cover new equipment for new staff. 
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Action A.2. Monitor project progress  

 
Budget: 16,407€  Spent: 35,696€   

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Monthly meetings 

Monthly Progress was monitored by the Project Manager through the monthly meetings with 

regional leads, followed up by the monthly progress update to Project Steering Group and the Astrale 

Monitoring team. This proved very useful in keeping the Commission up to date, and allowing any 

issues to be discussed early.  

 

Regular reviews of work programmes 

Work programmes were set annually and reviewed at monthly meetings to ensure progress.  

See Annex 29 for an example of the Eastern England reporting sheet used by staff to update the 

regional lead and project manager monthly on progress towards individual project actions and 

targets.  

 

Financial monitoring and timesheets 

The established centralised system for LIFE timesheet submission and financial reporting made 

monitoring project expenditure fairly simple. Transaction reports for all project expenditure over the 

four internal cost centres involved were automatically emailed to the Project Manager, and regional 

project managers monthly, allowing spend to be monitored monthly.  

 

The RSPB Project Management Framework 

This was developed in 2012 and adopted by all Project Managers. It is continuously improved, using 

the experience of the myriad projects managed by RSPB, and is further supported by a Project 

Management Forum on an RSPB intranet workspace. 

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

This action cost more than anticipated mostly due to the extra time spent by the Project Manager 

preparing reports to the LIFE+ Commission. This was because the Project Manager had to seek and 

collect more qualitative information to assess project progress, rather than simply track progress 

towards quantitative targets, due to the complexity of the habitat outputs. Secondly, additional time 

was needed to gather the extra details requested from the Commission, and for the new 2014 report 

format. Staff interpreted the breakdown between actions differently, not knowing which actions to 

put time against as there are many actions with similar objectives, and therefore tracking progress 

and spend on each individual action was sometimes problematic.  

 

Despite the clear project objectives, actions and deliverables, tracking progress towards actions was 

difficult because it took time to establish the culture of informing the Project Manager about work 

carried out, and staff were initially unsure what work was relevant to the project. Several different 
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ways to capture project progress were trialled, as different teams preferred different ways of 

reporting. The action reporting sheet set up at the start of the project was considered to be too onerous, 

use of a task list in the project workspace was also trialled, but only two people used it, therefore 

teams opted for more informal monthly updates through regional leads. In Eastern England a project 

reporting sheet was introduced in 2015 to help the regional lead capture progress to help report on 

LIFE project actions and HLF project actions together- the majority of staff completed this monthly, 

but again, the way they reported against numerical targets was inconsistent and therefore difficult to 

interpret.  

 

Where actions or deliverables were funded through regional RSPB cost centres (the match funding 

element of the project) rather than directly from the grant cost centre, some staff forgot to record them 

as project actions, and this increased the amount of time chasing evidence expenditure and 

deliverables later. The Project Manager therefore had to be more proactive in seeking information 

from project staff regularly and utilise the monthly 1:1s with regional leads efficiently.  
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Action A.3. Commission external audit  

 
Budget: 9,040€  Spent: 2,938€ 

As required an independent auditor was selected, and they verified the financial statements provided 

in the final report. This clearly shows that the RSPB has followed national legislation and accounting 

rules, and certifies that all costs incurred are in line with the LIFE+ Common Provisions (See Annex 

2 of the Financial Report). 
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Action A.4. Prepare after-LIFE communication plan  
 

Budget: 0€  

 

Our after LIFE plan (see Annex 02), based on delivering the 2016-2020 stone-curlew strategy after the 

project, was written by the Project Manager in consultation with regional leads and Steering Group. 

It will be used as a reference for all RSPB staff involved in delivery of the strategy and stone-curlew 

communications after the project. It aims to guide how we will deliver our 2016-2020 strategy, as well 

as disseminate information about the LIFE project. 

 

In summary, it sets out how we will:   

 

a) Communicate:  

1. Our vision of ‘A viable population of stone-curlews in the UK, which is not reliant on 

intervention from RSPB fieldworkers.’  

2. The main messages listed in the plan  

3. The lessons learned from the LIFE project  

 

b) Deliver our strategy (see Annex 03):  

1. Advocate for further restoration/creation of semi-natural habitat  

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

land and where appropriate, on semi-natural habitat  

3. Reduce monitoring and interventions (fieldwork) by RSPB staff off reserves  

4. Engage other stakeholders  

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 

7. Integrate stone-curlew work with other conservation programmes  

8. Provide habitat for 32 stone-curlews (6% of the target UK population) on RSPB reserves  

9. Protect key sites  

 

c) Measure success  

1. Report on progress towards the targets set out in the 2016-2020 strategy 

 

In summary, the main messages that we plan to convey after the project are that fallow plots are an 

effective solution to protect stone-curlews nesting within crops; that communities need to help 

protect ‘their’ local stone-curlews; and that stone-curlews are a flagship species for the rich 

biodiversity of the semi-natural habitats of breck grass heath and chalk downland. Post-project 

communication will involve existing publicity tools such as the project website and information 

boards; the continued distribution of project publications such as the summary report, conference 

report and information notes; and face-to-face liaison as and when possible and appropriate.  
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Action A.5. Carry out networking activities  
 

Budget: 23,310€  Spent: 29,751€  
 

Contact with other projects: The Project Manager communicated with several stone-curlew 

conservation projects across Europe to share stone-curlew recovery expertise, including Markus 

Meyer (Germany) and Carol Attie (LPO France); Thierry Rigaux (France) to share roost data, and Paul 

Adlam and Christophe d’Adamo (LPO Rhone) to discuss their experience of community stone-

curlew monitoring and using town council funding. She was also contacted by a United Arab 

Emirates stone-curlew captive breeding programme and an Austrian Stone-curlew project.   

 

LIFE IPENS project workshop, Peterborough 29/07/13: This event provided an opportunity to 

discuss the issues affecting delivery of project actions in Natura 2000 sites in a national all species 

context with key representatives of Natural England, JNCC and Environment Agency. Some of the 

key themes identified at the workshop were grazing regimes and minimising disturbance.   

 

Lowestoft Local Group AGM 02/05/14: Emily Field was invited to speak - A 45 minute talk delivered 

on the project plus background to stone-curlew conservation and species recovery.  

 

LIFE project seminar: Rale de Genets (Corncrake) Seminar, Picardie, France, 21-24/05/14: Our 

presentation also covered two previous relevant RSPB LIFE projects: LIFE08INF/UK/214 (Farmland 

birds) and LIFE08NAT/UK/204 (Machair). While the importance of working closely with farmers was 

recognised as common to all in attendance, delegates were keen to learn from our experience of 

community engagement and volunteer development.  

 

Green Week: Biodiversity, Brussels 03-05/06/15: This conference was useful to the project manager 

who actively took part in question sessions, to gain ideas for stakeholder, community, business and 

political engagement in stone-curlew and farm wildlife conservation.  

 

LIFE project conference: IPENS end of project conference, Roehampton, UK, 21/05/15: The project 

manager attended the IPENS LIFE conference in Richmond taking part in the workshop discussions 

on grazing and recreational disturbance on Natura 2000 sites.  

 

LIFE Platform meeting: Exit strategies, Woking, UK, 10/12/15: The project manager was invited to 

share lessons learned from the Stone-curlew LIFE project on ‘planning for a staged reduction’.  

 

LIFE project conference: Conserving Biodiversity on Military Sites, Nimes, France 30/06/16 

(Attended by Robert Hawkes, Nick Tomalin and Lisa Wade (DIO)). A bilingual project poster was 

displayed (Annex 04- Nimes Conference Poster) and a presentation focussing on STANTA habitat 

restoration was delivered to c.120 delegates from across the EU and further afield involved in 

conservation on military sites (Annex 04- Nimes Conference Presentation). Quality conversations 

were held with >30 people. This provided several useful international contacts and helped reinforce 

our relationship with the DIO on MoD sites and subsequently secure further habitat restoration.  
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UEA STANTA ground disturbance tour 30/09/16 (Project led): Around 30 people from UEA 

attended a coach tour of STANTA habitat restoration and presentation on the stone-curlew GPS 

tagging work. 

 

RSPB Sherwood Forest and Lodge Reserve Teams visit to Brecks 27/10/16 (Project led: 10 people 

attended to see the ground disturbance work being carried out at Weeting and Brandon Heath (part 

of the HLF Breaking new ground project), with the view of adopting these techniques on other RSPB 

heathland sites.  

 

Birkbeck University Lecture  

The stone-curlew LIFE project was used as an example of how the RSPB tackles species recovery, in 

a lecture to illustrate decision making and using the ‘conservation toolkit’.  

 

Europarc Siggen Seminar: Sustainable Agriculture, Holstein, Germany, 10-12/03/17  

We were invited to deliver a key note presentation covering lessons learned from the Farmland Birds 

and Stone-curlew LIFE projects, and help formulate a vision for sustainable agriculture in parks and 

protected areas across Europe.  

 

Networking within the RSPB 

The project manager coordinated the Lowland Heathland Nature Recovery Group for a year and 

attended as a corresponding member of this and the farmland group for three years giving her the 

opportunity to find and address common issues for stone-curlews and other priority species which 

rely on semi-natural habitat. This helped to facilitate the STANTA ground disturbance project, Tetrad 

monitoring survey trial and some communications around stone-curlews and the importance of 

heathland. She also attended the Nature Recovery Unit team meetings, Species and Habitats 

Departmentals, and a Nature Recovery Group (NRG): Nature Conservation Portfolio Board (NCPB) 

meeting.  Regional staff attended area team meetings and Regional gatherings regularly.  

 

Talks to local groups 

Regular talks to local groups were also carried out by the Project Manager, and regional leads. 

Developing relationships with members of local groups often results in volunteer recruitment and 

greater sharing of stone-curlew sightings.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5 Robert Hawkes delivers a presentation on the Stone-curlew LIFE project at the Nimes LIFE 

Conference on Conserving Biodiversity on Military Sites.
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Action Description 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I 

A. Project management and monitoring of project progress: 

A.1 Manage project effectively and  Proposed                    

 efficiently Actual                    

A.2 Monitor project progress Proposed                    

  Actual                    

A.3 Commission external audit Proposed                    

  Actual                    

A.4 Prepare after-LIFE  Proposed                    

 communication plan Actual                    

A.5 Carry out networking activities Proposed                    

  Actual                    

B. Preparatory actions: 

B.1 Create ‘opportunity maps’ to 

guide work 
Proposed                    

 Semi-natural habitat – Eastern 

England 
Actual                    

 Semi-natural habitat – Southern 

England 
Actual                    

 Arable farmland Actual                    

 Protected areas Actual                    

C. Communication actions / awareness raising campaigns: 

C.1 Advise farmers on how to protect  Proposed                    

 stone-curlews on cropped 

farmland 
Actual                    

C.2 Advise farmers and landowners 

how to create suitable fallow 
Proposed                    

 

 

 

 

plots on arable land Actual                    
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Action Description 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I 

C.3 Advise farmers and other private  Proposed                    

 landowners on how to restore, 

maintain and create suitable 

semi-natural habitat 

Actual                    

C.4 Advise public bodies and other 

large organisations on semi 
Proposed                    

 -natural habitat Actual                    

C.5 Promote the development and  Proposed                    

 strengthening of long-term 

mechanisms of conservation 
Actual                    

C.6 Carry out awareness-raising 

activities 
Proposed                    

  Actual                    

D. Training activities: 

D.1 Recruit and train project staff Proposed                    

  Actual                    

D.2 Train volunteers Proposed                    

  Actual                    

D.3 Train external advisors Proposed                    

  Actual                    

E. Monitoring of the project impact on the main target audience and on the environmental problem targeted: 

E.1 Monitor stone-curlew population 

and habitat use annually 
Proposed                    

  Actual                    

E.2 Monitor quantity and quality of 

safe nesting habitat 
Proposed                    

  Actual                    

E.2 Monitor impact of awareness-

raising work 
Proposed                    

 

 

 Actual                    
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Action Description 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I II III IV I 

F. Communication and dissemination of the project and its results: 

F.1 Create and maintain project web 

pages 
Proposed                    

  Actual                    

F.2 Erect LIFE+ information boards Proposed                    

  Actual                    

F.3 Prepare layman’s report Proposed                    

  Actual                    

F.4 Carry out media work to 

disseminate information 
Proposed                    

 about the project Actual                    

F.5 Organise end-of-project  Proposed                    

 conference Actual                    

Figure 6 Gantt chart 
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4.2. Evaluation of the management system 

The management structure of the project described in section 4.1 enabled efficient delivery of project 

actions, and although it took a few months to establish an effective management system 

(communication protocols), overall the project was well managed to deliver its objectives.  

 

Communication between the project manager and regional project leads was very good as was 

communication with the project monitor. The management could have been further improved by 

greater communication and collaboration with senior regional RSPB and Natural England staff so 

that they could better support the regional teams to deliver project objectives.  

 

The particular issue with this project was that it required a step change in our approach to stone-

curlew conservation, after 30 years of successful work. We under-estimated the effort required to 

drive this change effectively, inclusively and collaboratively. We also lost the support of the Senior 

Conservation Scientist, Rhys Green in July 2014 partly due to concerns over the resource reduction 

strategy (the risk that reducing resources prematurely may damage the stone-curlew population) 

while that was disappointing, we now have the support of other Senior Conservation Scientists and 

have agreed a safeguard under the ‘golden rules of resource reduction’, so staff now feel assured that 

the strategy is the correct one and are therefore more motivated to deliver the project actions. 

 

The project manager delivered talks to other project managers and species recovery officers to share 

lessons learned from managing this project, and helped to establish a ‘project manager’s discussion 

group’, so that project managers can support each other, as the position can be quite isolated at times.  

 

Having a project manager with overview of both regions did prove useful, despite having regional 

project managers, and this structure will be maintained after the project, with a central species lead 

overseeing data analysis, annual reporting to RBBP and coordination of the external UK stone-curlew 

group.  

 

Perhaps the main obstacle to effective project management came from the RSPB’s IT systems. Both 

hardware and software worked slowly when using large Word, Excel or GIS files, and it was difficult 

to extract financial information for the Statements of Expenditure from the ‘eBis’ expenses system. IT 

problems proved challenging to resolve quickly at times due to the sheer volume of issues logged 

with the IT department from all over the RSPB. 

 

The system for managing timesheets also had its challenges. Specifically, internal policies relating to 

the collation of timesheets sometimes led to delays in the receipt of these sheets at headquarters. 

These policies will be reviewed as part of a post-project stock-take. 

 

Project management lessons learned 

 

1. Invest more time in internal communication  

We should have spent more time communicating with existing staff during project development and 

at the start of the project, to ensure that everyone was ‘on board’ with the project objectives and fully 

understood their role and project requirements. Communication of the project objective with a review 

of progress at regular intervals would also have been beneficial to keep everyone focussed on the 



Final Report, June 2017 

31 

goal. Staff assuming project roles mid way through the project also should have been given more 

thorough inductions to the project- this was particularly weak in the case of communication teams 

where a large number of people share workload and someone might support project communications 

only once or twice.  
 

2. Invest in good IT equipment and staff training 

There was budget for IT equipment but this was not fully utilised in an effort to save money centrally. 

Training staff to use Excel and GIS fully would also have saved time in the long run.  
  

3. Establish good data management systems early  

One of the main challenges of project management was procuring the necessary data for decision 

making (planning) and reporting (measuring success). Data was stored in myriad different places, in 

different formats. One of the most important legacies of the stone-curlew LIFE project is a new central, 

comprehensive and user friendly database of stone-curlew breeding, colour ringing and habitat 

available, which can be shared with Natural England. Natural England staff did not always have the 

capacity to provide the information required for reporting on delivery of project actions so how 

Natural England and RSPB would share data should have been set out more clearly in the 

memorandum of understanding (CD Annex 04) signed at the start of the project, to enable more 

regular and timely updates on plot numbers, and greater collaboration on opportunity mapping.  
 

4. Review and share the budget regularly  

A lot of time could have been saved by all staff using reference numbers for budget lines, and 

correctly using the project codes, cost centres, and account numbers.  
 

5. Report annually 

The reporting dates were amended slightly to allow us to report at the end of each breeding season, 

and feed back on technical group discussions. This was very useful, and annual reporting should be 

included in all future projects where there is an annual cycle.  
 

6. Secure effective and appropriate Steering Group membership 

Project Steering Group members should have access to the necessary information and the experience 

and the authority to overcome barriers to project delivery. The main stone-curlew project Steering 

Group, which met only twice a year, was too large and ineffective.  It would have worked better as a 

smaller group with more direct contact with project delivery staff. Some members of the steering 

group were not directly involved in the project and did not have time to read the monthly updates, 

these members could have supported the project better through regular 1:1 communication with the 

Project Manager instead to provide help and advice on specific issues relevant to their area of 

expertise. To resolve this, in the last 18 months of the project interim meetings were held with the 

project sponsor and regional conservation managers only, which helped to plan for the layman’s 

report, project conference and UK group terms of reference and plan how to solve issues with 

Countryside Stewardship.     
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5. TECHNICAL PART 
 

5.1. Actions undertaken  

 

Action 

B.1 Create ‘opportunity maps’ to guide advisory and advocacy work 

C.1 Advise farmers on how to minimise disturbance of breeding stone-curlews and 

destruction of nests on cropped land 

C.2 Advise farmers and landowners on how to create suitable fallow plots on arable farmland 

C.3 Advise farmers and other private landowners on how to restore, maintain and create 

suitable semi-natural habitat 

C.4 Advise public bodies and other large organisations on the improvement and creation of 

semi-natural habitat 

C.5 Promote the development and strengthening of agri-environment schemes and other long-

term mechanisms to support stone-curlew conservation 

D.1 Recruit and train project staff 

D.2 Recruit and train volunteers 

D.3 Train external advisors 

E.1 Monitor stone-curlew population and habitat use annually 

E.2 Monitor quantity and quality of safe nesting habitat 
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Action B.1: Create ‘opportunity maps’ to guide advisory and advocacy work  
 

Budget: 3,728€  Total spend: 30,629€  
 

Overview and evaluation 
 

The cost of Biodiversity Assessments such as that used on STANTA (as opposed to simply lists of 

opportunities or mapping target areas) represents extremely good value for money, and something 

that we should advocate to other similar projects. It directly informed the site’s habitat management 

plan which will increase nesting opportunities for stone-curlew.   

 

By utilising this 6,220€ on action B1, a significantly greater amount of habitat was secured under 

action C4, and lowered the cost of C4, this way of working has increased expenditure on action B.1, 

but saved money overall, and achieved more than original estimates.  

 

All opportunity maps were prepared using either the RSPBs online mapping system ‘Merlin’, or Arc 

GIS, using compatible digital map layers which are stored indefinitely for future use. This makes the 

most of existing map licenses owned by the RSPB but some new digital map/data layers have been 

required which partly accounted for the higher cost of this action.  

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  Produce and annually review opportunity maps covering 129,300ha 

(Brecks: 103,200 ha; Suffolk Coast: 20,800 ha; North Norfolk: 5,300 ha) 

Output achieved: - Brecks Grass heath assessment (5,050ha of grass heath sites assessed) 

- STANTA brief biodiversity assessment maps (3300ha grass heath audited by 

UEA with management recommendations).  

- Suffolk Coast arable and heath opportunity maps (56,071ha) 

- North Norfolk arable opportunity map (57,122ha)  

- Brecks arable opportunity map (101,747ha) 

Main Staff:  Robert Hawkes, Andrew Holland 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 

 
Brecks Grass Heath Assessment  

The Stone-curlew Project Officer conducted a re-assessment of the heath identified in the 2011 grass-

heath assessment project report (CD Annex Inception 08 - grass heath assessment), taking into 

account limiting factors such as recreational pressure and identifying a priority list of sites at which 

the Heathland Project Officer should target work to increase numbers of nesting stone-curlew. A 

review of progress was also conducted at the end of the project (Annex 05 – Grass Heath Assessment 

review).  
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STANTA Brief  

The Brecks Projects Manager commissioned UEA to carry out a biodiversity audit of STANTA with 

management recommendations in conjunction with NE, MoD and other Brecks Biodiversity Delivery 

Group (BBDG) partners in Autumn 2012. The Project Manager then agreed the scope and budget and 

the Heathland Management Officer (appointed in April 2013) subsequently worked closely with UEA 

to ensure that it fulfilled the aims of the LIFE+ Project. The Project Manager attended a final meeting 

to agree and approve the representation of the final results. The report and accompanying 

opportunity map (CD Annex B MTR, Annex 8 & 9) demonstrated to the MoD and their tenant grazier, 

the value of stone-curlew conservation to other taxa and how it could be targeted across 3300ha 

grassland, to increase the amount of bare ground for nesting stone-curlews by 900%. This directly 

supported the ground disturbance plan detailed in Action C.4.  

 

Arable Targeting maps  

Opportunity maps were completed for all three areas (Brecks, Suffolk Coast, north Norfolk) and a 

some suitable soils layer created for future use. These maps show which farms are in agri-

environment schemes (Natural England data), allowing the Project Advisory Officer to target advice 

to where the soil is suitable, there are records of stone-curlew nearby (using RSPB data), and time and 

tailor advice according to the status of their agri-environment agreement (See action C2 for details).  

 

NW Norfolk and Suffolk coast grass-heath opportunity maps 

We mapped out the current extent of Heathland habitat in both areas, and then undertook a detailed 

audit on some of the sites (visiting the site and seeing what can be done to improve conditions for 

stone-curlew). An opportunity map of existing heathland and target areas for heathland restoration 

on the Suffolk Coast was produced in 2014 (CD Annex B MTR, Annex 08).  

 

Brecks Semi-natural habitat creation opportunity map  

Through the Brecks Biodiversity Delivery Group (chaired by the Brecks Projects Manager) we secured 

some financial assistance from Natural England’s ‘Innovation Fund’ towards the more detailed 

Cranfield soil maps required for the grass-heath creation opportunity mapping project. This work 

was carried out by the Heathland Management Officer between October 2015 and March 2017 to 

inform the After LIFE plan and 2016-2020 strategy objectives of advocating for more semi-natural 

habitat restoration (CD Annex C Progress, Annex 08- Brecks Ecological Networks Project Outline and 

maps and report produced).  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

The timescale for opportunity mapping was pushed back in the first year of the project to allow 

project advisory officers to focus on assisting farmers with their HLS agreement applications before 

the scheme closed.  
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WESSEX 
 

Target:  Produce and annually review opportunity maps covering 201,600ha 

(Wessex: 189,900 ha; Berkshire/Oxfordshire Downs: 11,700 ha)  

Output achieved: Annual Plot occupancy maps produced to target Action C2, C3, and C4 

across Wessex. 

Main Staff:  Nick Tomalin, Charlotte Bruce-White, Kevin Rylands 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Annual arable advice targeting maps 

Created annually throughout the project using up to date plot provision and stone-curlew nesting 

graphical data- these showed in which areas more plots were needed, and in which areas there was 

a surplus of plots. The production of these maps helped to familiarise the new project advisory officer 

with their work area in Autumn 2014, and target their proactive advisory work thereafter, ensuring 

that NE and other advisors knew where new plots would be needed, and where more plots would 

not be a priority.   

 

Semi-natural habitat auditing on Salisbury Plain  

Some preliminary opportunity mapping of Salisbury Plain was completed by Kevin Rylands in 

September 2015. The draft summary of priority species’ responses to fallow plots on Salisbury Plain 

is included (CD Annex C Progress Annex 09- Fallow plot effect on priority species- Salisbury Plain). 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
Several of the files used for previous opportunity mapping projects which we’d planned on using for 

this project could not be found. It was not possible to replace this detailed land use information in the 

timeframe we had and with our current expertise. Therefore the opportunity maps used only the 

locations of stone-curlews, existing fallow plots and existing semi-natural habitat to inform project 

actions. We also felt it would not be an efficient use of time to spend more resources on mapping 

opportunity for semi-natural habitat as the delivery mechanisms were insufficient to persuade 

farmers to restore semi-natural on productive arable land. (See action C.3)  
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Action C.1. Advise farmers on how to minimise disturbance of breeding 

stone-curlews and destruction of nests on cropped land.   
 

Budget:  41,368€ Total spend:  74,110€ 
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Overspend on this action is primarily due to the way field staff broke down their time on C.1, C.2 , 

E.1 and E2, as these actions were often carried out together. Therefore, it does not necessarily mean 

additional costs overall. However, in 2015 we felt it was too soon to reduce the number of 

fieldworkers, so an additional fieldworker was employed in Wessex to deal with the amount of 

monitoring and protection required to maintain a stable stone-curlew population (advising farmers 

how to minimise the destruction of nests on farmland, essentially meant fieldworkers protecting nests 

by finding eggs or chicks before farming operations took place, at least early on in the project).  

 

The main aim of this action was to provide advice and support to farmers on nest protection, with 

the view to either farmers taking greater responsibility for this towards the end of the project, or 

achieving enough safe nesting stone-curlews for this type of action to no longer be necessary. At the 

start of the project, this action mainly involved employing fieldworkers to protect nests for farmers 

alongside monitoring activities (Action E.1/ E2). Indeed staff were somewhat sceptical about the 

possibility of reducing our effort on this action, or the willingness and ability of farms to protect their 

own nesting stone-curlew. This is understandable considering fieldwork of this kind is what had 

resulted in the successful recovery of stone-curlews, and research showed that with the current level 

of safe habitat, the stone-curlew population would decline without our interventions.  

 

However, as progress was made towards our transition strategy, we were able to build the capacity 

of farmers to monitor and protect their own nesting stone-curlews more, and reduce the number of 

farms, or sites we actively monitored and carried out intervention on. This was where having an 

agreed internal transition strategy really made a difference, as it outlined the questions to ask before 

carrying fieldwork ourselves and prompted us to change approach.  

 

By targeting our resources for monitoring (Action E.1) to those sites where interventions are more 

often required, building the capacity of volunteers (Action D.2), and landowners (Action C.1) we 

could start to reduce the amount of fieldwork required, and therefore our expenditure before meeting 

the biological target of 75% of stone-curlews nesting safe habitat.   

 

Please refer to Figure 7 Summary table of C. action outputs later in the report. 
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EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  - Hold 10 workshops, attended by 30-50 farmers in total;  

- Advise on 70 farms covering 30,000ha in year 1, decreasing in years 2-4  

Output achieved: - 8+ workshops/ Bird ID events and many additional 1:1 meetings held, 

attended by 184 farmers in total.  

- New postcard with ID help and field staff contact details in place of 

tractor cab sticker.   

- Circa 90 farmers given advice and assistance in year 1. By year 4 circa 40 

farmers receiving assistance.  

- 41 transition meetings held 

- 1 major farming estate leading own stone-curlew protection by 2017 

Main staff:  Stone-curlew Project Officer (Tim Cowan)  

Other staff: Stone-curlew Project Assistants, Brecks Farm Conservation Advisor,  

Brecks Community Engagement Officer  
 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Annual mailings 

Each year farmers were sent a personalised report on stone-curlews on their farm (Annex 06 - farmer 

correspondence), with a map of nest sites, to help inform their future management and minimise 

disturbance and destruction of stone-curlews in cropped land.  

 

Annual farmer ‘thank you’ event 

These evening events every February proved very popular, particularly those managing larger 

estates. They provided the opportunity to deliver a variety of information, with speakers from partner 

organisations as well, engage farmers and build positive relationships at the start of the season. See 

Annex 07- Farmer Thank you event invitations for the programmes. In 2015 the event was themed a 

celebration of 30 years of stone-curlew recovery, and was attended by the then Environment 

Secretary, Liz Truss, MP for Breckland. At this event we presented one of the farmers who had been 

involved in stone-curlew protection (including on the farm he managed) for over 50 years, with a 

‘lifetime achievement’ award of recognition. We also purchased a locally made stone-curlew 

decorated cake, and invited media representatives, this helped to generate a lot of publicity for the 

project immediately after the event, and helped to sustain a high level of attention for the two 

subsequent years of the project.   

 

Workshops for farmers 

In addition to the farmer thank you event, in 2013, six farmers attended a farmland bird ID event in 

Hockwold. In 2014 six farmers attended a transition meeting in Thetford, in 2015, farmer workshops 

were mainly 1:1 transition meetings. 

 

Brecks Nature Friendly Zone 

A Nature Friendly Zone (NFZ) was established including five farms in Higher Level Stewardship 

which have stone-curlew nest plots. The NFZ will continue to provide an opportunity for farmers to 

work together to deliver benefits for farm wildlife on a landscape scale, and to demonstrate best 
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practice and promote their work the public and other farmers. The Brecks NFZ hosted several on 

farm events for the public and farmers. 

 

 

Figure 8 Andrew Holland launching the pilot Nature Friendly Zone contributing to Actions C.1- C.6, 

creating a sustainable model for stone-curlew conservation after the LIFE project. 

 

Transition meetings with farmers 

Tim Cowan (Brecks Stone-curlew Project Officer/ Regional Project Manager) met with 41 Brecks 

Farmers during the winter of 2015/16 through to the winter of 2016/17, to discuss whether farmers 

could do more themselves to mitigate for the staged withdrawal of RSPB intervention (Annex 08- 

farmer transition questionnaires).  Over 41 visits were made to farms to discuss the transition strategy 

between November 2015 and August 2016. One farm agreed to arrange their own monitoring and 

protection in future years by employing a wildlife officer, who would oversee this plus the 

management of their Stewardship (agri-environment) options, and to contribute financially to the 

cost of employing one Field Officer in 2016.  A summary of answers is below in Table 01 

 

Table 01. Summary of answers to 2016 farmer transition questionnaire (other answers are detailed in 

CD Annex 05 - Farmer Transition Questionnaire Results)  
Question   Yes       % Possibly% No      % 

Would you be able to create more stone-curlew plots? 2 5 17 41 22 54 

Would you be able to leave fallow as part of greening? 4 10 9 22 24 59 

Would you be able to restore grassland for stone-curlews? 0 0 15 37 26 63 

If you have plots, do you find RSPB plot advice useful?  9 53 0 0 1 6 

If you have plots, could you mange without RSPB advice? 13 76 0 0 0 0 

Would you allow a SCARRABS style survey on your farm? 41 100 0 0 0 0 

Would an on-call protection service be a good idea? 37 90 3 7 0 0 

Would you use an on-call service 36 88 4 10 1 2 

Would you allow volunteers to monitor your farm? 34 83 2 5 2 5 

Would you pay someone to monitor your farm? 1 2 14 34 24 59 

Would you like stone-curlew training from RSPB? 17 41 2 5 10 24 

Do you have farm staff that could monitor stone-curlews? 26 63 5 12 7 17 
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Training events held for farm staff 

Following on from the transition meetings, we arranged training for farm staff at two farms, around 

fifty staff, mainly tractor drivers, attended in total. Attendees left with a better idea of how to spot 

stone-curlews and mark and avoid nests. 

 

Alterations to management reported to RSPB:  

Year 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Alterations to management  25 32 43 51 

 

Breckland Stone-curlew Partnership  

The Breckland Stone-curlew Partnership was developed independently during the project but 

received some support from project staff, particularly in methodology- one of the reasons we 

developed the monitoring and protection protocols describe in Action E1. The partnership, led by 

Ben Potterton, aimed to monitor and protect stone-curlews on Estates not monitored by RSPB.  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Advisory Events  

Planned events in North Norfolk and the Suffolk Coast were cancelled due to low bookings. Follow 

up telephone calls were made to the people who replied, which led to individual farm visits instead. 

 

Tractor cab stickers  

A small change to the deliverables for this action was made in Eastern England to replace the tractor 

cab sticker with a postcard giving more detailed information and mobile contact telephone number 

of their local RSPB Fieldworker (Annex 09, Fieldworker postcard), and help identifying stone-

curlews.  

 

Reducing the number of seasonal project assistant contracts 

Uncertainty over productivity issues, together with the loss of up to 20% of the population during the 

cold weather in 2013, meant we decided not to reduce the number of fieldworkers in 2015. RSPB 

regional budgets covered the additional cost of this action. 
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WESSEX 
 

Target:  Hold 20 workshops, attended by 30-50 farmers in total;  

Output achieved: 15 events were held which included advice on stone-curlew protection, 

attended by 169 farmers (although some farmers will have attended several 

events so the actual number of farmers will be less)  

Main Staff:  Wessex Project Manager (Nick Tomalin) 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Date Event Action Farmers Advisors 

24/10/2012 1:1 HLS monitoring Workshop (Upavon/Pewsey)  C.1/C.2 1   

24/10/2012 1:1 HLS monitoring Workshop (Upavon/Pewsey)  C.1/C.2 1   

29/10/2012 1:1 HLS monitoring Workshop (Upavon/Pewsey)  C.1/C.2 1   

07/11/2012 1:1 HLS monitoring Workshop (Upavon/Pewsey)  C.1/C.2 1   

09/01/2013 NE advisor training (Bristol) C.5/D.3  6 

15/01/2013 Advisory event for farmers & advisors (Alton Barns) C.1/C.2/C.3/D.3 8 16 

06/03/2013 NE advisor training (Winchester) C.5/D.3  20 

02/05/2013 Advisory Event (Salisbury Plain/ Winterbourne Downs) D.3  2 

15/05/2013 NE advisor training (Cholderton/ Winterbourne Downs) C.5/D.3  18 

21/05/2013 Sheep welfare workshop for farmers (Winterbourne Downs)  C.3 18   

11/06/2013 Farm secretaries' guided tour (Winterbourne Downs) C.1/C.2/C.3 12   

18/06/2013 Summer Habitat' day for farmers/advisors (Trinley Estate) C.2/C.3/D.3 9 7 

21/06/2013 Farmers' guided tour (Winterbourne Downs) C.1/C.2/C.3 18   

27/06/2013 Grassland management day (Marlborough) C.3/D.3 6 7 

06/09/2013 NE advisor training (team leaders) C.5/D.3  4 

05/02/2014 Trial site open day (Swallowcliffe, Tisbury) C.2/D.3 40 20 

06/02/2014 Young Farmers talk (Leckford Estate) C.1/C.2/C.3/C.6 20   

26/02/2014 CFE advisory event (Longparish Village Hall) C.1/C.2/C.3/D.3 40 10 

04/03/2014 NIA Predator Control Event (Berwick Bassett Manor Farm) C.1/C.2/C.3 8   

11/03/2014 Bustard Farmer Event (Wylye) C.1/C.2/C.3 10   

31/03/2014 NE landscape team visit (Compton) C.5/D.3  17 

22/05/2014 Wilts NE advisors meeting (Winterbourne Downs) C.5/D.3  12 

05/06/2014 Grassland management day (Winterbourne Downs) C.3/D.3 5 4 

17/07/2014 Hants Sheep Group meeting (Winterbourne Downs) C.3/C.6 21   

26/11/2014 Plot Management Workshop (Winterbourne Downs) C.1/C.2/C.5 8   

05/02/2015 Plot Management Workshop (Winterbourne Downs) C.1/C.2/C.5 25   

13/02/2015 Chalk country networking (Winterbourne Downs) C.4/D.3  5 

04/02/2016 Plot Management Workshop (Winterbourne Downs) C.1/C.2/D.3 11 3 

05/06/2016 Trusloe Open Farm (Avebury) C.2/C.6 4   

02/02/2017 Stone-curlew workshop (Winterbourne Downs) C.1/C.2/C.3/C.5/D.3 5 5 

22/02/2017 Wiltshire Recorders Forum (Devizes) D.3  15 

Totals Events delivering action C.1 15 169 34 

  Events delivering action C.2 18 222 61 

  Events delivering action C.3 13 180 23 

  Events delivering action D.3 17   171 

 Total habitat management advisory engagements through events  Total 31 events 271 171 

Figure 9 Table of project advisory events and attendees 
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Events  

In Wessex most events were held at the start of the project, and were aimed at providing farmers with 

all the necessary information to maximise stone-curlew nesting productivity, both in terms of habitat 

provision and minimising disturbance and destruction of nests, on plots and cropped land. It is 

difficult to separate out these actions when giving advice. The feedback we received from farmers 

suggested that very few of them would be able to carry out their own interventions (nest protection), 

and so we felt it would be easier to encourage farmers to attend workshops based on habitat 

provision, and most of the events are therefore counted more as action C2 or C3 events as shown by 

Figure 9 above.  

  

Farmer Training 

The February 2017 stone-curlew workshop was directed more at helping farmers to spot stone-

curlews and adapt their crop management in preparation for a further reduction in the capacity of 

the stone-curlew team, after several broods were lost due to reduced staff resource in 2016, however 

only five farmers attended. Four pages of the winter 2016/2017 Chalk Country Newsletter was also 

used to inform farmers how to protect stone-curlews on their land contributing to this action.  

 

Fieldwork  

Each season there has been a programme of field work that includes advising farmers on plot 

management and preventing destruction of nests on cropped land, helping to reduce the number of 

casualties and increase productivity on this habitat.  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Encouraging farmers to attend workshops can be difficult. While it can be more time and cost effective 

getting a large group together for one workshop than having lots of smaller sessions for a few, a more 

intimate, personal approach tends to be more successful. We therefore carried out more of a variety 

of events in different locations, with different themes, and varied numbers of attendees.  

 

Volunteers were trained to deliver some of the advice regarding interventions, but this takes time so 

that they feel they have enough experience and confidence doing so.  
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Action C.2. Advise farmers and landowners on how to create suitable fallow 

plots on arable farmland.   
 

Budget: 185,837 €  Total spend: 160,186€  
 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Despite the difficulties posed by the agri-environment hiatus, the total number of arable fallow nest 

plots for stone-curlews will exceed the project target in 2017. This is a credit to the project officers 

employed to deliver this action who have worked closely with farmers to secure voluntary plots as 

well as HLS and CS plots, but is also the result of work before the project started.   

 

 

Figure 10 Arable fallow plot provision 2008-2017 

 

This overall picture breaks down differently in Eastern England and Wessex. More detail on this is 

provided in the regional accounts below, but in summary the situation is as follows.  

 

In Eastern England, the number of plots has more than doubled, but average occupancy by stone-

curlews appears to have decreased (see Figure 11 below). In Wessex, in contrast, the number of plots 

has actually decreased slightly, but occupancy has remained more or less stable at approximately 

70%. This discrepancy reflects the different starting situations and objectives in the two regions. In 

Eastern England, there were relatively few plots before the project, and a key aim was therefore to 

create more. Many of the new plots were created outside the existing ‘core’ area for stone-curlew, and 

it is therefore not surprising that average occupancy decreased over the project period; this variable 

is likely to increase in the medium term as stone-curlews spread to the new plots. In Wessex, there 

were many more plots before the project started, and the main aim was to optimise the network so 

that it consisted as far as possible of well managed plots in the right places. Overall, fallow plots are 

definitely beneficial for stone-curlews; and we hope shortly to analyse the large amount data of we 
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have accumulated about plot use so that we can refine plot placement and design in future and thus 

increase conservation impact still further.      

 

 

 

Figure 11 Occupancy of plots over time in Eastern England. Although the number of stone-curlews using 

plots increased, the proportion of monitored plots used fell from 85% in 2008 to 44% in 2016. 

 

To increase the number of plots utilised and the number of broods raised on them, during the project 

we worked with farmers to trial several different innovative plot management techniques. 

Unfortunately, the trials were largely unsuccessful, however this did engage farmers more in plot 

management and provide useful feedback for us to refine our plot management advice- particularly 

to make it simpler and easier for farmers to follow. Farmers also benefitted from the workshops held 

on plot management in all areas. We therefore anticipate that plot occupancy will rise slightly in the 

coming years, as stone-curlews colonise new plots, and farmers improve their plot management 

techniques to provide bare ground for longer, enabling successive broods to be raised.  

 

In conjunction with Action C5, working with farmers and Natural England advisors, we used all 

available current knowledge to refine the prescription for plot management in the new Countryside 

Stewardship scheme which opened for applications in 2015, to enable suitable plots to be created with 

minimal RSPB advice. However, as mentioned later in Action C5 the current Countryside 

Stewardship scheme design presents challenges going forward.  

 

There will be more work to do after the LIFE project to achieve the 2020 targets set in our transition 

strategy, which is to achieve a minimum of 200 pairs nesting on arable fallow plots (in addition to a 

minimum of 200 pairs nesting on semi-natural habitat as described in actions C3-C4).  

 

It is worth noting here that this action was not only to advise on the creation of new fallow plots, but 

also on the effective management and maintenance of all plots, and transfer of plots from old 

stewardship schemes to new stewardship schemes by completing new agreement applications.  
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Figure 12 Plot management workshop day 2- advisors and conservation organisations 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  - Establish 30 new arable plots per project year  

- Increase the total number of plots on arable land from 40 to 160  

- Increase the proportion of stone-curlews nesting on safe habitats from 30% 

to 70%)  

Output achieved: - 45 new plots established or entered into new agreements 

- Total number of plots increased from 104 to 155 

Main Staff:  Project Advisory Officer- Brecks Farm Conservation Advisor (Andrew 

Holland Jan 2013 - Sep 2015 / Kerry Skelhorn Jan 2016 - Mar 2017) 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) application advice 

The Project Advisory Officer provided full support to farmers, completing all application forms for 

them, after advisory visits to discuss the appropriate options for their suite of wildlife, for the site and 

for their farming system. In total they met with over 30 farmers with a view to submitting HLS 

applications, of which 15 had successful applications, delivering 21 plots.  

 

HLS agreement amendments 

Once the application window for HLS had fully closed, in 2014 and 2015, the Project Advisory Officer 

used the target maps produced in action B.1 to identify farms in existing HLS agreements which were 

in a target area, but had no stone-curlew plots in their agreements. Working closely with Natural 

England they were allowed to facilitate a number of amendments to these agreements, to modify the 

management of existing lapwing fallow plots so that they would provide suitable habitat for stone-

curlews as well, or add new fallow plots for stone-curlews to their existing agreement, six plots were 

secured this way.  
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Countryside Stewardship application advice 

In 2015, the new Countryside Stewardship scheme opened for applications for agreements with 

January 2016 start dates. Three of the applications completed for farmers by the Project Advisory 

Officer containing four plots between them later fell through. One application with four plots was 

successful, but the farmer didn’t create the plots in 2016 as they had already sown a crop on the site 

(they were however put in place in 2017). Two more applications were submitted that year with the 

plots were deferred to 2017 agreements.  

 

Two of these farmers created plots on a voluntary basis in 2016 while waiting for their Stewardship 

agreement to go through for a January 2017 start date. Two plots put in as greening (EFAs) following 

project advice in 2015, were on land sold the following year- the project Advisory Officer completed 

a Higher Tier CS application for the new owner which included one larger, better located plot.  

 

Other advisory visits to farmers  

The Project Advisory Officers carried out on average three advisory visits to farmers per month to 

advise on management of fallow plots, and existing schemes.  

 
 

Plot type 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

HLS 70 103 114 126 132 140 139 

ELS  1 1 2 7 7 5 

CS (Higher-tier)       3 

CS (Mid-tier)       8 

Greening     2   

Voluntary 1    1 6  

Plots in existing 

agreements  

72 104 114 116 113 113 110 
New plots 

  
1 12 29 40 45 

Total plots 72 104 115 128 142 153 155 

Figure 13 Arable fallow nest plots created for stone-curlews in Eastern England per year 

 

Notes:  Some new plots in 2013 are recorded as existing plots as their agreements started before the project. The number of 

plots fluctuates annually as some agreements allow one larger plot to be created in place of two smaller plots in some years 

(the HLS prescription allowing anything from two 1ha plots to one 5ha plot), These final figures have been verified by the 

field team and Natural England, and include some plots that we were not aware of when preparing data for previous 

reports.  
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Farm Business Updates 

This event organised by the regional advice coordination group (which Andrew Holland contributed 

to) was for farmers to get information on current opportunities, schemes, rules, and advice provision. 

Attended by RSPB Project Advisory Officer (project roller banner used) project newsletters and 

information notes were handed out.  

 

Plot management workshops and trials 

A plot cultivation trial was set up to see if it would be possible to increase plot occupancy by using 

different cultivation techniques to attract more stone-curlews to nest (Annex 10 - plot cultivation trial 

report). Initially this was a two day workshop in 2013, testing the surface created by different types 

of cultivation machinery side by side, with farmers feeding back on day one and advisors/ 

conservationists feeding back on day 2. Following this, the most popular techniques were used in 

regional trials in 2014 and 2015, testing two techniques side by side in 40+ trial plots (reversed in 

year 2), so see if stone-curlews had a preference for cultivation technique, and how important 

cultivation technique was relative to landscape/ other environmental factors.  

 

Unfortunately, the results of these trials were disappointing, meaning that habitat quality is still 

largely dependent on in-season advice. Data collection and analysis for the trials is included in action 

E.2.  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Difficulty getting plots created through agri-environment agreements 

Some plots were disallowed due to overlap with historical monuments, some could not be entered 

into new agreements due to the capacity of Natural England to administer those agreements. 

Following the rejection of many of the applications for 2016 start date agreements, we extended the 

project to be able to utilise 2017 start date agreements. Some half a dozen applications also fell through 

due to the farmer backing out at the last minute. Uncertainty over CAP reform, new greening 

regulations, Brexit, and their financial security as tenants, were some of the factors in their decisions 

not to sign the agreements.  

 

HLS scheme transition 

The timing of CAP reform meant that there were no schemes to enter in 2014 and 2015, and in 2016, 

there were many ‘teething problems’ with the new Countryside Stewardship scheme. This did not 

stop project advisors securing new plots through voluntary agreements, amendments to existing 

agreements and bridging agreements. As anticipated in the extension request, 2017 start date 

agreements did indeed require over-winter advice and were not finally confirmed until May 2017 or 

later, so advisory officers worked with these farmers beyond the project end date.  
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WESSEX 
 

Target:  Establish 10-12 new plots per year  

- Increase total number of arable plots from 80 to 120 in SW England and 

from 0 to 10 in SE England;  

- Increase the proportion of stone-curlews nesting on safe habitats from 70% 

to 85%  

Output achieved: 59 plots secured during the project  

- HLS plots increased from 92 in 2012 to 137 in 2016 

- Total number of arable plots decreased from 164 in 2012 to 147 in 2017.  

- Proportion of stone-curlews nesting on safe habitats remained at 80%  

Main Staff:  Diane White/ Charlotte Bruce-White, Robert Blackler, Nick Tomalin 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Advising on CSS agreement transfer to HLS 

In Wessex, there were already a number of plots in classic Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS) 

agreements coming to an end in the first couple of years of the project. The project baseline in the 

grant agreement included only the existing number of HLS plots, because this action focussed on 

increasing the number of HLS scheme plots. This meant it was relatively easy to achieve the desired 

increase in HLS plots, by simply recommending to NE that good CSS plots were transferred into HLS 

agreements. It also meant that overall, despite increasing the number of HLS plots, the total plot 

provision actually went down, as some CSS plots were not suited to renewal (usually because they 

were not in an area used by stone-curlew).  

 
Plot Type 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

CSS 105 76 45 16 5 1 

HLS 106 114 132 156 173 179 

ELS   4 5 4 2 5 

CS (higher)           3 
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Plot Type 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

MoD Tilled 

Plots 33 32 31 34 34 34 

Voluntary 19 24 22 19 20 10 

Other 11 5 5 7 5 4 

Total 274 255 240 236 239 236 

 

 

Recruiting farmers for new HLS agreements at events 

The Project advisory officer used the opportunity maps (Action B.1) to target areas where more plots 

were needed (areas with high densities of stone-curlews nesting within crops). She prioritised 

attending farmer events in these areas to raise awareness of the need for more fallow plots for stone-

curlews and also invited farmers to workshops on plot management. See Figure 12 in Action C.1 for 

a list of events which contributed to delivery of this action.  

 

Advisory visits with Natural England and other advisors 

There are a number of established independent advisors in Wessex and it would have been 

unacceptable to offer free application completion to farmers as this would have undermined positive 

relationships both between us an external advisors and between farmers and external advisors. We 

therefore provided advice on plot creation (including location and suitable management) to farmers 

and advisors but didn’t complete application ourselves.  

 

 

Figure 14 One of the new fallow plots created in Wessex following project advice. Established in 2014, a 

breeding pair of stone-curlews successfully fledged chicks from the plot for the first time in June 2017, just 

before publication of this report. 
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Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Plot distribution 

Due to the fact that a lot of the existing plots were in unsuitable locations, we decided to work on 

improving plot productivity and efficacy of the plot network, rather than increasing the total number 

of plots- this meant allowing some plots in expiring agreements to be discontinued- if they had not 

benefitted stone-curlews.  

 

Staffing 

As detailed in action D.1, there were several months during the project in which we did not have an 

active project advisory officer, due to resignation and illness. Therefore fewer advisory events were 

attended at key times for stewardship schemes, but close liaison between the Project manager and 

Natural England staff, alongside action D.3, ensured that Natural England delivered the target 

number of plots.  
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Action C.3. Advise farmers and other private landowners on how to restore, 

maintain and create suitable semi-natural habitat 
 

Budget: 95,691€  Total spend: 65,933€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Fewer farmers than hoped were in a position to restore semi-natural habitat on their farms for several 

different reasons, but the foremost reason being that it was uneconomical. New Countryside 

Stewardship scheme payments for grassland management were too low to facilitate any arable 

reversion as shown below.   

 

John Nix Farm Management Pocketbook, 43rd edition 2013 
Gross Margins - £/ha (before deducting fixed costs such as rent, labour, machinery etc.) 

Product Low  Average High 

Winter wheat £535.5 £776 £985.5 

Spring barley £462 £600 £738 

Winter oil seed rape  £409 £759 £1109 

Spring lambing -£5 £331 £574 

Figure 15 Gross margins of different farming systems, from the John Rix Pocketbook, 2013. 

 

Higher Level Environmental Stewardship (HLS) payment rates 

Options for Grassland 
Species rich, semi-natural grassland  

HK 6 Maintenance of species rich, semi-natural grassland £200 

HK7 Restoration of species-rich, semi-natural grassland £200 

HK8 Creation of species-rich semi-natural grassland £280 

Management of grassland for target features 

HK15 Maintenance of grassland for target features £130 

HK16 Restoration of grassland for target features £130 

HK17 Creation of grassland for target features £210 

Figure 16 Payments for HLS grassland management options, HLS handbook (4th edition). 

 

Countryside Stewardship 
Proposed payment rates (including capital items) 

Grassland 
Option 

code 
Option title 

Proposed payment - 

£/ha  

GS6 Management of species-rich grassland £182 

GS7 Restoration towards species-rich grassland £145 

GS8 Creation of species-rich grassland £267 

GS13 Management of grassland for target features £90 

GS14 Creation of grassland for target features £253 

Figure 17 Proposed payment rates under Countryside Stewardship from www.gov.uk/cap-reform 

http://www.gov.uk/cap-reform
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EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  Two workshops; 50ha semi-natural grassland in restoration. 

Output achieved:  Two Grass Heath Forum site visits held, 

Restoration of 59ha of grass heath commenced following advice 

Main Staff:  Heathland Project Officer (Robert Hawkes) 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Heath restoration on the Hilborough Estate 

The Heathland Project Officer carried out an advisory visit to the Hilborough Estate to discuss 

restoration of three areas of grass heathland (approx 59ha). Sheep grazing density will be increased 

and four 1ha cultivated plots were created early 2017 in order to create bare ground for nesting. 

 

Working with partners to develop a rabbit encouragement project  

To improve the quantity and quality of grass heaths, on both private and public land in Eastern 

England, the Heathland Project Officer invested a lot of time working with the University of East 

Anglia (UEA), Norfolk Wildlife Trust (NWT) and Natural England (NE) and the Elveden Estate. This 

project aims to test and roll out management solutions to restore rabbit populations in areas of grass 

heath where their numbers are currently low, and to reintroduce rabbits into areas where they have 

disappeared. The project was included in a successful National Species Recovery HLF Partnership 

funding bid, and work is due to start in 2017 following on from the preliminary trials held during the 

LIFE project. 

 

Advising other private landowners  

More widely, we developed the position of the RSPB as a key advisor on grass heath management by 

helping organise the annual Brecks Heath forum event.  

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Lack of financial incentives  

The grass heath assessment indicated 130ha of potential grass heath habitat on the Cockley Cley 

estate. Project staff approached the estate to offer help with securing agri-environment funding to 

maintain the grass-heath, however the scheme did not present sufficient financial incentive for the 

estate to retain the grass heath and most of this area was reverted back to arable land in 2013 (this 

grass heath was not designated as a SSSI).  

 

Rabbit encouragement project funding  

Obtaining funding for the Rabbit Project was problematic. There were two unsuccessful funding bids 

(to HLF and Cambridge University) prior to the recent successful bid. 
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Countryside Stewardship budget 

One application for Higher Tier Countryside Stewardship which would have restored 24.45ha of 

grassland for stone-curlews was deferred by Natural England to Mid-Tier which includes no suitable 

grassland options.  

 

 

WESSEX 
 

Target:  Deliver four workshops for land managers  

Work will be underway to restore 100ha semi-natural grassland;  

Output achieved: 3 workshops held for c39 land managers;  

Work underway to restore 82ha semi-natural grassland  

Main Staff:  Project advisory Officer 

 

Note: In Wessex, semi-natural habitat is defined as ‘chalk downland or species rich chalk grassland, 

with cultivated plots at a rate of 1ha bare ground per 16ha grassland.  

 

 

Activities undertaken & outputs achieved  
 

Workshops  

Workshops were held at Winterbourne Downs (Manor Farm sheep enterprise) as per events listed 

in Action C.1, to demonstrate how to create and manage short semi-natural grassland through 

sheep grazing and fallow plot creation. 

 

Advisory work with farmers  

Restoration of an additional 42ha of semi-natural grassland was secured by the Wessex Reserves 

team at Normanton Down in agreement with the private landowner. A land management 

agreement with Cholderton Estate to restore 236ha of semi-natural grassland was also secured. This 

was already managed as grassland, but the new management agreement contains provision of at 

least 40ha to be managed as a short sward specifically for stone-curlew foraging habitat.  

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Lack of financial incentive  

Grassland management, especially when reverted from arable, is not economically viable at present. 

Where we have success it is usually down to additional economic support above the usual payment 

rates in agri-environment schemes (e.g. RSPB land management agreements), or where landowners 

are very enthusiastic about nature conservation. Most suitable areas that would be economically 

viable are: e.g. steep slopes, where grassland management is already taking place and where the slope 

is generally unsuitable for stone-curlew.   
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Action C.4. Advise public bodies and other large organisations on the 

improvement and creation of semi-natural habitat 

 

Budget: 72,488 €  Total spend: 73,480€  
 

Overview and evaluation 
The outputs of this action exceeded expectation, largely due to efficacy of working with UEA and 

MoD and other partners to restore semi-natural grass heath on STANTA (one of the largest sites 

within the Breckland SPA Natura2000 site). 

 

Improved management of MoD sites during the project was facilitated by effective partnership 

working with a variety of interest groups. Although total spend on this action was in line with the 

project budget, the proportion of time spent on this action compared to Action C.3 was higher, as 

overall spend between the two actions was lower than anticipated due to staff not starting on this 

action until April 2013, and fewer staff working on this action than anticipated in Wessex.  

 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Woodbridge airfield: A meeting arranged by Robert Hawkes (Heathland Management Officer) with 

DIO, MoD, and RSPB Suffolk Coast Reserve manager resulted in a new management plan for the site. 

Major elements of the plan included removal of invasive scrub from stone-curlew nesting areas, and 

provision of temporary electric fencing to protect stone-curlew nests. 

 

Barnham camp: As a result of an advisory visit arranged by Rob Hawkes, with Natural England and 

the MoD, three rotovated plots were established in the winter of 2015/16 (each 0.5 ha in size), with 

the possibility of expansion in the future.  Due to a turn over in tenancy there was no grazing in 2015.  

The site is in urgent need of stock, but this is being resolved ASAP (the MoD are appointing a new 

tenant) and the site should be entering a countryside stewardship agreement in 2017. 

 

Stanford Training Area 

Securing a 10 year Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agreement at STANTA has been one of the most 

significant outcomes of the stone-curlew LIFE project, and we hope it will lead to a significant rise in 

the number of stone-curlews nesting on safe nesting habitat long term which is key to our transition 

strategy. The HLS covers an area of 3500ha and involves the creation of 35 sprayed, 30 rotovated, and 

30 ploughed plots. The Heathland Project Officer was instrumental in drawing up the successful HLS 

agreement and management plan for STANTA and has invested a significant amount of time 

ensuring the successful delivery of the HLS management plan.  

 

Brettenham Heath 

The Heathland Project Officer has worked with Natural England to implement ground disturbance 

measures at Brettenham Heath, involving the creation of 6 cultivated plots. 



LIFE11INF/UK/418 Stone-curlew 

54 

WESSEX 
 

Target:  Work underway to restore or create of approximately 40 ha of 

additional grassland  
Output achieved: Management advice provided on c.45,000ha grassland 

Main Staff:  Wiltshire Conservation Officer (Phil Sheldrake) 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Porton Down  

The Wiltshire Conservation Officer advised on the new Porton Down management plan covering 

2500ha of semi-natural chalk downland in the latter half of the project.  Owned by the Defence Science 

Technology Laboratory (DSTL) affiliated to MoD, this site represents 3100ha semi-natural chalk 

downland in total, of which 1519ha is designated a SSSI and SPA Natura 2000 Site. The site 

traditionally attracted good numbers of stone-curlews, but suffered from poor productivity due to 

predation issues. Therefore work focussed on improving the productivity of stone-curlews rather 

than creation of additional grassland. The Brecks Team hosted a visit from DSTL staff to see anti-

predator fencing at the RSPB’s Cavenham Reserve, and Porton Down subsequently employed anti-

predator fencing around their tilled plots, which improved hatch rates.  

 

Salisbury Plain Training Area (SPTA)  

SPTA consists of 42,000ha of MoD owned extensive grassland, 18,000ha of which is designated a SSSI 

and SPA Natura 2000 Site. Again the Conservation officer advised on the draft management plans 

during the project, which will ensure beneficial management for many years after the project. The 

grassland provides foraging habitats but is generally too long for stone-curlews to nest on, therefore 

tilled plots are provided by the MoD or tenant farmers for stone-curlews. Work on the site focused 

on management of plots and surrounding grassland habitat, particularly grazing regimes where 

possible, to enhance the suitability of areas to provide both nesting and foraging habitat. 

 

Stonehenge and Avebury World Heritage Site (WHS)  

The SW Conservation Officer attended WHS Steering Group meetings, advised on the WHS 

management plan, and advocated for further grassland restoration. This site is owned mainly by the 

National Trust (NT) but some areas are still owned by private landowners. 500ha of this 2500ha site 

had already been reverted to semi-natural grassland, including the RSPB land management 

agreement at Normanton Down, largely to protect archaeological features or to maintain both the 

landscape view and open access for the public. We have been raising the profile of wildlife on the 

WHS site to support wildlife friendly management.  

 

Wessex Chalk Forum 

The conservation officer worked with this group of local stakeholder organisations with an interest 

in chalk grassland habitat management, to share expertise and suggestions for improved chalk 

grassland management and restoration.   
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Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

World Heritage site 

Recreational pressure (public access) reduced the opportunity for stone-curlew nesting habitat 

restoration on the National Trust owned areas of the world heritage site.  

 

SPTA  

Large parts of SPTA are used for military training exercises that prevent grazing and agricultural 

operations, so it is more difficult to carry out management in these areas. The designations also list 

several other features, some of which have habitat requirements that are not compatible with stone-

curlews’. These need to be considered in any management decisions. Even on such a large site, the 

opportunities for improving the habitat for stone-curlew are relatively limited.  

 

Porton Down 

Fencing was not possible on the downland due to restrictions on digging into the ground. Porton 

Down staff therefore looked at the possibility of using cages around nests on downland. 

 

 

Figure 18 The flower and invertebrate rich chalk grassland at Winterbourne Downs, with fallow plots in the 

distance, provided a useful demonstration site for actions C1-C4. 
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Action C.5 Promote the development and strengthening of agri-

environment schemes and other long-term mechanisms to support stone-

curlew conservation 
 

Budget: 34,488€  Total spend: 68,545€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

The expenditure on this action is double what we anticipated, largely due to the amount of time we 

needed to invest in working with Natural England on new Countryside Stewardship prescriptions, 

and favourable condition tables for SSSIs. Project Advisory Officers therefore spent more time on this 

action and less on Action C.2 during the agri-environment hiatus.   

 

More time was spent on this action in the first half of the project, owing to the timescale of the Detailed 

Notification Review for Natura 2000 site undertaken by Natural England, the development of the 

new Countryside Stewardship (CS) scheme and options with in it, and targeting statements, all of 

which required consultation in late 2014 and throughout 2015. We’ve also worked with the Campaign 

for the Farmed Environment to promote voluntary habitat management.  

 

We ensured that stone-curlew was listed as target species for Higher Tier bespoke management in all 

NCAs in which it occurs, and that all the relevant habitats were also listed. We consulted in detail on 

the main options in Countryside Stewardship but there remain issues (Figure 19 below).  

 

Code Description Payment 

AB5 Fallow plots for nesting lapwing and stone-curlew (1-2ha) 

Main option to create stone-curlew nesting habitat on arable land: Stone-curlew 

prescription suitable for Higher Tier only but pressure on Natural England to deliver 

fallow plots in Mid-Tier.  

£540 

FM2  

 

Major preparatory works for priority habitats (creation and restoration) and 

priority species.   

Could be used for creation of chalk scrapes for nesting stone-curlews (as scrape 

creation option payment based on deeper scrapes on wetland making them too 

expensive to use for large scale topsoil removal). Higher Tier funding still limited and 

farmers reluctant to take land out of production permanently so no opportunities to 

test as yet.  

<100% of 

actual costs 

FG7  Anti-predator combination fencing 

Prescription based on our use of fencing at Minsmere and Cavenham reserves 

following stone-curlew LIFE project option workshop. Suitable for large semi-natural 

sites, but again opportunity limited by Higher tier budget.  

£11.10 per m 

FG8  Anti-predator temporary electric fencing 

Could be used on sites like Porton Down where portable anti-predator fencing 

needed, and on fallow plots within grassland to exclude grazing animals, but has not 

yet been used, due to very limited number of Higher Tier agreements so far.  

£2.85 per m 

GS6  Management of species-rich grassland  

These grassland and heathland 

restoration options pay too little 

£182 per ha 

GS7 Restoration towards species-rich grassland £145 per ha  

GS8 Creation of species-rich grassland £267 per ha 
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Code Description Payment 

GS14  Creation of grassland for target features or have conflicting prescriptions 

so as yet have not been a useful 

tool in stone-curlew habitat 

restoration. We were not invited 

to consult on these options.  

£253 per ha 

GS13 Management of grassland for target features £90 per ha 

LH1  Management of lowland heathland £274 per ha 

LH2  Restoration of forestry and woodland to 

lowland heathland 

£184 per ha 

LH3  Creation of heathland from arable or 

improved grassland 

£517 per ha 

Figure 19 New Countryside Stewardship scheme options available for stone-curlew habitat creation/ 

management and their payments rates (Stone-curlew LIFE project consulted on top four): 

 

Guidance notes were produced to accompany the top four options, and technical information notes 

were also produced in PDF format for farmers which are downloadable from the Countryside 

Stewardship website. These will allow us to update advice as our knowledge advances e.g. as a result 

of the plot management trials, more easily than going through the Defra website or re-printing sheets, 

and most farmers now use online resources anyway. Through the structure of species leads and agri-

environment options leads coming together at Farmland Nature Recovery Groups, there is a long 

term mechanism for updating stone-curlew advice and strengthening agri-environment options long 

term, after the LIFE project. We also hope that some advisory work will continue as part of 

Futurescapes work in both project areas after this project, albeit combined with delivering other wider 

objectives. 

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Countryside Stewardship prescriptions  

The constraints of RPA inspections mean that only easily measurable and financially quantifiable 

prescriptions may be included for the options, and many suggested improvements failed to meet 

these criteria. The most difficult aspect however was coordinating the large number of staff from both 

organisations who might input into technical discussions. 

 

Project staff have looked at the potential for developing other mechanisms of market support for 

stone-curlew conservation, but ideas such as partnerships with beer companies have met issues 

around licencing and advertising. It has also been too early to develop partnership working with Fair 

to Nature as RSPB is evaluating our relationship with Conservation Grade (the Fair to Nature 

marque). The rabbit encouragement project may help to create a local market for conservation value 

rabbit meat, however it will be several years before the feasibility of this is known and it is unlikely 

RSPB will directly work on this. 
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EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Stone-curlew vision workshop 

A ‘stone-curlew vision’ workshop was held in January 2016 to outline how we want the Brecks 

landscape to support stone-curlews in 2050. This involved RSPB staff from Reserves, Site protection, 

casework, and communications as well as advisory and stone-curlew project.  

 

The outcomes of this meeting are detailed in Annex 11- Brecks Stone-curlew vision Workshop.  

 

Review of SSSI Favourable Condition Tables  

During 2014, the local Natural England team undertook a detailed review of their SSSI favourable 

condition tables. Since the majority of grass heath sites within the Brecks are designated, this review 

provided an important opportunity to ensure that the right management for stone-curlew and other 

associated species were a favourable condition target in their own right. Using the findings of the 

Brecks Biodiversity Audit and the STANTA Biodiversity Assessment, the Heathland Management 

Officer worked alongside Natural England to complete this review. Of particular note, key 

recommendations from these reviews, such as the need to create/ maintain sufficient bare ground and 

to graze hard with sheep or rabbits, were adopted.  

 

IPENS  

We made detailed comments on the draft Breckland SIP to NE in early 2014. This work was 

coordinated by the regional Conservation Officer- Mike Jones, and involved a teleconference with the 

Brecks team and Project Manager.  

 

SPA Conservation Objectives  

We are advocating to Natural England that we need more information on SPA conservation 

objectives. The current objectives are very broad and difficult to work with, and we really need 

detailed targets to work with. 

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Detailed SSSI notification review (DNR)/ SPA network review  

Sites which hold large numbers of stone-curlew outside of the core areas are currently not designated 

for stone-curlew, (such as MoD owned Sculthorpe Airfield), would theoretically qualify for 

designation as a SSSI, as a strategic sites holding more than 1% of the UK population, however as 

over 50% of the UK stone-curlew breeding areas are already designated, only site extensions were 

considered for stone-curlew during this round of notification reviews. Likewise stone-curlew was not 

selected as a species requiring further SPA site designations. 

 

 

 



Final Report, June 2017 

59 

WESSEX 
 

 

Activities undertaken & outputs achieved  
 

Detailed Notification Review  

We reviewed the Natura 2000 Network of protected sites and explored other opportunities for site 

protection.  

 

Review of SSSI Favourable Condition Tables  

We worked closely with Natural England to include a 0.61 productivity target for the Porton Down 

SSSI, which will help to deliver action C4 at the site. This was previously a discretionary target, but 

has now been made mandatory.  

 

IPENS  

We consulted on site improvement plans to achieve favourable condition on some of the largest 

designated sites 

 

Countryside Stewardship  

We have been involved in the development of the new agri-environmental scheme options for stone-

curlew, especially the fallow plot for ground nesting birds option, but also on arable reversion, scrape 

creation, fencing, and grassland management. This includes commenting on the prescriptions set 

under the scheme, and developing guidance to supplement that. We have also been involved in the 

consultation on targeting statements for the relevant National Character Areas (NCAs), including the 

Chilterns which has future re-colonisation potential, to ensure that stone-curlew is included as a 

priority species across the species range.  

 

Plot Research  

We have expanded on a programme of plot research, aimed at testing different management 

techniques to make plot management more sustainable. This has given us some results that we have 

used to amend the trials and test other techniques.  

 

Alternative mechanisms for habitat delivery  

We have looked for ways to deliver habitat management in the absence of agri-environment schemes, 

including working with the Campaign for the Farmed Environment (CFE), the Marlborough Downs 

NIA and other voluntary initiatives.  

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Countryside Stewardship  

 

The project team has found this scheme challenging to work with due to IT issues, complexity, budget 

cuts and the under-resourcing of NE more generally.  
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Action D.1. Recruit and train project staff 

 

Budget: 13,826€  Total spend: 39,775€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Expenditure is higher than anticipated on this action, partially due to our need to recruit new project 

assistants annually in Wessex, as well as the need to recruit replacements for Diane White, Charlotte 

Bruce-White, Andrew Holland, and Samantha Fraser after they left during the project. Greater time 

was also spent on training existing staff - this was due to the need to support staff through changes 

in their roles, the need to work more with volunteers (so train staff to work with volunteers), and 

carry out more promotional activities, such as presentations and media releases for the project, as 

well as the external changes to agri-environment schemes which were partially unforeseen.  

 

Staff leaving is always a risk for projects, this is a particular problem when staff contracts are short 

and staff start to think about securing a more permanent role towards the end of a project. As there 

was less than one year of the project remaining when the two Brecks staff left for other permanent 

roles, and the Wessex advisor had to leave due to illness, we found it difficult to recruit placements 

with as much experience, and even though we managed to find additional funding to extend 

contracts for the project extension period, the new staff inevitably took some time to ‘get up to speed’ 

and required more training.  

 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  Recruit Project Staff by 31/03/2013 and by 31/03 each year thereafter.  

Output achieved: All project staff successfully recruited 

Main Staff:  
Brecks Project Manager (Charlotte Lowry/ Mulderrig), Stone-curlew 

Project Officer (Tim Cowan) 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Heathland Management Officer (Brecks Heathland Project Officer) 

Robert Hawkes was appointed following a very successful recruitment process in the Autumn of 

2012, but did not start until April 2013, to allow him to complete another project. He remained in post 

until 31 March 2017 (for the full extent of his extended contract). Part of his time spent on Action E.2 

(habitat monitoring) also contributed to his PhD on the STANTA ground disturbance project, which 

he has been working on full time on this since his RSPB contract ended. 
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Project Advisory Officer (Brecks Farm Conservation Advisor) 

Andrew Holland started January 2013 and left at the end of September 2015. He was replaced by 

Kerry Skelhorn who started in January 2016 and remained until the end of the LIFE project and is still 

in the post now. 

 

Brecks Stone-curlew Project Assistants 

We were very fortunate that all three Stone-curlew Project Assistants (Paul Batchelor, Jo Jones and 

Peter Feakes) returned each year of the LIFE project. They were employed April to September in 2013-

2015 and April to August in 2016. 

 

Brecks Community Engagement Officer 

We  recruited a new role in Eastern England of ‘Brecks Community Engagement Officer’ to deliver 

Action C6 and F4 in Eastern England, mainly delivering community engagement events and project 

publicity in the Brecks, compensating for the changes caused by Springwatch filming at Minsmere. 

Sammy Fraser was recruited to this role. We were asked to provide more information on the 

allocation of her time which is answered in the financial report, but we thought it was worth 

mentioning here as well. Her full time contract from 01/04/2014 was funded 40% by the LIFE grant 

(to cover stone-curlew roost safaris, on farm events, large pubic Wild about the Brecks type events 

and all project media in Eastern England); 40% by the complementary HLF Wings over the Brecks 

project grant (to cover Thetford Nature walks, the roaming stone-curlew nest camera display, High 

Lodge events and associated media); and 10% by the Eastern England RSPB region (to cover 

membership recruitment activities). Obviously time spent on the Wings over the Brecks Stone-curlew 

nest camera roaming display also contributed to Stone-curlew LIFE Action C6, but otherwise her 

time, and subsequently Murray Brown’s time until 10/01/2017, was divided proportionally between 

the separate projects and this is reflected in their timesheets, role description and work programme 

(Annex 12).  

 

 

WESSEX 
 

Target:  Recruit Project Staff by 31/03/2013 and by 31/03 each year thereafter.  

Output achieved: All staff successfully recruited 

Main Staff:  Nick Tomalin, Kevin Rylands 

 

SW Project Advisory Officer: 

1. Diane White (Nicolle), April- July 2013: as her contract as North Wessex Farmland Bird 

Advisor (delivering the South West Farmland Bird Initiative) was coming to an end in March 

2013. We felt it would be advantageous to employ her to deliver action C2/3 as she had already 

built up a base of advisory contacts in a large proportion of the project area. This was not a 

significant change to her role description and meant external advertising would not be 

necessary. 

2. Charlotte Bruce-White, October 2013- November 2015 (paid until June 2016): After Diane 

White left in July 2013, a successful recruitment round was held and Charlotte Bruce-White 

appointed. She’d previously worked as a Project Assistant, shadowed Diane White, and 

worked on her local family’s sheep farm.  
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3. Nick Adams, March-June 2016: Nick was employed on a temporary basis to cover Charlotte’s 

sick leave in early 2016 (A previous stone-curlew project manager, returning to Wessex in 

2014).  

4. Robert Blackler, October 2016-March 2017: After Charlotte left the project due to illness in 

Spring 2016, re-recruitment was postponed until after the field season. Following over 50 

applications, five people were interviewed and Robert Blackler appointed in October 2016. As 

he had also successfully applied for the Wessex project internship, the internship was not 

fulfilled in 2016/17.   

 

SW Project Assistants:  

 

2013: Peter Giovannini and Antony Bellamy were appointed after applications and interviews.  

2014: Nick Adams, Tom Lewis and Craig Burrows were appointed after applications and interviews 

(extra funding from the Wiltshire CIL enabled a third project assistant to be employed to help mitigate 

for the population loses in 2013).  

 

2015: Olivia Masi and Lawrence Sampson and Nick Adams were appointed after applications and 

interviews.  

 

Again advertised on the RSPB website, there were numerous applications for this role in 2013, and 

2016:  Olivia Duff and Claire Young were appointed, (Olivia had completed the 2015/16 Wessex 

internship), a third Project Assistant was not recruited in 2016 as part of the transition strategy plan 

for the Advisory officer to carry out a proportion of fieldwork, however, as Charlotte was on sick 

leave, the MSc student , Lawrence Foster, who had been carrying out the plot management trials was 

given a short contract to help with fieldwork.  

 

Community Engagement Officer (SW Communications Officer):  

 

2014:  Lindsey Death. After applications, Nick Tomalin, Keeley Spate and Felicity Husband 

interviewed and appointed Lindsey on a five month contract in April 2014.  

2016: Anya Wicikowski was appointed on a similar basis in 2016.  

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

SW Project Advisory Officer  

The Project Advisory Officer resigned due to the challenging travel logistics in getting to the range of 

sites needed to deliver the role. There was therefore no one in post during August and September 

2013, reducing the cost of Action C2/C3 in Wessex. The replacement staff suffered a long term illness, 

which stopped her working from the end of November 2015, and due to the pressure of the field 

season, Nick Tomalin was not able to recruit a replacement until Autumn 2016.  

 

SW Communications Officer  

As mentioned below under C6, there were issues regarding the community engagement role. We did 

not recruit the Community Engagement Officer until 2014 as due to re-structuring and pressure on 

RSPB budgets, our South West region public affairs team did not have the capacity to support the 



Final Report, June 2017 

63 

role in 2013 as planned. Events and press releases were therefore delivered by the rest of the Wessex 

Team, but this put a lot of pressure on their time. In 2015 the SW public affairs team agreed to 

contribute some budget to the role to enable us to offer a longer contract in 2016 however this also 

fell through and Anya carried out another short five month contract. After the project however, the 

team realised the value of the role and recruited a similar role on a more permanent basis.  
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Action D.2. Recruit and train volunteers 

 

Budget: 28,479€  Total spend: 27,654€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

From very little volunteer involvement in stone-curlew conservation in 2012, in 2016, 26 volunteers 

carried out stone-curlew fieldwork, and many more helped deliver project awareness raising 

activities exceeding our expectations. Even more volunteers were recruited for the 2017 season, 

demonstrating the long term success of this action.  

 

The monitoring protocols which replaced the old warden handbook are more user friendly (Annex 

13- Monitoring protocols). As they are suitable for sharing externally, as well as helping with 

volunteer training, they have helped to support other organisations and individuals to monitor and 

protect stone-curlews across the UK and Europe.   

 

The long term strategy for supporting stone-curlew volunteers is being developed and rolled out 

under the ‘Saving Nature Scheme’ which follows on from the ‘Nature Recovery Army’ feasibility 

study mentioned in the Mid-Term report. This scheme will support the monitoring and protection of 

many different conservation dependent species. Regional Project managers will in future have 

support from central staff and also local volunteer coordinators, who will help new recruits to 

develop their skills through arranging mentoring and training enabling the volunteer team to 

continue to grow year on year. The stone-curlew LIFE project provided an invaluable opportunity to 

demonstrate the value of volunteer recruitment and this action will therefore have wider benefits for 

many species across the UK and globally.  

 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  Recruit two fieldwork volunteers per year (eight volunteers trained by 

end of project).  

Five events volunteers  

Four/five farmers to act as stone-curlew heroes/ advocates 

Output achieved: 10 fieldwork volunteers recruited and trained.  

22 events volunteers recruited 

8 farmer advocates developed (to carry out publicity and host 

demonstration events), two featured in heroes booklet.  

Main Staff:  Tim Cowan, Paul Batchelor, Samantha Fraser, Murray Brown 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

The number of fieldwork volunteers increased from four in 2012 to fourteen in 2016, carrying out 

three main volunteer roles: 



Final Report, June 2017 

65 

 

Stone-curlew Fieldworker: This role is for experienced fieldworkers who are able to carry out stone-

curlew monitoring independently. Some use their own 4x4 vehicles and have a licence to carry out 

bird ringing (See Annex 16 for an example). 

 

Stone-curlew Field Assistant: A training role for less experienced fieldworkers, where they 

accompany the Stone-curlew Project Officer or Stone-curlew Project Assistant, and assist with 

monitoring. One volunteer Field Assistant was able to progress to a volunteer Fieldworker role after 

training for a full season. 

 

Stone-curlew Data Assistant: A role outside the breeding season to assist with data entry, analysis 

and report writing. 

 

One volunteer Stone-curlew Fieldworker took on the role of Stone-curlew Volunteer Coordinator in 

2016. This new volunteer role will help with the After LIFE transition, as they will manage and 

coordinate the growing team of volunteers and takeon some of the administration involved in 

volunteer management. 

 

Brecks Fieldwork Volunteers (Actions E1, E2, & C1).  

Fieldworker roles were advertised on the RSPB website (volunteering pages), and in both 2013 and 

2014 more than two volunteers were subsequently recruited to assist the Stone-curlew Project Officer 

and Project Assistants with actions E1 and, where appropriate, C1. In both 2013 and 2014, one of these 

Volunteers then continued to spend one day per week in the Brecks Office entering and compiling 

data for the Annual Stone-curlew report. One Volunteer (Jonathan Webb), was recruited through the 

Nuffield Foundation. 

 
Placement scheme for talented 17 year olds http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/nuffield-research-

placements to carry out a project collecting data on fallow plot quality (Action E2), and perform the 

preliminary analyses of the 2014 plot survey forms. He volunteered for a total of six weeks full time. 

One 2013 volunteer (Peter Feakes) returned as a member of staff in 2014 when we recruited him for 

the summer Project Assistant contract.  

 

Brecks community engagement volunteers (Action C6).  

Event Assistant and photographer roles were advertised on the RSPB webpage volunteering section, 

social media, regional volunteering newsletter, posters, blog posts and our events programme leaflet, 

CJS and Environment job search, Voluntary Norfolk and Suffolk, About Thetford and parish 

newsletters, Radio Suffolk, press releases and V-Involved webpage. In total 14 volunteers were 

recruited to help at open farm Sunday, farm events, other project events such as the roost walks, and 

external events at which we promoted the project such as stands at High Lodge Forest Centre, as well 

the complementary HLF funded ‘Wings over the Brecks’ project events, which all also promoted the 

Brecks Futurescape. The events volunteers were all trained up to inspire Brecks residents about the 

work of the project and stone-curlews as a species, helping to deliver action C6. The main messages 

they aim to convey included:  

1. What a stone-curlew is, its basic ecology and how rare and special it is.  

2. Why the Brecks (i.e. its unique habitats and land management) is so important to stone-curlew and 

all the other specialist species stone-curlews are a flagship for.  
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3. The work of the project team (advisory) and farmers can give stone-curlews a home for the future 

with local support.  

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

The skills and equipment that most volunteers already possessed exceeded our expectations, so the 

main issues were the variation between volunteer’s time, expertise and support needs, making 

planning somewhat difficult. On the Suffolk Coast, when staff monitoring was reduced in 2015, one 

of the volunteers was inexperienced and therefore required support from reserve staff anyway. The 

amount of time devoted to monitoring was significantly reduced compared to when a fieldworker 

was employed and a few areas were not covered.  

 

 

WESSEX 
 

Target:  Recruit two new volunteers per year, to build a team of at least eight 

volunteers by the end of the project to carry out fieldwork.  

Output achieved: Twelve fieldwork volunteers recruited 

Main Staff:  Nick Tomalin, Lindsey Death, Charlotte Bruce-White 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Fieldwork Volunteers  

Twelve volunteers were recruited during the project, some became close to the project through their 

own particular interests and roles, and some came from existing bird groups, such as county groups 

and MoD conservation groups. Others were local birders or land managers that were known to the 

project and were persuaded to become more involved. All have worked alongside the field team to 

train them to identify stone-curlew behaviours, search for nests or chicks, assist at interventions and 

make assessment of plot condition for advising farmers.  

 

Volunteers took on more responsibility later in the project, and assisted with training and mentoring 

of less experienced volunteers. 

 

Internship  

Six month 3-4 days per week internships were offered from October –March in 2014, 2015 and 2016, 

these were filled in 2014 and 2015, and they assisted the team with people engagement tasks, reserve 

management, data handling and interpretation and media work. The post was not filled in 2016, as 

the successful applicant was subsequently appointed Project Advisory Officer.  
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Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Long term commitment  

Volunteer roles are subject to variation annually. We were fortunate to take on two new volunteers 

on Salisbury Plain, who were very committed and learned tasks very quickly. But in Berkshire one of 

our volunteers found alternative work for some of the season, reducing his involvement compared 

to last year. It is not easy to make a long term plan for volunteers when despite best intentions their 

availability may change very quickly.  

 

Transport  

For some volunteers, access to a vehicle and/or equipment may limit their involvement. This has been 

partly addressed by pairing volunteers together so that they generally can provide this between them.  

 

Confidentiality 

One volunteer was recruited but was not retained due to them passing on sensitive data, which could 

have jeopardised our relationship with landowners. This highlights the importance of getting to 

know prospective volunteers first. Subsequent new volunteers were not therefore allocated a role 

until they had shadowed one of the team.  
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Action D.3. Train external advisors 

 

Budget: 21,812€  Total spend: 16,190€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

We were able to carry out this action more efficiently by holding fewer but larger events for external 

advisors. We worked closely with Natural England team leaders to ensure that all the staff they 

managed were aware of the project and received training as required during the project. In some 

instances, this was achieved by project staff e.g. simply delivering a short talk at Natural England 

team meetings, rather than holding a bespoke training event which would have cost more in both 

staff time and venue/ travel costs etc.  

 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  Train five+ advisors per year, including all new NE advisors working in 

project areas as part of their normal induction  
Output achieved: 19 Natural England advisors trained at Minsmere in Dec 2013  

Eight Natural England advisors trained at Cavenham in March 2017 

Main Staff:  Andrew Holland, Kerry Skelhorn, Tim Cowan  

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Bespoke whole day training courses were held for Natural England advisors including a HLS event 

on the Suffolk Coast and a Countryside Stewardship event in the Brecks which both included a 

classroom element and field element. In addition to this, regular meetings were held throughout the 

project with Natural England team leaders, and advice was provided 1:1 to relevant Natural England 

advisors when they were working on agreements within the project target areas. Furthermore the 

project advisor sat on the regional advice coordination group with other representatives of external 

advisory organisations who jointly run an annual farm business update event, and the Campaign for 

the Farmed Environment county groups which run advisory events attended by both farmers and 

external advisors.  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Changes to staff roles, structure, governance, workload, and agri-environment schemes in Natural 

England made it difficult to organise regular events and engage fully with all advisory staff, leading 

to some issues when delivering the project C actions. To deliver advisor training as efficiently as 

possible, fewer but larger events were held and external events attended wherever possible to 

disseminate advisory information to other advisors.  
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WESSEX 
 

Target:  Train five+ advisors per year, including all new NE advisors working 

in project areas as part of their normal induction  

Output achieved: Seventeen events contributed to delivery of this action, with a total 

attendance of 171  

Main Staff:  Nick Tomalin, Charlotte Bruce-White, Patrick Cashman, Robert Blackler 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Advisory Events  

Advisory events aimed at farmers, land managers and advisors, at which advisors have been present 

were integrated into the Wessex advisory events plan as described in Action C.1. (Figure 12). 

Advisors in this instance included agronomists, consultants and agency staff. These events were 

aimed at training land managers and advisors in delivering habitat needs for stone-curlews as part 

of a package of measures for wider farmland biodiversity.  

 

Natural England Advisor training  

Six events were specifically targeted at Natural England advisors. On two of these events, the entire 

county NE advisor teams for Wiltshire and Hampshire visited RSPB Manor Farm (the Winterbourne 

Downs farm) to discuss stone-curlew habitat requirements, including our latest thinking on plot 

management prescriptions. This has lead to greater communication between the RSPB and NE locally 

including involvement in drawing up agreements, discussions over plot locations, and sharing 

information on expiring agreements, plot trials and options for the new scheme.  

 

External Advisor liaison  

In addition to the organised events, we regularly met with at least three local advisors who work 

across parts of the stone-curlew range, to ensure that the advice they give to farmers is consistent 

with ours, and to maintain communication with them regarding specific habitat advice or contact 

information for the field team. This has given us several new sites where we were not previously 

monitoring for stone-curlew, including some with plots, and has reduced the amount of time our 

Advisory Officer has to spend with these farmers.  

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Unpredictability/unaccountability of advisors  

The amount of support from advisors varies greatly, due to the personality of the individual. We have 

had good support from the county team leaders, but whether individual advisors contact us and 

involve us in agreements is very much up to them. Although we have been able to meet a lot of 

advisors, there may be staff turnover which necessitates further training. 
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Action E.1. Monitor stone-curlew population and habitat use annually 

 

Budget: 364,509€   Total spend:  450,368€ 
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Our aim was to reduce the annual cost of monitoring stone-curlews through the project, while 

maintaining enough data to evaluate our strategy to secure a sustainable (stable or increasing) stone-

curlew population. Monitoring habitat use will become more difficult as we scale back monitoring, 

but is essential to asses our strategy to increase the proportion of pairs nesting on safe habitat. Habitat 

types have been simplified into four main types to facilitate this analysis.  

 

In 2016 we tested a new survey technique that would be suitable for periodic surveys to check how 

accurate annual population estimates are. 

 

A new simpler national annual report template was trialled and developed to make assessing our 

strategy easier and ensure that the appropriate/ required data is more accessible to the different users 

of the reports. This will continue to be used after the project. 

 

We have created a new national stone-curlew database where all RSPB data is stored together with 

totals from other organisations and estimates for unmonitored sites making it easier to avoid double 

counting and gain an accurate national population estimate.  

 

During the course of the project it became apparent that the old nest record cards used to monitor 

breeding success were no longer fit for purpose. A new field recording sheet was therefore developed 

to help capture information required to assess our strategy, and has been shared with others involved 

in monitoring together with the new monitoring protocols described in Action D.2. 

 

 

Figure 20 Keeley Spate and Kev Rylands surveying a stone-curlew plot from a project vehicle. 4x4 trucks and 

telescopes are essential equipment for monitoring stone-curlews. 
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EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  Annual report completed by 30 November each year  

Output achieved: Annual reports completed for 2013 and 2014 (CD Annex 06) Please see 

more information in text below 

Main Staff:  Tim Cowan, Paul Batchelor 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Locating pairs and monitoring their breeding success  

In 2013-2014, the field team monitored 226-248 nesting attempts by 173 pairs across 70 farms, 11 

heathland SSSI/ nature reserves, and four military airfields. Nest record cards were completed at each 

site where a pair was found, whether or not they were subsequently proved to be breeding. Around 

100 chicks were colour ringed and roosts surveyed each year to aid analysis of productivity. The 

results of the monitoring during the season were compiled into an end of year report. Volunteers 

assisted with data entry and stone-curlew data was moved form a dysfunctional Access based system 

to Excel database in 2015.  

 

Volunteer led monitoring was tested in six main areas in Eastern England in 2015 (mostly successful), 

as were timed roost counts. The results were discussed at a focussed technical group meeting 

alongside a review of monitoring methodology and new monitoring protocols developed (Annex 13). 

  

In line with our Stone-curlew Transition Strategy, monitoring effort was reduced over the term of the 

LIFE project in the following ways: 

 

In 2015  

- The arable monitoring area was reduced so that all farms where stone-curlews had not been 

recorded, or very rarely recorded, in recent years were not monitored (except for plots); 

 

In 2016: 

- The arable monitoring area was further reduced so that only farms where more than three 

interventions to save eggs or chicks had occurred in the last 5 years were monitored (except 

for plots);   

- Monitoring of NWT and FC land was transferred to them (apart from colour-ringing); 

- Ringing effort was reduced by ceasing trips for ringing purposes only, so all ringing had to be 

part of routine monitoring rather than additional to. 

- We reduced the length of the Field Officer (Project Assistant) contracts from six months to five 

months 
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Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

The reduction in field officer contract length was disappointing for the staff involved who have all 

returned for the seasonal contract for some years, however, they were all willing to carry out the 

contract for the reduced term.  

 

The severe cold weather in early April 2013 caused the death of a number of early returning stone-

curlews, resulting in a significant reduction in the size of the UK stone-curlew population (possibly 

as much as 20% in Eastern England). Problems were encountered due to the inseparable nature of 

interventions and monitoring, not yet able to reduce size of fieldwork team for reasons in Action C1. 

 

The original intention was to complete annual monitoring reports for 2015 and 2016 as well as for 

2013 and 2014. A full set of reports was finalised for Wessex (as explained below), but the Eastern 

England Reports for 2015 and 2016, and therefore the National Summaries for those years, were only 

drafted and not fully completed. This was due mainly to issues with the data held in the stone-curlew 

database.  

 

This database was one of the main positive outcomes of the project, and will enable us to share stone-

curlew data with partners such as Natural England in its entirety rather than as summary reports. As 

a result, feedback from Natural England and senior managers was that completing the database was 

more important than completing the annual reports, which are less useful in the long term. By the 

end of the project, the database had been completed, and most of the issues resolved, but this did not 

allow time for summary reports to be finalised. Project staff were under significant pressure at the 

end of the project due to accelerated resource reduction, and it was therefore necessary for them to 

focus on the most important objectives and deliverables. Monitoring data will continue be analysed 

annually by the species lead to assess progress towards the 2016-2020 transition strategy after the 

project 

 

 

WESSEX 
 

Target:  Monitoring report produced by the end of November each year;  

Output achieved: Annual reports completed (Annex 14 - Annual Reports and CD Annex 06) 

Main Staff:  Nick Tomalin and seasonal project assistants/ field officers 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

In 2013 only two project assistants were recruited to help with population monitoring, which didn’t 

pose too much of a problem as the population was lower that year following the cold weather in 

March. In 2014 and 2015 an additional contract was funded by Wiltshire Council Community 

Infrastructure Levy (CIL) to assess the impact of development within 5km of the Salisbury Plain SPA, 

which involved some additional work, and enabled more complete monitoring to be carried out. In 

2016, we reduced the number of seasonal contracts in line with the transition strategy, hoping that 

the project advisory officer would assist with monitoring, enabling us to not reduce the area 
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monitored, however due to illness, this was not possible and some areas did not receive as many 

monitoring visits in previous years making comparing data problematic.  

 

Volunteers led monitoring in Berkshire and East Hampshire areas, more so in the latter half of the 

project, and this was very successful and will be continued after the LIFE project.  

 

The intern assisted with data entry and all Wessex monitoring data (from 1985 onwards) was collated 

onto the new National Stone-curlew database in 2015.  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Access  

There are a few areas where we do not have access to monitor the species, either because private 

landowners do not allow access, or on MoD sites with limited access. This makes up a very small 

proportion of the Wessex population, and we have some idea of what is happening in these areas due 

to other people monitoring (Porton Down in house, or some estates where GWCT or volunteers are 

welcome but not RSPB).  
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Action E.2. Monitor quantity and quality of safe nesting habitat 
 

Budget: 50,700€  Total spend: 49,638€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

The quantity of safe nesting habitat is reported with stone-curlew population statistics in (Annex 14 

- Annual Reports and CD Annex 06), these combine the Action E.1 and Action E.2 reports into one 

comprehensive report, rather than two separate reports as listed in the deliverables section of the 

grant agreement. This is because habitat occupancy needs to be assessed alongside habitat 

availability, and habitat quality tends to be assessed during stone-curlew monitoring and recorded 

on nest record cards/ field recording sheets. 

 

The quality of habitat has been assessed separately through a variety of separate studies, as this can 

be quite onerous. Plot condition was assessed during nest monitoring, plot management trials and 

the STANTA PhD, and on designated sites is assessed periodically.  

 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  Habitat data will be compiled annually, at the end of each project year;  

Output achieved: Habitat data analysed as part of Annual stone-curlew reports  

Main Staff:  Tim Cowan, Emily Field 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Plot monitoring  

We monitored between 80 and 90 plots each year (about 60% of the total number of plots in Eastern 

England), advising farmers where they needed to carry management to maintain bare ground during 

the breeding season.  

 

Plot vegetation forms 

Analyse plot management trials, and plot condition, data on vegetation height on plots was collected 

by Fieldworkers/ Projects Assistants on a bespoke vegetation recording form, and digitised by 

volunteers, including a Nuffield Science Placement student at the Brecks Office.  

 

Plot database  

We created a new plot database excel spreadsheet to make it easier to plan advisory work, and share 

information between the Stone-curlew Project Officer and Project Advisory Officer. This contains 

details of the agreements and their expiry dates, so that the advisory officer can discuss the plots with 

the farmer and start planning the new agreement before the previous one expires, it also contains 

details of the number of pairs of stone-curlews that nested on each one in each year, together with 
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fledging success so that high performing plots can be prioritised for renewal and poorly performing 

plots can be amended (e.g. moved or prescription changed) to try to improve their performance.  

On a separate sheet, we now also keep totals of all types of plots including plots we do not monitor, 

so that we are better able to report against LIFE+ project targets and our 2020 strategy. Natural 

England staff and staff or volunteers monitoring stone-curlews check this (against agri-environment 

agreement records and field knowledge) annually to ensure that it is as accurate as possible reflection 

of the amount of safe nest plots available to stone-curlews.   

 

Grass Heath Assessment 

This was completed as part Action B.1 and was used to inform the Heathland Officer work 

programme throughout the project- at the end of the project he produced a site by site update on the 

Grass Heath assessment to be read in conjunction with the original targets for the individual sites 

(Annex 05- Grass Heath Assessment).  

 

STANTA PhD 

The ground disturbance plots on STANTA were monitored as part of a UEA/RSPB PhD, conducted 

by the Heathland Management Officer. Initial findings have been published in online journals and in 

the new Journal of Breckland Studies funded by the Heritage lottery Fund.  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Rather than completing a separate report on habitat availability, this was reported as part of the E.1 

annual stone-curlew monitoring report, so that the quality of habitat could be assessed in the context 

of occupancy. 

 

 

WESSEX 
 

Target:  Habitat data compiled at the end of each project year  

Output achieved: Annual plot management and vegetation surveys undertaken  

Main Staff:  Nick Tomalin and Project Assistants  
 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Trial plot survey forms  

Field staff completed vegetation survey forms (Annex 10) at nest sites, including plots and trial 

management sites. As described in Action C2, we carried out plot management research as part of 

the monitoring, to assess whether we could increase the sustainability of plot management without 

the need for intensive monitoring in the future. This included measuring vegetation heights and 

density to provide an indication of the suitability of plots across the season. The results were 

disappointing, so habitat quality is still reliant on in-season advice.  
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Plot monitoring database  

We maintain an inventory of all plots, which is updated regularly by staff throughout the field season 

to record whether the plot is in need of improved management, relocation or can be discontinued or 

maintained as is. This is used to inform action C2. At present there are 42 plots we feel could be 

discontinued, and 27 that should be relocated. There are at least 145 that should be maintained. We 

have a network of c.256 plots (arable and grassland totals combined) across the Wessex range, 

including 12 plots in SE England. 
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5.2. Dissemination actions 

 

5.2.1 Objectives  

 

Summary of the objectives of the dissemination plan set out in the revised project proposal:  

 

C6. Awareness Raising Activities  

Produce a promotional leaflet at the beginning of the project and regionally focused project 

newsletters in each year of the project to raise awareness of the project and its key outputs.  

 

Organise a variety of awareness-raising events and activities that will complement the dissemination 

work described under the F actions (Communications Officers to be recruited to carry out this work), 

with the following four main aims:  
 

1. Boost volunteer recruitment.  
 

2. Raise the profile of the contribution of farmers/landowners, providing them with 

additional motivation to work actively on stone-curlew conservation.  
 

3. Improve understanding among future custodians/caretakers of the land - i.e. the next 

generation of farmers, landowners and farm workers - through awareness-raising work 

with schools and local communities.  
 

4. To encourage local people and businesses, particularly those that are based around 

tourism, to appreciate the stone-curlew as a symbol of the wildlife value of the regions 

involved.  

 

F1. Create and maintain project web pages  

Create a set of web pages about the project to disseminate information about project activities, 

progress and results. They will display the LIFE logo, acknowledging EC funding, and explain how 

the project links to the EU Birds Directive and the Natura 2000 network.  

 

F2: Erect LIFE+ information boards  

Install information boards at Minsmere and Winterbourne Downs RSPB Reserves. These boards will 

tell visitors about stone-curlews, the LIFE project objectives, and explain the link to the Natura 2000 

network.  

 

F3: Prepare layman’s report  

A c.10 page layman’s report will be prepared on the project, aimed at decision-makers and other non-

technical audiences, describing the project, its objectives, the actions we implemented and the results 

we achieved.  

 

F4: Carry out media work to disseminate information about the project  

Issue regular press releases about the progress of the stone-curlew project, generating at least one 

national media feature per year, and three local features in each region. These aim to increase interest 

in project events and general stakeholder engagement.  
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F5: Organise end-of-project conference  

A conference will be organised in the final year of the project, to disseminate key messages about the 

project directly to between 50 and 75 important stakeholders from throughout Europe, ensuring 

information is shared and lessons we learn during the project can be applied elsewhere.  

 

5.2.2 Dissemination actions: overview per activity  
 

Action 

 

C.6 Awareness Raising Activities  

F.1 Create and maintain project web pages   

F.2 Erect LIFE+ information boards  

F.3 Prepare layman’s report  

F.4 Carry out media work to disseminate information about the project  

F.5 Organise end-of-project conference  

E.3 Monitor impact of awareness-raising work  

 

 
Figure 21 Raising awareness of stone-curlews and the LIFE project aims at a roost safari event in September 

2014. 
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Action C.6 Carry out awareness-raising activities 
 

Budget: 246,588€  Total spend: 108,174€ 
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Newsletters were edited centrally by the Project Manager to ensure consistency using new RSPB 

branded templates. Each edition included an update on progress towards LIFE project targets, as well 

as case studies and other news.  

 

Resources purchased for community engagement work include a marquee, projector and speakers 

for the Brecks Community Engagement Officer, laptop for the Wessex Community Engagement 

Officer, and roller banners for both regional project teams to use at events. All of these resources are 

also used by other members of staff working on the project, for delivering illustrated talks and 

attending agricultural shows/ public events. 

 

To complement this action the Project Manager arranged for the re-launch of the stone-curlew pin-

badge which had been discontinued. These are used for community fundraising- with a suggested 

donation of £1 (production costs are covered by the RSPB Fundraising and Communications 

directorate). Many people collect these badges, and special edition ones are particularly popular so 

1500 pin badges were sent to each community engagement officer for use at events, with some also 

sent to community engagement staff working in the South Downs and Suffolk Coast (although they 

are not directly working on this project). A new project backing card was designed and produced in 

2013 (CD Annex B MTR, Annex 19) to promote the project.  

 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Targets:  Brecks events attended by 500 people per year;  

Minsmere stone-curlew footage viewed by 7,500 people per year;  

5,000 copies of the project leaflet distributed; 

500 copies of the Brecks newsletter produced and distributed annually.  
Outputs achieved: 18844 people engaged at events and project leaflet widely distributed 

Springwatch stone-curlew footage viewed by 2 million people. 

200 copies of the Brecks newsletter produced and distributed annually 

Main Staff:  Sammy Fraser/ Murray Brown (Brecks Community Engagement 

Officer) 
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Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Guided walks 

Stone-curlew roost walks were held in partnership with Natural England at Cavenham Heath 

National Nature Reserve each September in conjunction with the ‘Thetford Festival’ programme. 

80 people attended these in 2013, but an event had to be cancelled due to low bookings in 

2015, when a small charge was invited to cover the cost of the coach, and in 2016, the birds 

weren’t showing well so the events were postponed.  
 

Talks 

A series of talks were held attended by about 100 people per year, (with around 15-20 at each) 

including councillors and members of the public.  

 

Events programme 

Many events were arranged and attended by large numbers of people, including stone-curlew roost 

walks and farm walks. 

2012, 1000 people engaged at 24 events 

2013, 4726 people engaged at 80 events 

2014, 6600 people engaged at 71 events 

2015, 4929 people engaged at 27 events 

2016, 1589 people engaged at 37 events 

(note some events were joint with HLF Wings Over the Brecks) 

 

 

 
Figure 22 The project marquee set up with project roller banners, manned by volunteers. 
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The Brecks’ project newsletter 

 

  

Figure 23 The Brecks Newsletters produced each winter during the project, together with the two additional 

Summer newsletters providing more information about the new Countryside Stewardship scheme. All 

newsletters included arrange of case studies and updates and 

 

Minsmere nest cameras and view point 

 

 

Figure 24 Over two million viewers followed the story of Minsmere’s stone-curlews in 2014 and 2016, when a 

pair nested near the viewpoint and LIFE project information board. 
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WESSEX 
 

Targets:  - 1,100 people engaged at 45 events per year (a total of 180 events) 

- Three viewing screens at Winterbourne Downs, used by 1,500 people per year;  

- Six guided walks for 15–20 people at Winterbourne Downs each year;  

- 5,000 copies of the project leaflet distributed  

- 500 copies of the SW England newsletter produced and distributed;  

- Winterbourne Downs trail guide produced by April 2013;  
Output  

achieved: 

- 5,500 people engaged at a total of 173 events  

- Seven viewing screens at two locations at Winterbourne Downs  

- 26 stone-curlew ‘safaris’ held. 

- Project Leaflet and Chalk Country Newsletter widely distributed  

Main Staff:  Nick Tomalin, Lindsey Death, Anya Wicikowski 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Events 

173 events were attended or held by the Wessex project team between October 2012 and March 2017 

despite the reduction in the duration of the Community Engagement post. Altogether, attendance of 

these events was over 30,000 and around 5500 high quality conversations about the Stone-curlew 

LIFE project were held (CD Annex 07- Wessex Events Plan.xls, far exceeding our target.  

 

Viewing screens at Winterbourne Downs 

Three viewing screens were installed at the first site as planned, and a further screen was added in 

early 2017, to enable larger groups to view simultaneously. Viewing screens were also installed at a 

second site in early 2016, to increase the chances of stone-curlews being visible to visitors. The trail 

guide (CD Annex B MTR, Annex 23), produced a little later like all project publications due to the 

RSPB brand update directs visitors to the screens, and gives a little information on stone-curlews.   
 

 

Figure 25 The three viewing screens installed at Winterbourne downs being used during a Salisbury Natural 

History Society tour led by Toby Branston (temporary Reserves Warden). 
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Chalk Country Newsletter 

An annual four page newsletter was distributed at events, emailed to farmers, and made available to 

download from the Website each year, and an eight page bumper edition was produced in February 

2017 at the end of the project extension.  

 

 

Figure 26 Chalk Country newsletters (CD Annex 08. and www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew) 

 

Community engagement 

The community engagement officer enabled us to carry out more outreach awareness raising, by 

visiting schools, village fetes, community groups (such as the knit ‘n’ natter group who knitted a 

stone-curlew) and various events in Salisbury Town. The community engagement officer facilitated 

the painting of a stone-curlew mural in Salisbury town centre by ATM, a famous street artist, which 

became a talking point and good focal point for town centre events (even becoming a ‘pokestop’ for 

the popular game APP). The range of events the Community Engagement officers attended or held 

is well illustrated by this list of events attended in just two months:  

 

August 2016 

2x Salisbury wildlife walks 

Salisbury Playday 

Wessex Country Fair 

Friary Community Centre playday  

2x Stone-Curlew Safaris  

Newton Tony Village Fete  

 

September 2016 

2x Salisbury Wildlife walk  

4 x Stone curlew safaris 

Stone curlew event at Secret Garden Salisbury    

Salisbury Contemporary Craft &Heritage Festival  

2x Meadow Safari and bug hunts  

Talk to local scout group  

 

 

Figure 27 The stone-curlew mural painted by ATM 

https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/chalk-country-newsletter---winter-2013-2014.pdf
https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/chalk-country-newsletter-winter-2014-15.pdf
https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/chalk-country-newsletter-january-2016.pdf
https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/the-brecks-newsletter-february-2017.pdf
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Guided walks (Roost Safaris) 

More guided walks were held than planned, but they were attended by fewer people.  The number 

of walks we can hold at Normanton Down is restricted, therefore to enable us to hold more walks we 

added different venues, in the final year we also trialled working with a tour operator, to show people 

stone-curlews as part of their Wessex tour.  The total number of people attending the walks fell 

slightly short of the 360 target, but some of the groups were intentionally small in order to gain a 

greater depth of engagement. 

 

 

Date Location No. & type of attendees 

28 August 2013 Normanton Down 12 Local Group 
31 August 2013 Normanton Down 6 Bristol Birders 

01 September 2013 Normanton Down 12 Local Group 

21 September 2013 Normanton Down 10 Bath Local Group 

09 August 2014 Winterbourne Downs 15 Public/ nature enthusiasts 
16 August 2014 Winterbourne Downs 14 Public/ nature enthusiasts 

24 August 2014 Normanton Down 15 Richmond RSPB Local 

Group 27 August 2014 Normanton Down 12 South Wilts RSPB Local 

Group 30 August 2014 Winterbourne Downs 14 Public 

05 September 2014 Winterbourne Downs 8 Public 

06 September 2014 Winterbourne Downs 18 Public 

25 August 2015 Winterbourne Downs 8 South Wilts Local Group 
26 August 2015 Winterbourne Downs 15 WI 

30 August 2015 Normanton Down 14 South Wilts Local Group 

01 September 2015 Winterbourne Downs 16 Local Group 

02 September 2015 Winterbourne Downs 14 WI 

09 September 2015 Winterbourne Downs 15 WI 

10 September 2015 Winterbourne Downs 19 Public 

16 September 2015 Winterbourne Downs 11 WI 

25 August 2016 Winterbourne Downs 16 WI 
30 August 2016 Winterbourne Downs 15 WI 

03 September 2016 Winterbourne Downs 15 Public 

07 September 2016 Winterbourne Downs 13 WI 

08 September 2016 Normanton Down 14 Local Group 

29 September 2016 Salisbury Plain 3 VIP RSPB 

29 September 2016 Wessex Tour 3 VIPs  
Total 327 Attendees 

Figure 28 Wessex Stone-curlew Roost Safaris / guided walks held each autumn 
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Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Community Engagement Officer recruitment  

We did not recruit the Community Engagement Officer until 2014 as due to re-structuring and 

pressure on RSPB budgets, our South West region public affairs team did not have the capacity to 

support the role in 2013 as planned. Events and press releases were therefore delivered by the rest of 

the Wessex Team, but this put a lot of pressure on their time. To ensure delivery of Action C6 in 

Wessex we recruited and managed a five month post in 2014 and 2016.  

 

Printing of project publications 

We reduced the quantity of leaflets and newsletters printed to avoid wastage, as they were distributed 

mostly by email and online on the project website. To avoid duplication with the Chalk Country 

Futurescapes (LIFE10 INF/UK/189) leaflet which also introduces members of the public to stone-

curlews , we targeted the Stone-curlew project leaflet at a more academic audience. Being able to use 

the project leaflet in conjunction with the futurescape leaflet meant we could reduce the number 

printed further, and use the futurescape leaflet to get attention, and the stone-curlew leaflet to provide 

extra detail.   

 

Viewing Screen 

Comments on feedback forms (see action E.3) on the first, three panel viewing screen was that it was 

too small for groups to view the stone-curlews simultaneously. Therefore in the final year of the 

project a fourth panel was added to the main screen, in addition to the second viewing screen added 

in 2015 at a different site on the reserve.   

 

Some also suggested a hide would have been better to include seated viewing.  
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Action F.1. Create and maintain project web pages  

 
Budget: 19,852€  Total spend: 11,293€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

The Stone-curlew LIFE+ Project webpage was created within the RSPB website in Spring 2013, by the 

original deadline. This involved completing a brief for the RSPB Web Team as described in the grant 

agreement. The Web Team also trained the Project Manager and regional leads to edit most of the 

content, but there are some components such as downloads and links, that need to be edited by the 

web team, for which a job request and creative brief must be completed. There were delays in getting 

the project page to function as requested by the Commission due to the constraints of the RSPB 

template for Project pages and wider functionality of the RSPB website, it was affected by a 

programme of improvements across the entire RSPB website (c. 200,000 pages!), and re-structuring 

of the Fundraising and Communications department. There are consequently still some minor 

improvements to be made however the web page has proved effective in directing e.g. journalists and 

researchers to the right contact point. Several relevant pages were linked to the new Stone-curlew 

LIFE+ project webpage within the RSPB website, which were designed to be read in the following, 

logical order, in line with the order in which they are listed on online search engines.  

 

Bird guide: www.rspb.org.uk/stonecurlew  

This is the page which is listed first in any internet searches for ‘stone-curlew’, and contains video 

and illustrations, together with comprehensive description to aid species identification, and 

information on where to see them. This page already had links to further detailed information on 

Breeding, Conservation, Population Trends, Legal Status and Threats, which were updated by the 

Project Manager. A link to the main project page was added to encourage anyone who sees a stone-

curlew and looks it up online, to go further and read the Project page, submit their record or seek 

advice.  

 

Main stone-curlew LIFE+ project page: www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew  

Maintained by the Project Manager, this page contains a brief summary/ overview of the project 

objectives and information on the Birds Directive and Natura 2000 network, downloadable project 

leaflet and newsletters and end of project publications. Links, downloads and layout are maintained 

by the RSPB Web team. This page signposts and links to all of the following:  

 

Regional project pages  

These are the most important pages, and are maintained by Nick Tomalin in Wessex, and Tim Cowan 

in Eastern England, they highlight current work and opportunities and link to relevant blogs. See 

below for more information.  

https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/wessex-stone-curlew-project 

https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/eastern-england-stone-curlew-recovery-

project 

 

  

https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/wessex-stone-curlew-project
https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/eastern-england-stone-curlew-recovery-project
https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/eastern-england-stone-curlew-recovery-project
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Farmland bird advisory pages  

Farmers may also want more general advice on helping wildlife on their farms. These pages include 

links to wider agri-environment scheme advice, and are maintained by the RSPB Technical Advice 

Unit. From here farmers/ advisors can view further information and download advisory sheets on 

individual species, habitats, and agri-environment options, as well as find details of whole farm 

wildlife packages of measures to reverse farmland bird declines, and contact details for local RSPB 

farm conservation advisors.  

https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/ 

 

Research Project pages  

Some viewers may be interested in the evidence which underpins stone-curlew conservation- for 

example, academics, other organisations and decision makers. There have been many previous RSPB 

research projects that are still relevant to stone-curlew conservation today and provide the evidence 

base for our current strategy- these links are therefore also included. These pages are maintained by 

the RSPB Centre for Conservation Science. 

 

  

https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/
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Action F.2. Erect LIFE+ information boards 
 

Budget: 10,834€  Total spend: 5,883€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

The two information boards were designed to suit their locations, therefore have quite different styles. 

At Minsmere, it is a trailside lectern information board at the stone-curlew viewpoint and at 

Winterbourne Downs, it is part of the main reserve modular information board at the entrance to the 

reserve. Both work well, promoting the project to people who visit the reserve generally or to view 

stone-curlews. A third A4 board was installed at the Winterbourne downs viewing screen.  

 

 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Targets:   Two Information Boards installed at Minsmere by 30/04/ 2013 (Annex 19) 

Outputs achieved: One Information Board installed at stone-curlew viewpoint  

Main Staff:  Ian Barthorpe, Rupert Masefield, Emily Field 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Minsmere Information Board  

The locations of the information boards were reviewed alongside other Reserve signage in early 2013, 

and it was decided that at Minsmere, due to the increased costs of production since the project budget 

was set, one information board would be installed at Minsmere. In line with other signs nearby, it 

would be lectern style rather than modular, which would look more in keeping with the landscape. 

The site is very prominent and most visitors will see it as they pass the stone-curlew viewpoint on 

the North Wall, as they head towards the beach. The board was in place for Springwatch in 2015 as 

shown in Figure 23, and many questionnaire respondees quoted information from the board, 

showing that it was well read. The final paragraph reads:  

 

“In 2012, we embarked upon an ambitious four-year EU LIFE+ funded project to help landowners create more 

safe nesting habitat, and give stone-curlews a home for the future.”  
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Figure 29 The information board at the Minsmere viewpoint installed spring 2015. 

 

 

Problems encountered including financial and/or technical modifications  
 

Springwatch  

As well as the initial delay due to RSPB re-branding, the Minsmere board was again delayed due to 

the pressure of hosting the popular Live TV series ‘Springwatch’. Reserve staff had to write the 

content for the sign and commission the designers during preparations which took place over winter 

2013. So, in the interim, temporary information boards were used at the stone-curlew viewpoints as 

shown:  

 

 

Figure 30 The information board at the Minsmere viewpoint during Springwatch 2014 
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Second Information Board 

As explained, the second board was not erected in the Minsmere car park, but we did consider 

erecting a second board in the Brecks, where most of the Eastern England project work was taking 

place. However, as we do not own any sites open to the public in the Brecks, we would have needed 

a partner to display the board on our behalf, and this might have conflicted with the HLF funded 

Wings over the Brecks work. So, we decided that the roaming display and Thetford town centre 

information board produced for the Futurescapes LIFE project, which both mention the Stone-curlew 

LIFE project would be sufficient.  

 

 

WESSEX 
 

Targets:   Information Board Installed in cycle/ car park by 30/04/2013  

Output achieved: Modular information board installed in Autumn 2015 

Main Staff:  Keeley Spate, Patrick Cashman, Emily Field 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Modular information board 

After the review of reserve signage at Winterbourne Downs, we decided to include the stone-curlew 

LIFE+ information boards as part of a new large modular board installed by the car park ( so no 

change to location), at the entrance to the footpath which goes past the stone-curlew viewpoint. Two 

of the panels promote the LIFE+ Stone-curlew project alongside background to stone-curlew habitat 

creation at Winterbourne Downs, and one promotes ‘HLF Save our Magnificent Meadows’ (an RSPB 

Plantlife project). The reserve map highlights the location of the stone-curlew viewing screen,. The 

remaining two modules introduce Winterbourne Downs and ‘Things to do’.  

 

 

 

Figure 31 A4 board at viewing screen 



Final Report, June 2017 

91 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Production was delayed three times:  

1. Due to RSPB re-branding which postponed this action from 2013 to 2014 

2. In order to produce it more cost effectively as a combined design commission with the Save 

our Magnificent Meadows project board.  

3. Due to vandalism on the site, the board was not erected until this had stopped.  
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Action F.3. Prepare layman’s report 
 

Budget: 7,188€  Total spend: 1,079€  
 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

The report content was agreed and drafted in December 2016, and proofs and amendments signed 

off in January 2017, ahead of printing 500 copies for dissemination at the end of Project conference in 

February 2017, and to all other relevant parties.   

 

                                               
 

Figure 32 Layman’s report ‘Securing the stone-curlew Summary Report 2012-2016’showing results page. 

The report is online at www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew 

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

The timing of the report meant that some of the final figures were yet to be confirmed therefore these 

had to be approximated. 

 

  



Final Report, June 2017 

93 

 

Action F.4. Carry out media work to disseminate information about the 

project  
 

Budget: 29,336€  Total spend: 27,775€  
 

Targets:   Eight press releases generating at least four national media features and 

twelve local / regional features, increased visitor numbers, event attendance, 

and requests for information/ advice.  

Outputs: Nine press releases. Numerous national and local media features including 

print, TV, online and radio. 

 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Although a good amount of media stories were generated by the project, contributing hugely to 

Action C.6, it was more difficult to secure good media coverage of the project itself, and the LIFE 

funding. Overall, however, we exceeded the number of press releases we anticipated and all releases 

were picked up by local media and published online, with many also going to print and television/ 

radio. The Eastern England team were particularly successful in generating media attention for the 

project, which is perhaps due to a larger communications team at the regional headquarters to 

support the project team, and longer community engagement officer contracts, helping them to 

develop more contacts. See Annex 17 and CD Annex 12 and 13. 

 

 

Media releases:  

Date Title 

02/08/2013 Bread, check. Milk, check. Eggs, check. Rare bird, check... 

16/04/2014 Award for stone-curlew protection project on Downton Abbey estate 

10/12/2014 Brecks stone-curlews bounce back after 20 per cent decline 

26/02/2015 Celebrating 30-year partnership to save stone-curlews in the Brecks 

09/05/2016 Farmers work to secure the future of a Brecks flagship species – the stone-curlew 

17/06/2016 Farmers helping secure bright future for rare star of Springwatch (about LIFE+) 

01/07/2016 Record numbers of stone-curlews nesting on Suffolk coast 

08/08/2016 UK first as experts use GPS to keep tabs on elusive stone-curlews 

27/02/2017 Farmers in the East cultivate hopes for future of UK’s stone-curlews 

 

 

Media events 

Date Title 

02/08/2013 Glebe Farm Media Visit- for EDP newspaper article 

02/08/2016 

 

Brecks tour for journalists to promote LIFE project- for several media features 
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Newspaper and magazine articles:  

Date Title  

27/02/2015 30 year anniversary story in EDP, EADT, Thetford & Brandon Times, Bury Spy, 

Ipswich Star, Birdwatching Magazine. 

Jul 2015 Nature’s Home (RSPB magazine) five page feature on the stone-curlew project 

written by Simon Barnes 

Jun 2015 Shooting Times: feature on Gerald Grey (Brecks Gamekeeper)  

Sanctuary Magazine (MoD): article on MoD contribution to stone-curlew 

conservation 

Telegraph: Feature on stone-curlew ringing on Salisbury Plain by Brian Jackman 

GWCT Gamewise magazine piece on stone-curlew fieldwork with Nick Tomalin 

26/9/15 EDP: Feature by Jo Reeve on her visit to see stone-curlews in the Brecks with Tim 

Cowan 

08/08/16 Guardian, Express and EADT: Stone-curlew GPS tracking articles  

01/07/16 Stone-curlews and LIFE articles in EDP, EADT and on ITV local news 

 

Television and radio coverage:  

Date Description 

4/12/14 BBC Radio Suffolk: The Brecks and stone-curlews season update – Sammy Fraser 

interviewed 

15/12/14 ITV Local news: Update on stone-curlew season and use of plots – Tim Cowan 

interviewed 

26/02/2015 Radio Norfolk: 30th Anniversary Events and stories 

27/02 2015 BBC Look East: 30 Year anniversary event covered with interview with stone-curlew 

friendly farmer, Mr Cock.  

02/03/2015 BBC Radio 4 Farming Today: Prerecording done - Chris Knights and Andrew Holland 

interviewed. 

Mar 2015 BBC Countryfile: Discussions about Brecks Easter story 

30/9/15 BBC Radio Suffolk: Stone-curlew breeding season results – Tim Cowan interviewed 

18/5/16 BBC Radio Suffolk: Stone-curlews and LIFE – Murray Brown Interviewed 

06/01/17 BBC Radio Suffolk: Lesley Dolphin Show - Murray Brown was sofa guest, spoke 

stone-curlews and LIFE 

01/07/16 Stone-curlews and LIFE on ITV local news 

31/07/16 BBC Norfolk and BBC Suffolk: 2 radio interviews on Stone-curlew GPS tracking 

 

Social media:  

Date Description 

03/03/2017 Blog: Good news for Friday: the recovery of the stone-curlew and other animals… 

17/01/2017 Blog: Achieving sustainable species recovery – sharing lessons from the Stone-curlew 

LIFE project with the world 

27/02/2017 Blog: The return of the stone-curlew 

20/02/2017 Blog: Celebrating stone-curlew heroes 

27/05/2015 Blog: Saving stone curlews 
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Date Description 

08/03/2015 Blog: Celebrating 30 years of stone-curlew conservation in The Brecks: guest blog by 

Dr James Robinson 

05/08/2013 Blog: Giving a Lonely Stone-curlew a home 

02/03/2015 RSPB Suffolk Facebook page story- 36 likes in 24 hours. 

Mar 2015 Lakenheath Fen blog;  

@RSPBintheEast: Stone-curlew field team are back in the Brecks! Starting their 

partnership nest protection work #signsofspring (re-tweeted by Springwatch); 

‘Goggle eyed plovers back in the Brecks’ RSPB Norfolk & Suffolk Facebook piece. 
 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Regional Media Releases & Features in Local Press  

In 2014 two media releases were written and published relating specifically to the work of the stone-

curlew project. In addition, a feature piece on the Brecks was published which highlighted the stone-

curlew roost spectacles, and a feature piece in the EADTs Suffolk magazine was published on the 

Brecks- highlighting wildlife spectacles including stone-curlews.  

 

Television  

The stone-curlew Project Officer was interviewed for regional news stories on BBC and ITV 

concerning stone-curlew deaths due to cold weather (April 2013).  

 

ITV filmed an item on using drones to locate nests and chicks (including stone-curlews), which was 

available to all ITV regional news programmes (Anglia TV Oct 2014).  

 
Social media  

The Brecks Community Engagement Officer managed regular blogs and articles on regional and local 

social media. On the RSPB Suffolk and Norfolk Facebook page and RSPB in the East Twitter feed, the 

work of the project was promoted through regular updates on how it is going, together with updates 

on how the stone-curlew breeding season is going. This raised the profile of stone-curlews in the 

Brecks and project work. The work of local farmers for stone-curlews was also promoted, and roost 

events and other public walks were advertised before and after the events.  

 

Lakenheath Fen reserve blog page  

This blog highlights the importance of rabbits in the Brecks supporting species such as the stone-

curlew, see: www.rspb.org.uk/community/placestovisit/lakenheathfen/b/lakenheathfen-

blog/archive/2014/10/29/the-brecks-connection-guest-blog-by-sammy-fraser-brecks-community-

engagement-officer.aspx 

 

Brecks futurescape page www.rspb.org.uk/whatwedo/futurescapes/thebrecks/index.aspx blogs 

featuring the stone-curlew here and on 

www.rspb.org.uk/community/getinvolved/b/specialplaces/archive/2014/05/13/conservation-

partnership-to-open-up-secret-life-of-unique-brecks-wildlife.aspx 

 

 

http://www.rspb.org.uk/community/placestovisit/lakenheathfen/b/lakenheathfen-blog/archive/2014/10/29/the-brecks-connection-guest-blog-by-sammy-fraser-brecks-community-engagement-officer.aspx
http://www.rspb.org.uk/community/placestovisit/lakenheathfen/b/lakenheathfen-blog/archive/2014/10/29/the-brecks-connection-guest-blog-by-sammy-fraser-brecks-community-engagement-officer.aspx
http://www.rspb.org.uk/community/placestovisit/lakenheathfen/b/lakenheathfen-blog/archive/2014/10/29/the-brecks-connection-guest-blog-by-sammy-fraser-brecks-community-engagement-officer.aspx
http://www.rspb.org.uk/whatwedo/futurescapes/thebrecks/index.aspx
http://www.rspb.org.uk/community/getinvolved/b/specialplaces/archive/2014/05/13/conservation-partnership-to-open-up-secret-life-of-unique-brecks-wildlife.aspx
http://www.rspb.org.uk/community/getinvolved/b/specialplaces/archive/2014/05/13/conservation-partnership-to-open-up-secret-life-of-unique-brecks-wildlife.aspx
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@RSPBintheEast Twitter account and RSPB Norfolk and Suffolk Facebook pages  

Used to promote community and conservation work in the Brecks, this included advertising stone-

curlew roost events, showing pictures from stone-curlew events, and promoting the work of the field 

team, farmers and partners through pictures, as well as live updates on the end of project conference. 

 

Impact on event attendance:  

Most of the bookings came from the Thetford Festival brochures however many people also said that 

they had seen it advertised on social media. Aside from increasing the chance of bookings the posts 

also promote the importance of the Brecks for stone-curlew, the work of the RSPB in the Brecks and 

the community events that people can get involved in, and people are more likely to attend something 

if they’ve seen it more than once. 

 

Radio  

The Brecks Community Engagement Officers had a long regular monthly slot on BBC radio Suffolk 

which was used to promote the project, and raise awareness of stone-curlews.  

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

Although this has not been a problem as such, it is worth noting that RSPB have to limit the number 

of media releases going out and the number of topics they cover, so that society wide themes and 

messages are not confused, this is done through a Corporate plan, with a sensible number of themes 

being covered at any one time for each target audience. (Stone-curlew was on this plan for late 2014 

and most of 2015). This means that sometimes we cannot directly promote the project itself as much 

as we would have liked, when we like but messages are conveyed through various other themes in a 

coordinated fashion. 

 

Low viewing numbers for RSPB community blogs  

We relied less on RSPB community blogs in the second half of the project as these had little or no 

‘footfall’ early in the project, we tried to improve the content of local events pages and project 

pages, but due to the large scale overhaul of RSPB web pages ongoing, this was not possible during 

the timeframe of the project. 

 

Cancellation of media coverage 

Several television features were cancelled due to other stories taking precedence.  
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Action F.5. Organise end-of-project conference 
 

Budget: 20,547€  Total spend: 12,013€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

A very successful event, conference feedback was very positive and it had some useful outputs. See 

Annex 15 and online at www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew for the full conference report.  

 

Targets:  50-75 important stakeholders from throughout Europe in attendance  

Output achieved: 96 people attended the conference from across Europe and beyond.  

Main Staff:  Emily Field, Nick Tomalin, Tim Cowan, Murray Brown,   

 
The Project Manager set up a Conference committee in Autumn 2015, and in January 2015, the 

Communication group met with a focus on conference planning. Through this she received some 

advice from the RSPB events team manager, although the events team were not able to assist with the 

event organisation.  

 

Administrative staff at the Lodge helped with booking accommodation, and Murray Brown was 

employed on a 10 week contract for two days a week helping with publicity and logistical 

arrangements (food and transport) in January and February 2017. 

 

The regional project managers invited stakeholders from their regions, the project manager invited 

representatives of other LIFE projects across Europe (using the LIFE website to filter for relevant 

projects), and staff from the parliamentary team at RSPB HQ invited MPs.  

 

The choice of the David Attenborough Building in Cambridge was symbolic, convenient for 

attendees, and also resulted in a cost saving as the RSPB can use the Seminar room at no extra cost as 

it contributes to the cost of the building as it has office space there.  

 

Attendees rated every aspect of the conference highly, and many people have corresponded since.  

 

To disseminate conference outputs to important invitees, such as DEFRA officials, who were not able 

to attend, we printed 100 memory cards with presentations, abstracts and photographs on them.  

 

Problems encountered  
We were unable to attract as many senior staff from Defra or other stakeholder organisations to the 

conference as we had hoped, or as many MPs. This was probably due at least partly to the fact that 

some invitations were sent out later than would have been ideal. We will take account of this 

experience in planning similar events in future.    

  

http://www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew
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Action E.3 Monitor impact of awareness-raising work 
 

Budget: 10,220 €  Total spend: 5,438€  
 

 

Overview and evaluation 
 

Each year during the project, feedback questionnaires were given to attendees of project events, and 

completed questionnaire data was entered by volunteers into a database for analysis. This gave staff 

the opportunity to asses who they had reached, and what messages people had taken away from the 

events which was useful for informing future events, and a summary of the questionnaire feedback 

data with brief analysis was included in previous project reports.  

 

It was difficult for project staff to get sufficient questionnaires completed while performing their main 

role, sometimes, they would forget to take questionnaires with them to events or to ask attendees to 

complete them, as they would be focussed on their primary objectives. It might therefore have been 

more efficient to commission at least part of this action externally to the project team, and for a proper 

baseline to have been established at the start of the project.  

 

12% of Minsmere visitors questioned (90) at the stone-curlew viewpoint had not heard about stone-

curlews before. 25 people said the most memorable thing about the stone-curlews that day was not 

seeing them and 11 said it was seeing them for the first time. 30 said the most memorable thing for 

them was some information given about stone-curlews, such as how rare they area or about the 

project.  

 

The number of questionnaires completed was poor in most years, and the sample size was not 

sufficient to show or evaluate the impact of the project over time. Overall better qualitative data could 

have been collected if we’d consulted with an expert in this kind of data collection and questionnaire 

design.  

 

 

  



Final Report, June 2017 

99 

EASTERN ENGLAND 
 

Target:  500 questionnaires completed annually (400 at Minsmere,100 at on 

farm event)  
Output achieved: 1364 questionnaires completed: 586 Brecks event questionnaires and 

778 Minsmere questionnaires completed (representing 1575 visitors). 

Main Staff:  Sammy Fraser, Murray Brown, Emily Field 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Brecks Events Questionnaires  

Questionnaires were handed out at all events and completed questionnaires were proactively sought 

at most events. Completed questionnaires were collected together and entered into spreadsheets at 

the Brecks Office by a volunteer.  

 

The questionnaires for all Brecks events showed no significant increase in the number of people who 

associated the Brecks with Stone-curlews. However for stone-curlew events this was nearer 100%.  

 

Year Completed 

questionnaires 

No. associating stone-

curlews with the Brecks 

% 

2013/14 81 30 37% 

2014/15 275 71 26% 

2015/16 138 20 15% 

2016/17 92 26 28% 

Figure 33 Brecks event questionnaire data gathered shows no significant increase in attendees associating 

stone-curlews with the Brecks – possibly as we were reaching new audiences annually. 

 

Minsmere Questionnaires 

A bespoke questionnaire was given to visitors at the Minsmere Stone-curlew viewpoint, and results 

entered into a spreadsheet by a volunteer in the Brecks Office.  (See CD Annex 09) 

 



LIFE11INF/UK/418 Stone-curlew 

100 

Number of questionnaires completed at the Minsmere stone-curlew viewpoint  

(May to August 2016) 

 

 
Summer 2016 

Figure 34 Questionnaires completed at Minsmere showing the peak during Springwatch when the stone-

curlew viewpoint was attended by volunteers or the Project Manager. 

 

A broad breakdown of the 1575 questionnaires completed (bearing in mind there was a lot of cross-

over for entries such as ‘Springwatch and books’, ‘TV and books’ etc.)293 people who completed 

questionnaires at the viewpoint had heard about stone-curlews for the first time on Springwatch. Of 

the remaining, 124 said they’d heard of them on television, 83 had seen/read about them in books 

(mainly bird identification guides), and 38 had read about them in magazines and newspapers. The 

rest were made up of varying reasons, including ‘keen birdwatcher’, ‘RSPB member’, ‘family’ etc. 

 

The Minsmere questionnaire was designed to be simple to enable people to complete them quickly 

and easily while at the viewpoint (therefore making them more likely to be completed). Knowing that 

only the group leader will usually complete a questionnaire we also wanted to record how many 

people were in the group and which age category they fell into. However, as people often only read 

the start of each question, many people ticked the age 0-5 box thinking this was how many people in 

the group rather than how many people in the group are aged 0-5. In these instances it was obvious 

where a mistake had been made (as there were no other age categories ticked, and 0-5 year olds would 

not be visiting alone or completing questionnaires themselves) and are therefore recorded as ‘age(s) 

not given’.    

 

Number of visitors to the Minsmere Stone-curlew viewpoint in each age category as recorded on 

questionnaires:  

0-5 6-11 12-17 18-25 26-59 60+ Not given Total  

27 91 52 52 599 644 110 1575 
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Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

We discovered during the delivery of this action that the quality of the information we received via 

the Minsmere questionnaire depended quite heavily on the amount of background information that 

respondents were given before being asked to complete it. Visitors who were given the questionnaire 

with little explanation tended to provide information of lower utility than those who were given an 

overview of the project and its aims. As with several of the other ‘problems’ mentioned in this report, 

we will take account of this finding in designing similar activities in future.  

 

 

WESSEX 
 

Target:  100 questionnaires completed across Wessex annually  

Output achieved: 86 questionnaires  

Main Staff:  Lindsey Death, Anja Wicikowski 

 

 

Activities undertaken and outputs achieved 
 

Events 

Table showing breakdown of people engaged through events. 
 

Number of people engaged through Wessex events:  

Influencers and decision makers 34 

Farmers and land managers 280 

Advisors 160 

Conservationists/ nature enthusiasts 1,579 

In Education- Students and academics 2,429 

General Public (quality conversations only) 5,496 

Total  37,170 

 

Questionnaires  

 

Questionnaires were completed at events held by the Wessex Community Engagement officer in 2014 

and 2016 only.   

 

 

Problems encountered and technical modifications  
 

The team tried to get questionnaires completed at advisory events, talks, etc. However, many of the 

events were outside, in all weathers, and some did not have a central ‘end point’ for the team to make 

a request regarding feedback. Therefore the sample of feedback is quite small, and much of it comes 

from talks where the audience was indoors and questionnaires could be placed on seats or easily 

handed out. 
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Complementary Actions 
 

Reserves  

RSPB manages a small grass heath reserve with no public access for stone-curlews (it is part of quarry 

site), the management of which helps to inform C3 and C4 advice. Anti-predator fencing erected here 

in 2013 helped to inform the C5 development of new Countryside Stewardship (NELMS) anti-

predator fencing options, this site was also surveyed for the rabbit project MSc. This site is managed 

in conjunction with our Lakenheath Fen reserve, which is on the boundary between the Brecks and 

the Fens national Character Areas (NCAs), (many events at Lakenheath Fen reserve also contribute 

to C6 actions).  

 

Partners  

Natural England, Forestry Commission and Wildlife Trust technical staff contribute a lot of time to 

assisting the Heathland Management Officer in the delivery of action C3. The Heathland Project 

Officer is now supporting several external initiatives through the Brecks Biodiversity Delivery Group 

and Brecks Heath Forum, which will be counted towards action C4, but other organisations within 

these groups are carrying out a great deal of complementary work - for instance one landowner is 

developing a project to link areas of habitat through creating wildlife corridors. The strong sense of 

partnership in the Brecks as a result of initiatives and groups such as the Brecks Heath Forum, and 

Brecks Biodiversity Delivery Group (BBDG), and the original Brecks Biodiversity Audit which 

brought together a myriad of organisations, who co-funded it.  
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Name of the Deliverable Action Deadline Date completed Notes Annex 

Project Leaflet  (x10,000) C.6 30/11/2012 08/08/2013  5000 leaflets printed CD Annex A 

Stone-curlew vehicle stickers (x1,000) C.1 30/11/2012 
24/01/2014  

14/10/2014 

200 cards printed 

200 cards printed 
 

LIFE+ information boards (x3) F2 30/04/2013 

01/03/2013 

01/02/2014 

25/11/2014 

30/03/2015 

25/11/2014 

30/09/2015 

Temporary board erected 

Temporary board erected 

Minsmere board printed 

Minsmere board erected 

Winterbourne Downs board drafted 

Winterbourne Downs board erected 

Annex 19 

Regional project newsletters (2012/2013) (x500) C6 28/02/2013 
01/12/2012 

17/01/2013 

236 letters sent to Wessex farmers 

200 Brecks newsletters sent  

CD Annex 08 

 

Winterbourne Downs trail guide (x5,000) C6 30/04/2013 24/10/2014 2000 Trail guides printed 
CD Annex B 

MTR 

Opportunity maps (x6) B1 31/08/2013 31/08/2014 

Wessex Plot map 

Wessex Semi-natural map 

STANTA habitat assessment 

Suffolk Coast arable map 

Suffolk Coast heath map 

NW Norfolk arable map 

CD Annex B 

MTR 

Media articles (yr 1= x2 releases + features) F4 31/08/2013 31/08/2013 - CD Annex 11 

Habitat survey report (2013) E2 30/09/2013 15/01/2014 Included in stone-curlew monitoring report below 

Annual stone-curlew monitoring report (2013)  E1 30/11/2013 15/01/2014  CD Annex 06 

Report on awareness raising activities (2013) E3 30/11/2013 - Not produced  

Regional project newsletters (2013/2014) C6 28/02/2014 24/02/2014 
The Brecks Newsletter 

Chalk Country Newsletter 

CD Annex 08 

 

Advisory Leaflet on plot creation x 10,000 C5 31/08/2014 - Postponed until new scheme out  

45 awareness raising events in Wessex C6 31/08/2014 31/08/2014   
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Name of the Deliverable Action Deadline Date completed Notes Annex 

Media articles (yr 2= x2 releases + features) F4 31/08/2014 31/08/2014  CD Annex 11 

LIFE+ Information Boards (x3) F.2 June 2014 February 2015 Delays reported in previous reports CD Annex B 

MTR and 

Annex 19 

Advisory Leaflet on plot creation x 10,000 C5 31/08/2014 February 2015-

November 2015 

Information notes drafted in 

preparation for launch as 

downloadable web content 

CD Annex C 

Progress 

Habitat survey report (2014) E.2 30/09/2014 January 2015 Completed with below report CD Annex 06 

Annual stone-curlew monitoring report (2014) E.1 30/11/2014 January 2015 Completed CD Annex 06 

Report on awareness-raising activities (2014) E.3 30/11/2014 January 2015 Raw data used to evaluate work CD Annex 06 

Regional project newsletters (2015) C.6 28/02/2015 Brecks- Jan’15 

Wessex- Mar ‘15 

Brecks- Jun ‘15 

Completed: 100 copies printed per 

region per newsletter, all uploaded 

to project webpage.  

CD Annex 08 

 

Media articles (year 3 batch) F.4 31/08/2015  Completed CD Annex 11 

Habitat survey report (2015) E.2 30/09/2015  Data included with below report Annex 14 

Annual stone-curlew monitoring report (2015) E.1 30/11/2015   Annex 14 

Report on awareness-raising activities (2015) E.3 30/11/2015  Delayed due to staff shortage- will be 

completed with analysis of 2016 

questionnaires and compared with 

2012-2014 questionnaires to analyse 

a sufficient sample of responses.  

 

Regional project newsletters (2016) C.6 28/02/2016 Completed  Annex 21 

Grass heathland assessment report  E.2 31/05/2016  Schedule unchanged  Annex 05 

Stone-curlew heroes' booklet D.2  31/05/2016 January 2017 Completed for dissemination at end 

of project conference- PDF online 

Annex 18 

Conference delegate pack F.5  31/07/2016 February 2017  Annex 15 

Media articles (year 4 batch) F.4 31/08/2016 March 2017 Additional releases under extension Annex 17 

Habitat survey report (2016) C.6 30/09/2016 January 2017 See Annual stone-curlew monitoring report below 
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Name of the Deliverable Action Deadline Date completed Notes Annex 

Annual monitoring report (2016)  E.1 30/11/2016 January 2017 Extension deliverable Annex 14  

Report on awareness-raising activities (2016) E.3 30/11/2016 March 2017 Extension deliverable  

After-LIFE plan A.4  30/11/2016 Completed  Annex 02 

Layman's report F.3  30/11/2016 Completed  Annex 22 

Figure 35 Deliverable products of the project 

 

Milestone Action Deadline Date completed Notes 

Project Website Online F1 31/12/2012 12/03/2012 www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew 

Yr 1 Advice on private semi-nat habitat C3 31/03/2013 - Heathland advisor not in post until 01/04/2013 

Yr 1 Staff recruitment & training D1 31/03/2013 31/03/2013 8 of 9 staff recruited 

Yr 1 Volunteer training D2 30/06/2013 30/06/2013  

Yr 1 external advisor training D3 30/06/2013 30/06/2013 

03/12/2013 

Wiltshire and Hampshire NE advisors 

Suffolk Coast NE advisors  

Yr 1 advice on cropped land C1 31/08/2013 31/08/2013  

c.42 new fallow plots in place C2 31/08/2013 31/08/2013 23 new fallow plots in place 

c.60ha public semi-nat habitat C4 31/08/2013 01/06/2014 (NE sites) 

Yr 2 Advice on private semi-nat habitat C3 31/03/2014 31/03/2014  

Yr 2 Staff recruitment & training D1 31/03/2014 31/03/2014  

Yr 2 Volunteer training D2 30/06/2014 30/06/2014  

Yr 2 external advisor training D3 30/06/2014 30/06/2014  

Yr 2 advice on cropped land C1 31/08/2014 31/08/2014  

http://www.rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew
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Milestone Action Deadline Date completed Notes 

c.85 new fallow plots in place C2 31/08/2014 31/08/2014 41 new fallow plots in place 

c.120ha public semi-nat habitat C4 31/08/2014 30/11/2014 2,826ha including both NE and MoD sites  

Year 3 advice on private semi-nat. hab. complete C.3 31-03-2015 - Some advice carried out- but ha is below target 

Staff recruitment and training complete (year 3) D.1  31-03-2015 31/03/2015 Good team in 2015/ new staff to recruit for 2016 

Volunteer training complete (year 3) D.2  30-06-2015 30/06/2015 Good team of volunteers in 2015 

External advisor training complete (year 3)  D.3  30-06-2015 30/06/2015 (slightly altered from plan) 

Year 3 advice/support on cropped land complete  C.1  31-08-2015 30/09/2015 (continued to 30/09 due to late nesting season) 

c127 new fallow plots in place C.2  31-08-2015 Completed  

Work underway on public semi-nat. hab. c180 ha  C.4  31-08-2015 30/11/2014  

Year 4 advice on private semi-nat. hab complete  C.3  31-03-2016   

Staff recruitment and training complete (year 4) D.1  31-03-2016 Completed  

Volunteer training complete (year 4)  D.2  30-06-2016 Completed  

External advisor training complete (year 4) D.3  30-06-2016 Completed  

Year 4 advice/support on cropped land complete  C.1  31-08-2016   

c170 new fallow plots in place C.2 31-08-2016   

Work underway on public semi-nat. hab. –  

c240 ha  

C.4 31-08-2016   

Work underway on private semi-nat hab. –  

c150 ha  

C.3 31-08-2016   

Conference held F.5 31-08-2016 Completed  

Figure 36 Milestones (since the Progress report, and until the end of the project) 
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5.3. Evaluation of project implementation 

 

Overall objective: Make UK stone-curlews much less dependent on conservation than they were in 

2010/11, therefore much more sustainable. We estimated that the proportion of stone-curlews nesting 

on safe habitats (where nest protection is not necessary) would increase from 30% to 70% in Eastern 

England and from 70% to >85% in Wessex during the project. More pairs now nest on safe habitats 

(58%) than within crops, and the need for nest protection has reduced, but results across regions and 

actions are mixed.  

 
Proportion of monitored nests within safe nesting habitats 

  

 

Figure 37  Increase in the proportion of monitored pairs nesting on safe habitats. 

 

At the end of the project, the proportion of birds nesting on safe habitats is above the baseline in both 

regions, and in Eastern England has increased by over 12% during the project. We have not yet 

however seen the estimated increase. Given the significantly higher amount of semi-natural habitat 

now in restoration than anticipated, the project target should be more than achievable, albeit not in 
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the timeframe of the project as semi-natural habitat takes many years to restore. A more positive effect 

will hopefully be shown when we report on long term outcome indicators to the Commission in 2021.  

 

It was more difficult than expected to increase the number of fallow plots on arable land through 

advisory work due to the changes to agri-environment schemes. The loss of 20% of birds in the cold 

Spring of 2013 did not affect the proportion on safe habitat, but did mean that we were more cautious 

about reducing interventions with the population below 400 pairs again. As well as semi-natural 

habitat restoration, some steps towards sustainability were made by developing community support 

mainly in the form of volunteers and landowners taking more responsibility for monitoring and nest 

protection. In 2016 the total number of interventions made by RSPB staff (including fencing, clearing 

vegetation and attending management) reduced from 93 to 68, with 30% fewer nests requiring 

protection during farming operations in 2016 compared to 2015. Meanwhile the number of alterations 

to management made by farmers to protect nests increased markedly between 2013 and 2016. Overall, 

stone-curlews are now much less reliant on RSPB intervention as a result of the project actions. All 

actions were implemented, and overall more work was carried out for the same project budget, but 

the political and environmental circumstances were challenging and the ‘biological’ outcomes of our 

communication strategy are not yet fully visible.  

 

After the project period, we will undertake periodic population surveys to allow us to evaluate the 

success of the measures that have been put in place and ensure the population reaches and remains 

above our target of 400 pairs.  

 

Helping farmers to protect birds within cropped land (Action C.1 and D.2) 

Due to the unforeseen effects of cold weather in 2013, we were not able to reduce effort on Actions 

E1 and C1 as early as hoped. However, we did make progress on this aim later in the project with 

many farmers attending training events, and taking on responsibility for checking their own land for 

stone-curlews and contacting the RSPB only if they needed help. 

 

During the project 27 volunteers were recruited and trained to monitor nests, and under the RSPB’s 

new Saving Nature Scheme, the volunteer team has grown in 2017 and will continue to grow after 

the project. 88% of Brecks farmers who answered the transition questionnaire in 2016 said they were 

willing to allow volunteers to monitor and protect nests on their land, 97% said they’d be happy to 

use an on call service, and 75% said that they could fund or carry out the work themselves. This means 

we are able to reduce effort on monitoring and nest protection at the end of the project.  

 

Securing more fallow plots for nesting stone-curlews on arable land (Action C.2) 

Wessex target: A total of 130 plots (48 new plots)  

Wessex output: A total of 147 plots (including 59 new or renewed plots)  

Note, in the grant application baseline we did not count existing classic Countryside 

Stewardship Scheme (CSS) plots in the project baseline. With CS plots included (in green in 

Figure 38 below), the Wessex total fell from 160 in 2012, to 147 in 2017.  

Eastern England target: A total of 160 plots (120 new plots)  

Eastern England output: A total of 155 plots (inc. 52 new or renewed plots) 

 

The main issue with this mechanism is its longevity, with new Countryside Stewardship agreements 

only lasting five years and no future certainty of funding for agri-environment options by the UK 
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government. Figure 38 shows the number of fallow plots needed to achieve our 2020 strategy, 

together with the number of plots created under the various schemes each year. It demonstrates the 

importance of a continued mechanism to deliver plots on arable land together with a sustained 

effort/desire to do so by farmers and/or advisors. Our experience is that when one scheme ends, there 

is a drop in the number of plots, until a new scheme and programme of advice to encourage uptake 

of the option within that scheme starts. A relatively small number of landowners will continue to 

maintain plots voluntarily in the meantime as they simply cannot afford to take land out of 

production with no compensation.   

 

 
Figure 38 Total number of plots in agreements that started in 2017 or earlier, showing the shortfall from 

2018-2027 in the event there are no new agreements from 2018 onwards. 

 

Following the agri-environment hiatus, we anticipated we would need to work on 2017 start date CS 

agreements in order for this project action to be effective. This would, we hoped, prevent the loss of 

13 plots in HLS agreements expiring in 2016, and realise a greater increase in plots Eastern England 

where plot provision is lower. The new scheme timetable meant most of the advice input would be 

needed between September 2016 and January 2017, and the Commission therefore accepted a project 

prolongation. Despite the increase in plots before the start of the project, we fell slightly short of the 

target number of plots in Eastern England as uptake was very low. This was reportedly due to factors 

such as despondency with increasing bureaucracy around agri-environment schemes, uncertainty of 

tenancies, financial viability, payment rates and Brexit. Natural England’s capacity to administer new 

applications also hindered the processing of applications for 2016 start date agreements, together with 

administrative issues, application deadline timing, scoring of schemes, plot locations not being 

allowed in the computer system and more competition for agreements in the project areas than 

anticipated due to some very large HLS agreements expiring, so it was difficult to get applications 

approved in 2016 or 2017. Both regions have employed a member of staff after the project to deliver 

Countryside Stewardship advice and secure more plots to achieve our 2016-2020 stone-curlew 

transition strategy target. 
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Securing a greater amount of suitable semi-natural habitat (Actions C.3 and C.4)  

We hoped that by advising both private landowners and public bodies/ large organisations in both 

regions, 390ha grassland would be under restoration by the end of the project. By 2017, 3500ha at 

STANTA was in its third year of restoration and work was underway to restore 59ha grassland 

elsewhere. A grassland management workshop was held each year during the project in Wessex as 

planned, the Brecks grass heath forum had gathered for 4 events.  

 

Securing longer term mechanisms (Action C.5) 

Following our work on its development, the new Countryside Stewardship (CS) scheme does provide 

the necessary options to deliver safe nesting habitat for stone-curlews, but it is not sufficiently 

resourced/ stone-curlew options don’t score highly enough. As yet, we are unaware of anyone using 

the predator fencing or scrape creation options for stone-curlews. 

 

Raising public awareness and support (Actions C.6, F.1, F.2, F.3, F.4, F.5) 

Overall we engaged far more people than expected and raised awareness throughout the UK, making 

the most of the opportunities that Springwatch filming presented. It is difficult to evaluate the impact 

of our awareness raising work in precise, quantitative terms. However, there were many indications 

that progress had been made. At the start of the project Natural England interviewed four farmers in 

the Marlborough Downs to see if they would be able to monitor and protect stone-curlews on their 

own land, and concluded that it was not viable, however at the end of the project the Brecks Project 

Manager conducted interviews with farmers in the Brecks and concluded that many could. Volunteer 

participation increased, and many people heard about stone-curlews on the television or in 

newspaper articles. Several people also contacted the project via the webpage. The heroes booklet 

was particularly well received (see Annex 18), with all heroes requesting extra copies to share out.  

 

Summary of other project achievements:  

1. Staff working on stone-curlew conservation within the RSPB and partner organisations are 

now fully aware of and committed to the long term stone-curlew strategy to reduce the 

species’ dependence on hands on nest protection.  This has been a major achievement as at 

the start of the project staff were very reluctant to reduce nest protection, and particularly to 

employ fewer seasonal project assistants. More people are also aware of the principles of the 

‘species recovery curve’ and definition of species sustainability.  
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Figure 39 Summary table of C. action outputs (total amount of safe nesting habitat per year) 
Action Safe nesting habitat 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

C.2 Safe nest plots on arable land 265 277 269 281 298 302 

C.3/C.4 
Ha semi-natural habitat in good condition 
or in restoration  

1552 1552 
2172 

(+538*) 
2172 2279 2279 

 *Inc.352ha on STANTA, (amount required to support the site target of 22 pairs) rather than whole 2640ha to be restored by 2025. 

 

Figure 40 Breakdown of advisory outputs in Eastern England 
Action Output 2012 2013 2014 2015† 2016 2017 

C.1 Farmers advised by correspondence 78 87 91 90 101 104 

Farmers advised at workshops 15 23 26 41 62 17 

Sites visited (no. with stone-curlew) 74 (37) 75 (34) 75 (38) 67 (36) 33 (21) n/a 

Critical interventions made 52 32 36 43 38 n/a 

C.2 Farmers advised at events - - 45 51 103 20 

Farmers advised directly (1:1)  - 5 19 21 19 5 

Plots secured in new agreements during 
the project (target = 120) 

- 1 12 29 40 45 

Total number of plots (target = 160) 104 115 128 142 153 155 

Plots management advice given on  - 34 42 48 28 22 

C.3/C.4 Sites advised on (private/public) - - 2/3 1/5 2/4 1/2 

Ha semi-natural habitat (target = 
additional 250Ha) 

C.3 
c.688 

    
c.1279 

C.4  +456   

 

Figure 41 Breakdown of advisory outputs in Wessex 
Action Output 2012 2013 2014 2015† 2016 2017 

C.1 Farmers advised by correspondence 281 286 264 269 272 276 

Farmers advised at workshops 4 38 86 25 11 5 

Sites visited  26 26 27 n/a n/a n/a 

Total interventions made 41 14 40 43 30 n/a 

C.2 Farmers advised at events 4 95 160 25 15 5 

Farmers advised directly (1:1)  - 13 13 9 20 25 

Plots secured in new agreements during 
the project (target = 50) 

- 12 27 36 45 59 

Total number of plots (target = 130) 164 162 141 139 145 147 

Plots management advice given on  - 42 44 45 n/a n/a 

C.3/C.4 Landowners advised at events (directly) - 65  42 (3) (2) (1) 5  

Ha semi-natural habitat (target = 
additional 250Ha) 

C.3 
c.864 

 +82   
>946 

C.4     

†Plots in HLS agreements secured in 2015 (after scheme closure) were bridging agreements or modifications to existing agreements 
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5.4. Analysis of long term benefits 

 

Environmental Benefits 

The main objective of the project was to make the UK stone-curlew population more sustainable, by 

creating more safe nesting habitat within an increasingly industrial and populous world. It made 

sense to start by improving the management of the existing network of Natura 2000 sites including 

the Breckland SPA- particularly the STANTA grass heath which had been deteriorating for more than 

25 years, and was regularly holding only a quarter of the pairs it held at designation as a protected 

site for stone-curlew. The three main Natura 2000 sites for stone-curlew and some other sites 

important for the species are under military use- military land use is compatible with extensive 

grasslands and human disturbance is reduced on these sites as access is generally prohibited, 

(although military disturbance is difficult to assess), making them suitable. The strengthening of the 

designated sites for stone-curlew will also ensure a place in the future for the other scarce specialist 

species relying on these sites.  

 

Fully integrated with this, the second most important means to achieving a sustainable population is 

utilising agri-environment schemes to encourage wildlife friendly farming, and particularly the 

creation of fallow plots for stone-curlew. The stone-curlew is a flagship species for myriad other 

specialists of short dry grasslands, and an iconic symbol of wildlife friendly farming.   

 

Wider wildlife benefits 

AS previously mentioned, the STANTA brief/ biodiversity audit identified 453 invertebrate and plant 

species of conservation priority which would benefit from the type of semi-natural habitat 

management stone-curlews require (with 10% bare ground, 70% <5cm swards, and 20% longer 

swards and dwarf scrub). The STANTA PhD study has already showed very positive responses 

amongst the invertebrates and plants being monitored as well as woodlark, stone-curlew, lapwing 

and curlew to the ground disturbance employed to restore the grass heath. Habitat monitoring during 

the project showed that over half of fallow plots used by stone-curlew are also used by nesting 

lapwing1, and many of them are also used by turtle dove for foraging. During habitat monitoring the 

Wessex team have regularly recorded 31 butterfly species, 6 mammal species and 12 other species of 

farmland birds of conservation priority.  

 

Long term economic benefits 

In Eastern England alone, stone-curlew arable fallow plots created during the project represent over 

£34,0002 of guaranteed income to farmers per year through their Countryside Stewardship 

agreements, providing some financial security for farmers. The applications completed by Eastern 

England project staff for new Countryside Stewardship agreements on behalf of farmers represents a 

huge amount of public funding secured for wildlife friendly management between 2017 and 2022.  

The partnerships forged during the project (with for example Plantlife, the Wildlife Trusts, and 

through initiatives such as the Brecks Biodiversity Delivery group) have enabled us to develop 

economically efficient ways to secure a long term legacy of the project through follow on HLF 

                                                      
1 Out of 322 records of plots having stone-curlews on them, lapwing were also recorded on 155. 
2 Based on plots in agreements which started during the project only, at a rate of £524/ha for 8 new CS plots, 

covering a total of 13.5ha, and £360/ha for 40 new HLS plots, covering a total of 74ha.  
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projects, reducing overlap and repetition between different conservation projects- ensuring full 

application and transfer of project experience and knowledge.  

 

Long term social impact  

Local residents will be more proud of their local natural heritage and their special bird- the stone-

curlew. The awareness raising during this project built upon the community engagement work 

during LIFE Futurescapes (LIFE08INF/UK/819), identifying members of Wiltshire Chalk Country and 

the Brecks with stone-curlew as a symbol of their local identity and special natural landscape with 

unique wildlife. In Wessex, following the positive results of the project’s five month community 

engagement posts, the South West region has funded a similar post to continue community 

engagement in the area, alongside membership recruitment and the peregrine ‘date with nature’ at 

Salisbury cathedral. Brecks staff will continue to attend open farm Sunday annually, and hopefully 

also the ‘Wild about the Brecks’ annual event.  Although community engagement activities in the 

Brecks will be vastly reduced after the project, we hope that the increased awareness of stone-curlews 

and local places to see them will sustain interest in and support for the species.  

 

Stone-curlew volunteers will continue to be central to, and supported by, the ‘Saving Nature Scheme’ 

the  new RSPB volunteering programme that aims to create, grow and support local volunteer 

networks delivering dedicated species recovery work throughout the UK (including species 

protection, monitoring, intervention and advisory roles). It will empower and engage our supporters 

through life-long learning and help us work to save key species for future generations.  

 

Long term sustainability 

Creation of more safe nesting habitat under actions C2-C4 will make the UK stone-curlew population 

more sustainable as it becomes less reliant on intensive fieldwork, as per the main project aim. Stone-

curlews, being a rare breeder in the UK will always need an element of bespoke monitoring however, 

as they are not detected through standard national schemes such as the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS). 

During the project we were able to trial new less intensive or more efficient and effective monitoring 

methods, and the use of more volunteers and industry led initiatives for future monitoring, will 

ultimately make monitoring of the species less costly and therefore more sustainable.  

 

Action C5 was specifically designed to support and develop long term mechanisms to make the stone-

curlew population more sustainable in the UK.  

 

Through our work on the new Countryside Stewardship scheme, there are now more options 

available to land managers which can be used to benefit stone-curlews (including scrape creation and 

predator fencing) and the scheme overall is more targeted at priority species and designated areas 

such as the stone-curlew Natura 2000 sites. This could, if stone-curlew options score highly enough 

increase the availability of schemes in core stone-curlew areas despite the lower overall budget, 

however at the moment it is proving difficult to get stone-curlew options to score highly enough.  

 

The project has been instrumental in developing new long term initiatives such as the Brecks rabbit 

encouragement project to make favourable management of semi-natural sites more sustainable. 

 

The work on the detailed SSSI review, and favourable condition tables have made commitments to 

maintaining stone-curlew habitat more achievable and long term as well.  
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Potential for technical application  

The communication approach taken, has been to support innovative, high quality, partnership 

projects which produce peer reviewed papers so the outputs will have wider reaching applications, 

far beyond this communications project.  

 

For example: The value of the heathland restoration at STANTA, monitored under action E2, and 

continuously evaluated to ensure its success, will be published as part of a PhD. This provides a blue 

print for biodiversity assessments of other Natura 2000 sites and other semi-natural sites for stone-

curlews, and for how they can be translated into/ used to direct wildlife friendly management ‘on the 

ground’.   

 

The results of the rabbit encouragement project to provide ways for land managers to create 

sustainable grass-heath are also expected to be published in an appropriate journal (and to be fully 

transferrable) after this project ends in 2020. This also represents the potential to add commercial 

value to high nature value farmland, through the further development of rabbit meat markets.  

 

An article outlining the project’s achievements has already been published in the British Wildlife 

magazine.  

 

Transferability of methodology to other projects 

As attendance at the end of project conference demonstrated, interest in the methods used during the 

project was not limited to stone-curlew project practitioners. People working on separate stone-

curlew projects in the UK and abroad, and on other species projects in the UK and abroad, found the 

lessons learned very useful for their own projects. In particular, the way we built capacity in the 

community by training volunteers and landowners to monitor and protect the species, and the way 

we used scientific evidence to support the semi-natural habitat restoration and arable nest plot 

creation targets were of interest.  

 

Best practice lessons 

Taking the delivery of Action C4 on STANTA as an example, individually the Breckland Biodiversity 

Audit, STANTA Biodiversity assessment, partnership approach, utilisation of the SSSI Favourable 

Condition Tables to under pin an agri-environment scheme agreement, and accompanying robust 

management plan are all worthy of sharing as best practice but together they form an impressive 

method for effective and practical species and habitat conservation. This will also be evaluated 

through a PhD project. This underlines the importance of sound science and evidence base for 

subsequent advisory messages and wider communications.  

 

Innovation and demonstration value 

Throughout the project, Advisory Officers supported farmers to innovate and share knowledge 

through demonstration events, for example the plot management workshop was a highly successful 

demonstration event led by a farmer. The project advisory officer in the Brecks raised several 

innovative ideas in collaboration with farmers, some of which were briefly tested during the project, 

such as heat sensing cameras on drones or tractors to detect nests in place of field staff, use of different 

types of herbicides, and the proposal of siting muck heaps nearer to nest sites, or integrating green 

manures into fallow plots to increase the invertebrate abundancy. We hope that this will have started 

dialogue and innovation within the Brecks Nature Friendly Zone community to continue to explore 

and share new ideas for establishing better stone-curlew nesting habitat, feeding habitat and nest 
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detection systems. Likewise in Wessex two of the keen volunteers recruited are now exploring 

satellite tagging, and the end of project conference provided opportunities to introduce people to each 

who may want to help with that idea.   

 

Cost effectiveness 

To facilitate a reduction in expenditure on stone-curlew intervention, it was first necessary, perhaps 

counter intuitively, to increase it to carry out advisory work and training for those who would 

continue any nest protection necessary. By the end of the project, this strategy had begun to work, 

and RSPB expenditure on stone-curlew fieldwork was reduced.  

 

The cost benefit analysis in the transition strategy (Annex 03) showed that while nest protection is 

perhaps the ‘cheapest’ mechanism to maintain the stone-curlew population per pair (at £500-£600 per 

pair), it only benefits stone-curlews. Fallow plots are a little more expensive, but plots have wider 

biodiversity benefits, providing habitat for rare arable flora and invertebrates. If every plot was used 

for nesting, it would cost the UK government c.£1000 per pair to maintain the stone-curlew 

population and deliver other biodiversity (of course as plot occupancy is lower, so this is currently 

more like £1500-£2000 per pair). It would cost over £3000/ha to deliver semi-natural habitat 

restoration, however, as this has so many wider benefits to biodiversity, resource protection, 

landscape and society, we believe that it would be more cost effective to the UK government overall.  

 

Because of the complexities mentioned in the previous paragraph, it is not possible or meaningful for 

us to propose a definitive single figure for the cost of conserving stone-curlew within the UK. 

Importantly, however, the RSPB aims to lower the cost of nest protection over time by developing a 

long-term team of trained volunteers through its Saving Nature Scheme. Empowering people to look 

after their own natural heritage is a key part of our planned project legacy. 

 

We were able to expand the scope of the project to tackle the unforeseen challenges we faced, without 

significant overspend, achieving far more than originally envisaged to secure long term mechanisms, 

and better systems such as the stone-curlew database and information notes. We were conscious of 

the potential issue of ‘scope creep’, but having a strong project objective and good oversight by a 

project manager and steering group, ensured that any additional activity and expenditure 

contributed to the project objective.  

 

Leverage Effect and influence on agri-environment scheme delivery 

This has been mainly in the demonstration value of the project. For example, by showing how 

community engagement could ‘self fund’ through attracting donations and membership, and how it 

contributed to a shift in attitudes, which resulted in greater support for site protection, it will be used 

as a tool more often in the future.  

 

The project stimulated additional investment from Natural England, for example the grass heath 

connectivity mapping project, and support for the Breckland Stone-curlew Partnership to encourage 

others to conduct stone-curlew monitoring and protection.  

 

We hope that the body of evidence gathered during the project to support investment in the project 

areas on Higher-tier Countryside Stewardship agreements, will provide more access to these schemes 

going forward. We hope by sharing the invaluable stone-curlew population and habitat data we have 
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amassed and collated during the project, Natural England and Defra will be able to make better 

decisions.  

 

Long term indicators of progress  

We will measure the success of our 2016-2020 Stone-curlew transition strategy (See Annex 03. 

Transition- Measures of success) through the achievement of certain milestones, which will enable us 

to re-classify (internally) stone-curlew as having achieved stage S1 or S2 on the species recovery 

curve. Moreover, we are setting up a stakeholder steering group to include Natural England and 

MoD. This group will assess the progress of the strategy annually, identifying and unblocking 

obstacles to its implementation. The group will also formally review the strategy in 2020 against land 

management targets. 

 

The long term indicators of progress will be that, in 2030:   

- The amount of suitably managed semi-natural habitat for stone-curlews is increasing or over 

3200 ha.  

- The number of suitably managed arable fallow plots is increasing, or over 330. 

- The UK stone-curlew population remains stable (at 400+ pairs) or increasing while we 

successfully reduce resource on nest protection.  

 

We have also defined a threshold for re-engaging in interventions (Annex 03. Transition Strategy 

supplement).  

 

RSPB Centre for Conservation Science and Birdlife International are testing a model for establishing 

the condition status of Annex 1 species, including stone-curlew at a national level. The project aims 

to define methods for assessing favourable conservation status under the Birds Directive at a national 

level. This will provide both a reference national population target, and a system for reviewing stone-

curlew’s future population status in the longer term.  

 

Our original aim was to move to a periodic survey under the SCARABBS programme once a large 

enough proportion of the stone-curlew population was nesting on semi-natural habitat and crops, 

negating the need for an annual census to find nests that need protecting. However, due to continued 

pressure on resources and timescale, this does not look to be possible. Future monitoring of the stone-

curlew population and habitat use will therefore now be maintained by volunteers (under the Saving 

Nature Scheme), land managers and the use of informed annual ‘estimates’ for sites not monitored. 

Annual population statistics will continue to be published by the RBBP.  

 

We will also report (at least internally) annually on progress towards our 2016-2020 stone-curlew 

strategy, and will complete outcome indicators for the European Commission on progress against the 

After-LIFE Communication Plan.  
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6. COMMENTS ON THE FINANCIAL REPORT 

Introduction 
 

The expenditure summary tables within this introductory section show the project expenditure in 

Euro for the whole project period, from 1st September 2012 to 31st March 2017. The Financial Claim 

Forms following this introduction give a fully itemised account of this expenditure. The submission 

of this Claim constitutes a request for the final EU LIFE+ Grant payment, for which the project is now 

eligible.  

 

Conversion of expenditure 

 

All project expenditure has been incurred in GBP. The expenditure itemised within this Claim has 

been converted to Euro in accordance with Article 30.5 of the Common Provisions. Thus, the GBP / 

EUR exchange rate applied by the European Central Bank on the first working day of the year in 

which the expenditure is paid has been used as follows:  

 

- For all expenditure paid in 2012, the rate used is 0.835 GBP/EUR. 

- For all expenditure paid in 2013, the rate used is 0.814 GBP/EUR. 

- For all expenditure paid in 2014, the rate used is 0.828 GBP/EUR. 

- For all expenditure paid in 2015, the rate used is 0.78   GBP/EUR. 

- For all expenditure paid in 2016, the rate used is 0.738 GBP/EUR. 

- For all expenditure paid in 2017, the rate used is 0.851 GBP/EUR. 

 

Allocation of project costs to expenditure categories 

 

As far as possible, project costs have been allocated to the expenditure category that they were 

initially budgeted against. Any unforeseen expenditure, subsequently reported to the Commission in 

progress reports, has been allocated to the most suitable expenditure category.  

 

VAT recovery 

 

Further to the Midterm Report (MR) we have now included non-recoverable VAT in our claim.  The 

RSPB recovers around 92% of the VAT paid from HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) each year. 

However, around 8% is non-recoverable. The actual amount of non-recoverable VAT varies from year 

to year, as the following table shows. 
 

Financial 

Year 

Recoverable 

VAT 

Non-recoverable 

VAT 

12/13 92.93% 7.07% 

13/14 92.96% 7.04% 

14/15 92.46% 7.54% 

15/16 92.60% 7.40% 

16/17 90.37% 9.63% 

 

We are unable to provide a single bespoke letter from HMRC verifying the actual amounts of non-

recoverable VAT. We thank the Commission, therefore, for accepting the alternative documentation 
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we have provided in other RSPB-led LIFE+ projects to verify our reimbursable VAT position. To cover 

the Financial Years spanned by this project, Annex 1 contains confirmation of the annual VAT 

recovery rate by our Senior Tax Officer.  

 

6.1. Summary of Costs Incurred 

PROJECT COSTS INCURRED 

  Cost category 
Budget according to the 

budget modification 

Costs incurred within 

the project duration 
% 

1.  Personnel 1,261,932 1,366,864 108% 

2.  Travel 78,282 92,750 118% 

3.  External assistance 149,415 180,139 121% 

4.  Durables: total non-

depreciated cost 

   

5.  Consumables 36,149 18,971 52% 

6.  Other costs 12,600 5,281 42% 

7.  Overheads 107,686 116,480 108% 

  TOTAL 1,646,064 1,780,485 108% 

 

Personnel (108%) 

 

Personnel spend has disproportionately increased since the Progress Report (PR) when spend in this 

category was less than expected.  It is now clear that this was in fact due to delays incurred in 

timesheets being received centrally as they are collated and forwarded by regional administrators.  

The overspend in this category is predominantly due to the increase in staff costs associated with 

managing the project (actions A1 and A2).  This reflects the extension of Emily Field’s employment 

as part of the project extension/amendment.  This increase is being covered by additional co-funding 

by the RSPB. 

 

Please note that the whole of the RSPB had a salary and role profile re-alignment, referred to as ‘My 

Employment Deal’ which came into effect in April 2016.  All roles within the RSPB and the related 

salary bands were standardised and compared to other similar organisations, to provide a fair, 

transparent and consistent pay structure.  As a result, the majority of salaries were amended. 

 

Thank you for accepting the time spent on the project by Peter Exley/Public Affairs Officer as eligible 

spend (as mentioned in the PR). 

 

Since the PR the following people have worked on the project and we ask that their time be accepted 

as eligible spend. 

 

 André Farrar/Campaigns Manager – at the stage of the MR, André had not put in sufficient 

time to warrant claiming the cost from the project.  However in 2016 his input increased. 
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 Chiara Ceci/Media Officer - at the stage of the MR, Grahame Madge (Chiara’s predecessor) 

had not put in sufficient time to warrant claiming from the project.  However in 2016 Chiara 

did record her time on the project. 

 Jennifer Smart/ Senior Conservation Officer – this role was included in the original 

application.  At the MR stage we did not think that this role had been utilised in the project 

but this was an administration error as her timesheets had not been input.  We apologise for 

this error. 

 James Robinson/ Regional office supervisory staff – James is the Regional Director of East 

England.  As an element of the project was conducted within his region of the RSPB, it was 

appropriate that he be involved in the project (at conferences etc). 

 

Travel (118%) 

 

The budget amendment rectified the underspend in Travel reported in the PR, as a result of the 

budgeted split between fuel costs and hire charges for vehicles used.  An overspend is now reported 

of €14,468, suggesting a slight miscalculation at the amendment stage and an underestimation of the 

transport costs associated with project actions C1 to C5.  This overspend, along with that under 

External Assistance, has been covered by underspends from the Consumables and Other Costs 

categories. 

 

External Assistance (121%) 

 

As above, the budget amendment rectified part of the overspend reported in the PR, as a result of the 

budgeted split between fuel costs and hire charges for vehicles used.  However, the movement of 

budget between Travel and External Assistance was underestimated as the spend in this category has 

gone over 10% and €30,000 over budget.  This overspend of €724 has been appropriately deemed as 

ineligible in the audit report and so has been covered by the RSPB, along with the rest of the overall 

overspend.    

 

Thank you for accepting as eligible costs the provision of soil data by Cranfield University, the rent 

of the additional office room in the Thetford office, meeting room hire, printer rental and the painting 

of the stone curlew mural as detailed in the PR.  Since the PR, the following unforeseen costs have 

been incurred and we ask for these to be accepted as eligible spend. 

 Contractor costs to identify specimens & train Robert Hawkes in ground beetle identification 

for the STANTA habitat condition monitoring  

 Car hire charges for James Dawkins, who was testing a new methodology for population 

monitoring during his sabbatical 

 Hiring stalls for public events 

 The coach hire for the STANTA brief event (the cost of the brief itself was mentioned in the 

MR) 

 

Consumables (52%) 

 

End of project conference catering was budgeted here when it actually belonged under the External 

Assistance category.  This has led to an underspend in this category.  Also the public engagement 

costs (marquees, roller banners etc) were either not required or cheaper than anticipated.  The wooden 
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viewing screens and hedging at Winterbourne Down were also cheaper than expected and we already 

had wooden frames and posts for the Minsmere information board. 

 

Thank you for accepting as eligible costs the stone curlew anniversary cake, replacement parts for the 

hire vehicles, SPOT tracking devices, the ringing licences and associated costs, a laptop for the Wessex 

community engagement work, a larger monitor for Emily Field and the thermocrons. We have moved 

the copy costs for the printer in the additional office from External Assistance (where the rental 

charges are recorded) to this category as they have the nature of Consumables.  The unforeseen costs 

in this category that have not been previously mentioned are of a small value.  We ask that these be 

considered eligible spend and the highest value items are the following: 

 

 GPS 

 Quality paper for the Stone Curlews report and booklet (external printing costs were foreseen 

under Other Costs but this was done internally) 

 Flash drives/USB sticks for the delegate packs for the end of project conference (these were 

originally planned to be printed and so was budgeted under Other Costs) 

 

Other Costs (42%) 

 

The underspend in this category is partly due to underspends on the printing of advisory leaflets.  As 

explained in the PR, this is because they are available to download online.  We also spent less than 

planned on printing dissemination materials and the end of project conference materials as they were 

either printed on RSPB printers or provided in soft copy on flash disks.  In addition to this, it was 

agreed that a second information board was not needed as Minsmere. 

6.2. Accounting system 

Please refer to the description of the accounting system provided in the Midterm Report. 

6.3. Partnership arrangements (if relevant) 

As the RSPB was the sole beneficiary for this project, this section is not applicable. 

6.4. Auditor's report/declaration 

As per the Common Provisions (cf. Art 32.1 of the Common Provisions), an audit has been undertaken 

to verify the final statement of expenditure and income. The details of the auditor is as follows: 

 

George Hay Chartered Accountants 

Brigham House 

High Street 

Biggleswade 

Bedfordshire, SG18 0LD 

Phone: +44 (1767) 315010 

Email: info@georgehay.co.uk 

Web: www.georgehay.co.uk 

 

mailto:info@georgehay.co.uk
http://www.georgehay.co.uk/


Final Report, June 2017 

121 

George Hay Chartered Accountants is registered to carry on audit work by the Institute of Chartered 

Accountants in England and Wales (registration number 5354055).  The audit certificate is provided 

in Annex 2. 

6.5. Summary of costs per action 

This table is provided in Excel format in Annex 3. 

 

Action 
no. 

Short name of action Personnel 
Travel & 

subsistence 
External 

Assistance 
Durable 
Goods 

Consum
- ables 

Other 
costs 

TOTAL 

A1 Manage Project 306,236 15,492 18,052   3,806 356 343,942 

A2 Monitor Project Progress 32,199 2,452 0   0 0 34,651 

A3 External Audit 0 0 2,938   0 0 2,938 

A4 After-LIFE comms plan 0 0 0   0 0 0 

A5 Networking activities 24,615 5,227 0   10 21 29,873 

B1 Opportunity maps 20,787 1,229 8,446   0 0 30,463 

C1 Advice – cropped land 65,682 4,091 4,189   93 45 74,100 

C2 Advice – arable fallow plots 142,991 8,143 8,729   129 21 160,014 

C3 Advice – semi-natural habitat 53,207 4,066 8,621   0 0 65,894 

C4 Advice – public bodies 70,559 2,834 0   0 0 73,393 

C5 Promote agri-env schemes 59,906 4,347 3,784   0 738 68,775 

C6 Awareness raising activities 108,500 8,667 8,468   7,531 1,376 134,542 

D1 Recruit and train staff 37,137 2,500 0   0 0 39,636 

D2 Train volunteers 24,509 1,637 405   14 596 27,161 

D3 Train external advisors 15,495 448 79   0 0 16,022 

E1 Monitor Stone Curlews 307,772 26,254 109,209   5,949 0 449,184 

E2 Monitor habitat 45,887 2,256 1,318   126 0 49,588 

E3 Monitor awareness-raising 5,368 70 0   0 0 5,438 

F1 Project website 9,536 159 2,015   0 0 11,709 

F2 LIFE+ Information boards 2,923 0 844   490 1,626 5,883 

F3 Laymans report 379 74 0   187 439 1,079 

F4 Media work 27,210 515 0   0 0 27,725 

F5 End-of-project conference 5,965 2,289 3,041   635 62 12,013 

Overheads         116,480 

 TOTAL 1,366,864 92,750 180,139 0 18,971 5,281 1,780,485 

 

Please see the comments on spend against budget by action code in the Midterm and Progress reports.  

The comments made below compare the estimated final cost per action code provided in the PR and 

the actual spend, to save duplication of explanations. 

 

A actions – due to the Project Manger’s employment being extended as part of the project extension, 

spend on actions A1 and A2 have gone over-budget.  The time incurred under action A3 has mostly 

been incurred outside of the project period (i.e. after March 2017) and so is not recorded here. 
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B actions – please see previous reports where the estimated final cost compared to budget was 

increased (though not by enough). 

 

C actions – the reduced expected spend on action C2 (and C1 to a lesser extent) in the PR was before 

the project extension was in place, so that the spend on the C actions overall has now been higher 

than anticipated. 

 

D actions – personnel spend on action D1 has continued to be higher than anticipated. 

 

E actions – spend against predicted budget for these actions was 104% overall.  As mentioned above, 

the car hire charges for E1 was underestimated at the amendment stage. 

 

F actions – whilst the staff input was higher than planned, the spend for materials under 

Consumables and Other Costs for these actions was lower than anticipated as explained above. 

 

Responses to queries in previous correspondence 

 

The numbers below refer to the letter dated 27th April 2015 received from the Commission in response 

to the MR and Statement of Expenditure (ANNEX: Financial Aspects) 

13 (i) Please see the following annexes for the information requested for Emily Field, Andrew 

Holland and Charlotte Bruce-White 

 Annex 4 for employment contracts 

 Annex 5 for P60s   

 Annex 6 for payslips 

 Annex 7 for timesheets 

Please note that Nick Tomalin omitted to include his holiday days on the timesheets for 2012 

and 2013 so the dates were confirmed with him and written in by hand afterwards. 

13 (ii) Please see Annex 7 for the timesheets for Nick Tomalin, Johanna Jones, Nicholas Adams and 

Samantha Fraser.  Please see Annex 6 for their payslips in conjunction to request 13 (iii) below. 

13 (iii) Please see Annex 8 for a detailed calculation of the annual personnel costs for the personnel 

mentioned under points (i) and (ii) above.  As you will see, Charlotte Bruce-White went on 

sick leave in January 2016, until she left in May 2016.  She therefore did not do any work on 

the project in that period but as she was fully employed by the project we have claimed her 

employment costs as we believe they are still eligible.  For the calculation of the annual 

number of working hours, we have used those shown in the timesheets, except for Samantha 

Fraser in 2015, when a standard figure of 1,725 was used and apportioned for the percentage 

of the full year that Samantha worked.  This was done as she did not work on the project for 

every month she was employed and so we do not have a full set of timesheets to calculate the 

actual number of working hours.  The calculation of the 1,725 standard number of annual 

hours is attached in Annex 9. 

13 (iv) We have rectified this and apologise for the error. 

13 (v) Please see Annex 10 for the breakdown of Samantha Fraser’s time on this project and the 

Futurescapes LIFE+ project. 
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14 (ii) Please see Annex 11 for a list of journeys using RSPB fleet vehicles that are related to the 

project within the months of July 2013 and April 2014.  The scans of the logbooks for the 

different fleet vehicles used are under Annex 12. 

 

The numbers below refer to the letter dated 3rd August 2015 received from the Commission in 

response to the external monitoring visit 07.07.15 (Annex: Financial) 

7. Please see Northgate invoice SL03167082INV with all project-related car hire costs highlighted 

in Annex 13.  Also included is the Purchase Order raised in relation to this invoice.  All of 

these costs are shown on our internal accounting system, the relevant section of which is 

included under the tab ‘RSPB Accounting System’ in the file ‘Annex 13 - EA 171-180 – 

Transactions’.  You will see that the last line of this sheet is not coded to the project.  This is 

because the project code that has historically been used for hiring these vehicles in this area 

(870-X-STON) covers all stone curlew work in the South West.  Whilst the LIFE project code 

has therefore not been used, the cost is still relevant to the stone curlew work undertaken 

under this project.  We trust this is acceptable, but please advise if you have any further 

questions. 

 

The response below refers to the letter dated 26th February 2016 received from the Commission in 

response to the PR (ANNEX: Financial issues) 

 Please note that any clothing has been removed from the claim and is now covered under the 

Overheads.   

 We also confirm that the RSPB asset register is the only registry of durable good held by the 

organisation. 
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7. ANNEXES 

7.1. Paper Annexes 

Annex 01 Steering Group meetings 

Annex 02 After LIFE Communication Plan 

Annex 03 Stone-curlew Strategy 2016-2020, with Summary and Supplement 

Annex 04 Nimes Conference poster and presentation 

Annex 05 Grass Heath Assessment – 2017 update and original 

Annex 06 Farmer’s correspondence 

Annex 07 Farmer ‘Thank You’ invite 

Annex 08 Farmer transition questionnaire 

Annex 09 Field work and advisory postcards 

Annex 10 Plot management 

Annex 11 Visions workshop 

Annex 12 Community Engagement Officer’s work programme 

Annex 13 Complete set of Monitoring Protocols 

Annex 14 Wessex reports (2015 and 2016) (separate) 

Annex 15 End of Project Conference report 

Annex 16 Examples of disturbance licences 

Annex 17 Media releases and articles 

Annex 18 Heroes booklet (separate) 

Annex  19 Minsmere info point - board 

Annex 20 Stone-curlew Species Action Plan – Jan 2017 

Annex 21 Project Newsletter (latest) 

Annex 22 Example of monthly reporting sheet 

Annex 23 Layman’s report 

Annex 24 Final output indicators 

 

7.2. CD Annexes 

CD Annex A Historical Inception report annexes  

CD Annex B Historical Mid-term report annexes 

CD Annex C Historical Progress report annexes 

CD Annex 01 Steering Group meetings 

CD Annex 02 Technical Group meetings 

CD Annex 03 Communications Group meetings 

CD Annex 04 RSPB & NE MoU 

CD Annex 05 Farmer transition questionnaire results 

CD Annex 06 Regional annual reports 

CD Annex 07 Wessex events plan 

CD Annex 08 Project Newsletters 

CD Annex 09 Minsmere questionnaire results  

CD Annex 10 Photographs 

CD Annex 11 Press release & media coverage 



Final Report, June 2017 

125 

CD Annex 12 Web pages & blogs 


