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Working together
Working together, farmers and conservationists have
recovered the numbers of UK stone-curlews from the brink
of extinction. The challenge now is to secure their future.
Stone-curlews are very rare, shy birds
that nest on bare ground where their
eggs and chicks are well camouflaged.
Their strongholds are centred around
Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire, and the
Brecks on the Norfolk-Suffolk border.
Due to the loss of semi-natural nest
sites such as short rabbit-grazed grass
heath and downland, the proportion
of stone-curlews nesting on cropped
land, and therefore at risk from farm
machinery, increased. This combination
of habitat loss and nest destruction
resulted in stone-curlew numbers falling
by 85% between the 1930s and 1980s.

To save stone-curlews, farmers and
conservationists have worked together
for more than 30 years to protect
nests within crops. As a result, the
population has been increasing since
the 1980s. We now need to reduce
their dependence on nest protection
by securing more sustainable solutions.
We must target our limited resources
to help the most threatened wildlife.
This means moving species up the
species recovery curve (see below)
towards sustainable populations as
quickly as possible, in order to free up
resource to help others that may be in
even more trouble.

Species recovery curve
Four stages to achieve sustainability

Stone-curlew is here

Every species will have a unique recovery journey, but will pass through four stages:
Diagnosis, where we undertake research to identify the cause of the decline. Solution
testing (trial management), where we test out solutions. Deployment of solution
(recovery), where we roll out the solution and the species starts to recover.
Finally, we hope species move into the sustainable management stage, where we
can start to withdraw support.
Stone-curlews are currently at stage R3, as population targets are being met only
with continued conservation intervention. When the population can remain stable
with minimal conservation intervention it will reach stage S1.
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The RSPB manages five nature
reserves for stone-curlews.
This has helped us learn much
about managing land for them.
However, nature reserves cannot
support the UK population
alone, so solutions in the wider
countryside are needed.
The EU LIFE project
The EU LIFE Information and
Communication Project “Securing
the future of the stone-curlew” was
set up in 2012 with the aim of making
the population of stone-curlews
sustainable. Through an integrated
programme of land management advice
and awareness raising, it aimed to
secure both an increase in the amount
of safe nesting habitat available to
stone-curlews, and generate greater
support from within local communities
for their conservation.
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The aims were:
• 	To secure more fallow nest plots on
arable land.
• To restore semi-natural grass heath
and downland.
• 	To build community support,
	through establishing a team of
volunteers, demonstration farms
and empowering land managers.
• To improve policy relating to
stone-curlews.
• To develop volunteers, including
building stakeholder capacity for
monitoring and nest protection.
The following pages give an overview
of the main streams of work. It will
take time for stone-curlews to become
sustainable, as habitat reaches good
condition and stone-curlews colonise
it. However, some results are already
visible and we have reached or
exceeded most project targets.
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More well-managed and well-sited
plots are needed to achieve
our vision of a sustainable
stone-curlew population.
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Securing more
nest plots
Securing more fallow nest plots within arable land
Fallow plots are bare, safe areas where
stone-curlews can nest without the
need for conservationists to find and
protect them from farming operations
in the surrounding crops.
The creation of a fallow plot means
taking two hectares of arable land
out of production. Therefore, financial
support such as agri-environment
schemes are vital, alongside advice
on locating and managing the plot.
Stone-curlews breed more successfully
on these plots than anywhere else,
especially when bare ground can be
maintained later into the season to
enable repeat nesting. The plots are

often used by other species such as
lapwings, and because the ground is
cultivated each year, they are also ideal
for rare arable plants.
Project advisers worked with more
than 200 farmers between 2012 and
2016, advising on the creation and
management of fallow plots, and
helping to secure more than 100
plots in new stewardship agreements.
Overall, the total number of plots
increased, despite many stewardship
agreements coming to an end.
In the future, more well-managed
and well-sited plots will be needed to
achieve a sustainable population.
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Restoration
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Restoring semi-natural grass heath and downland
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Stone-curlews prefer to nest on
short semi-natural grassland. Over
time, much of this type of habitat
has been lost or neglected, making it
unsuitable. There are many reasons for
this, but one is the decline in the rabbit
population due to disease and culling.
If you look at a map of the Brecks,
you will see “warren” in many place
names. The light sandy soils over
chalk made this landscape ideal for
producing rabbits for meat. Through the
Brecks Grass Heath Forum and Brecks
Biodiversity Delivery Group, several
habitat restoration initiatives are being
supported to restore more bare and
open ground.

One of the largest schemes has
involved creating cultivated plots across
the Ministry of Defence’s Stanford
Training Area, to recreate bare ground
for nesting stone-curlews and wider
biodiversity, and encourage the spread
of rabbits.
The University of East Anglia carried
out an assessment which showed that
the management of the grass heath for
stone-curlews could also benefit 453
priority plant and invertebrate species.
This is the subject of a PhD project
monitoring how birds, insects and
plants respond to the creation of this
bare ground.
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Stone-curlews prefer to nest on
short semi-natural grassland.
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Building community
support
Building community support, through establishing a team
of volunteers, demonstration farms and empowering
land managers
Stone-curlews are wary of people,
but ultimately dependent on us.
The remaining populations are centred
around the sparsely populated areas
of the Brecks and Salisbury Plain,
where military training areas have
preserved much of the semi-natural
habitat they prefer.
Stone-curlews avoid areas within
one mile (1.6km) of towns and major
infrastructure, and can be disturbed
from their nest by a dog walker up to
500m away. To protect these important
sites for stone-curlews, the Brecks and
Salisbury Plain have been designated
Sites of Special Scientific Interest
(SSSIs), and also Special Protection
Areas (SPAs), which form part of the
European Natura 2000 network of
protected sites.
These areas are close to growing towns
and are popular for recreation, so a
sensitive approach is needed to allow
both local communities and wildlife
to thrive.
Seeing stone-curlews and other rare
wildlife can be a major draw to these
areas. Weeting Heath nature reserve,
managed by Norfolk Wildlife Trust, is
famous for its unrivalled views of
stone-curlews. We want stone-curlews
to be a treasured flagship for the
landscapes that support them and the
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thousands of other species that share
their habitat, some of which are only
found in these places.
Before the LIFE project, the presence
of stone-curlews was usually kept
secret to protect them from human
disturbance. Therefore, Community
Engagement Officers in both areas have
worked hard to ensure people know
just how sensitive stone-curlews are to
disturbance, while raising awareness
of this unique entertaining bird, with its
eerie call and strange folklore. This is
why we created special viewing areas
at our reserves.
The profile of stone-curlews was also
raised in 2016, when they appeared on
the BBC’s Springwatch programme,
which was broadcast from the RSPB’s
Minsmere reserve.
Monitoring and evaluating
To plan conservation measures and
evaluate their success, we still need
to be able to estimate the stone-curlew
population, and understand how they
are using the landscape.
Due to their rarity, camouflage and
stealth, stone-curlews are seldom
detected by regular national breeding
bird surveys. Therefore a different
approach is needed. For several
decades, the RSPB monitored the
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bulk of the UK stone-curlew population
annually by finding every nest. As the
population has grown, this has become
very costly and is no longer viable. We
have been developing other ways to
estimate the UK population.
Developing volunteers
Local birdwatchers in some areas
have been trained to monitor and
protect stone-curlews under licence by
monitoring a “patch” annually. We can
use their data to assess how land use
and weather are affecting the population
at a local scale, and whether it appears
to be stable, increasing or decreasing.
Supporting greater stakeholder
involvement
Many larger estates are now equipped
to monitor and protect stone-curlews
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on their land. Farm staff have been
trained to look out for stone-curlews
in crops and monitor fallow nest plots,
ensuring management is carried out at
the right time. Many semi-natural sites
are now also monitored annually by site
staff rather than by RSPB fieldworkers.
Data will still be sent to the RSPB,
Natural England and the Rare Breeding
Birds Panel (RBBP), to help estimate
the national population and target
conservation measures.
Quality control
To check that the estimates we’re
making are accurate, we have also
trialled a national census technique
suitable for periodic intensive
surveys carried out by experienced
bird surveyors following a strict
methodology.
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Improving
policy relating to
stone-curlews
The creation of fallow plots and the conservation and
protection of important areas for stone-curlews
relies on political support.
The same geology that underpins
Wiltshire’s white horses and prehistoric
Brecks flint mines creates the perfect
conditions for stone-curlews. As the
stone-curlew range is so restricted,
the important strongholds of Salisbury
Plain and Porton Down were designated
SSSIs between 1992 and 1993 and the
Brecks farmland was designated an
SSSI in 2000. They then became SPAs
and Special Areas of Conservation
(SACs) as part of the European Natura
2000 network between 2006 and 2009.
Site protection for these areas is
important, and needs to be effective.
SSSI protection means no-one should
make any major changes to the
landscape which would damage the
conservation status of stone-curlews
in these areas, and the population
should be maintained, yet stone-curlew
numbers had fallen in some areas.
During the project, staff have worked
with land managers and government
organisations as part of a national
review of all SSSIs. We agreed targets
for vegetation heights and the amount

10

of bare ground, so land managers
will be able to create the habitat
conditions required to achieve the SSSI
population targets.
There are still some gaps in the SSSI
network, as none of the sites in North
Norfolk, the Suffolk Coast or the Berkshire
Downs are protected for stone-curlews.
Agri-environment schemes
The project team worked with farmers
and Natural England to develop the
habitat management options in
Countryside Stewardship. New options,
such as temporary predator fencing,
are now available. These sit alongside
tried-and-tested options such as creating
fallow plots for nesting stone-curlews.
Following plot management trials,
options now come with better guidance.
Stone-curlews require bespoke
management and are a target species
for Higher Tier Countryside Stewardship
in all current population areas.
Applications from farmers for funding
to create stone-curlew habitat should
therefore score highly.
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Stone-curlews require bespoke management
and are a target species for Higher Tier
Countryside Stewardship in all current
population areas.
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Results

300

fallow nest plots

Project advisers have worked with farmers to enter more than 100 plots into new
stewardship agreements. Some of these had been in previous agreements which have
now ended, but many are entirely new plots.
There are now around 150 fallow plots for stone-curlews in Wessex, and 150 in Eastern
England (the Brecks, Suffolk Coast and North Norfolk). The new Countryside Stewardship
Scheme must support the creation of more plots after the LIFE project, to replace those in
schemes which will end in the next few years.

3,000

hectares of grassland in restoration

We have now entered enough grassland into management agreements to support triple the
number of stone-curlews that nest on this type of habitat (semi-natural downland, chalk
grassland and short grass heath). This amount of land is more than seven times the original
project target, and is thanks to the collaboration of landowners and managers at a landscape
scale. Stone-curlews have already started to colonise this habitat, but it will be many years
before it reaches capacity.

144

extra chicks fledged

Project advisers also worked with farmers to improve the effectiveness of plots, to increase
the number of stone-curlews using them and fledging young. 64 more chicks fledged from
fallow plots in 2015 and 2016 compared to 2012 and 2013. Pairs nesting on plots were more
successful than those nesting on any other habitat. Over the same time period, 36 more
chicks fledged from semi-natural habitats, and 44 more chicks fledged from within crops.
Overall, the proportion of nesting attempts on “safe” habitat – plots or semi-natural habitat,
in areas monitored by the RSPB – increased from 54% to 57%. This is a positive result, but
one that falls well short of the project target of more than 75%. This is largely because it will
take a few years before stone-curlews colonise the newly-created habitat. The loss of 20%
of the breeding population in cold weather in 2013 meant there were fewer birds to colonise
any habitat created, and habitat creation was also set back as agri-environment schemes,
vital for plot creation, were not available in 2014 or 2015. The suitability of grassland habitats
was also affected by rabbit declines.

4,000
at

people
engaged

200

events

Community engagement officers and other project staff shared the stone-curlew story
with members of the public, at both special events and in stone-curlew viewing areas.
More than 1,500 people completed questionnaires at the Minsmere stone-curlew
viewpoint. Of these, 14% hadn’t heard of stone-curlews before, and 97% said they
would tell others about them. In addition, stone-curlews were featured on BBC’s
Springwatch in 2016, watched by two million viewers across the UK.

26

Volunteer fieldworkers developed
14

Eastern
England

12

Wessex

18

event
helpers

During the project, we have recruited and trained 14 Eastern England fieldworkers,
12 Wessex fieldworkers, 18 events helpers and now have volunteers helping in many
other supporting roles such as data handling.

Over the last three years I’ve had the
opportunity to work with a special bird in
landscape I love and I am excited about
the potential to do more.
Ian Grier, volunteer stone-curlew fieldworker, Wessex

The future
The legacy of this project is a healthy stone-curlew population.
We think the stone-curlew population
is now large enough to support itself,
given enough safe nesting habitat.
It is still expanding in some areas and
has largely bounced back from the
loss of 20% of breeding birds in the
unprecedented freeze of March 2013.
Farmers are working hard to create
enough safe nest plots and land
managers are restoring semi-natural
habitat at a landscape scale. It will take
time, but if enough suitable habitat is
created, stone-curlew numbers could
become sustainable within five
years. Habitat creation needs to be
supported by effective site protection
and agricultural policy.
We trust that communities, landowners
and land managers, volunteers, and
government organisations will continue
to protect this special species for
generations to come. By cherishing
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the unique landscapes and rich biodiversity
of the Brecks and Wiltshire Chalk Country
for which stone-curlews are a flagship,
their future will be secure.
The RSPB will continue to:
• Be part of the group of stone-curlew 		
stakeholders which oversees monitoring
and stone-curlew conservation measures
such as agri-environment schemes, to
ensure the necessary tools to maintain
a healthy UK population are in place.
• Support stone-curlews by continuing 		
to manage habitat for them on our nature
reserves so that they can thrive and 		
their young can populate nearby
suitable habitat.
• Support landscape scale conservation
in the Brecks and Wiltshire Chalk County
Futurescapes, providing technical advice
and support on how to protect
stone-curlews where necessary.
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Agri-environment schemes
have made a vital contribution
to maintaining and protecting
stone-curlews in England and
we look forward to working with
stakeholders to ensure that future
schemes help farmers and other
landowners secure a place for
this iconic species in the future.
Natural England
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The project LIFE11INF/UK000418 “Securing the future of the stone-curlew throughout its
range in the UK” was funded by a grant of €823,032 from the European Commission.
LIFE is the European Commission’s financial instrument for improving the conservation
status of species listed in Annex 1 of the European Birds Directive. Natura 2000 is the
network of designated sites, protected under the Birds or Habitats Directives (collectively
known as the Nature Directives).
Contacts
RSPB UK Headquarters
The Lodge, Sandy, Bedfordshire SG19 2DL.
Tel: 01767 680551
The Brecks
thebrecks@rspb.org.uk
Wessex
wessexstonecurlew@rspb.org.uk
The RSPB is a registered charity in England and Wales 207076, in Scotland SC037654.
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020-1-1622-16-17
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