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 Public visit Nature Friendly Zone  

 A challenging year for stone-curlews 
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 Stone-curlew tracking data 

 Countryside Stewardship in 2017 

 End of LIFE project results 

 

 

Also in this issue... 

The Brecks  

We need to talk about…stone-curlews 
 Over the last year we’ve 
carried out individual 
consultations with farmers in 
the Brecks regarding the 
future of stone-curlew 
conservation on their land.  
 

We spoke to 43 farmers, and had 
some very useful and wide ranging 
discussions. We think we managed 
to speak to all farmers with nesting 
stone-curlews in recent years, but if 
we missed you out and you would 
like your say please don’t hesitate to 
get in touch. We were extremely 
encouraged by the universal desire 
to continue to conserve stone-
curlews on farmland. 
 
We hope to report back fully on the 
results of the consultations in due 
course, but we did learn that many 
farmers were confident of looking 
after stone-curlews on their land 

themselves, were keen for farm staff 
to learn more about stone-curlews 
and how to protect them, and would 
be happy to call out RSPB for 
assistance if they were concerned 
that nests or chicks were at risk. All 
this gives us confidence that the 
changes we want to make can be 
implemented successfully and 
without significant negative impact 
on stone-curlews. 
 
So we will be further scaling back 
our stone-curlew monitoring and 
protection work next year. This is 
partly because the EU LIFE project 
that helps to fund our stone-curlew 
work ends on 31

st
 March, but is also 

in keeping with our strategy of 
directing resources towards 
providing more ‘safe’ nesting habitat 
for stone-curlews through increasing 
the number of nest plots on arable 
land and the amount of good quality 
grass heathland habitat. 

This scaling back will result in the 
number of RSPB staff carrying out 
stone-curlew monitoring reducing 
from 4 to 2, and our smaller team 
will concentrate on monitoring areas 
and crops where there is most risk 
to nests from farming operations, 
rather than all fields on a farm as we 
have until now. It is important that 
we know how stone-curlews are 
responding to our efforts to increase 
the amount of ‘safe’ habitat, so we 
will continue to monitor birds on 
plots and some grass heathland 
sites, supported by a growing 
number of volunteers. We will of 
course be in touch as usual at the 
beginning of April to arrange access 
if necessary, and discuss if and how 
monitoring effort will best be 
deployed on your land. 
 

For more information contact 
Tim Cowan on 01842 756 712 
or tim.cowan@rspb.org.uk   
 



Nature Friendly Zone  
 This February, with the kind 
permission of Chris Cock and 
John Secker, the RSPB held a 
public walk at Glebe Farm in 
Hockwold.    
 
Farmers do a great job of saving 
nature on their farms in the Brecks 
and it is important that the public 
and decision makers are aware of, 
and support this conservation work 
that farmers do. The first Brecks 
Nature Friendly zone was set up in 
2015, with farmers in the Hockwold 
and Feltwell area coming together to 
carry out conservation on a 
landscape scale and to act as 
advocates for nature-friendly 

farming. Since then farmers in the 
group have hosted several farm 
walks for members of the public, 
farmers and decision makers.   
John was on hand to share his 
expert knowledge of birds and the 
agri-environment options that are in 
place on the farm to help winter 
birds.   
 
People attending the walk were able 
to see the network of inter-
connected habitats that John and 
Chris have put in place as part of 
their Stewardship scheme such as 
stone-curlew nest plots, cultivated 
margins for wild arable flowers and 
different over-winter bird seed 
mixes.   

 

  “These measures 
      have clearly been  
                a success”         
 

On the day people were treated to 
views of brambling, hundreds of tree 
sparrows, lesser redpolls, 
yellowhammers, reed bunting and 
corn bunting. Several fieldfares were 
seen and a large flock of skylark 
was seen feeding in the stubble. 
Hares were numerous too, with the 
group getting some close up views. 
 

Contact Kerry Skelhorn, Farm 
Adviser on 01842 756 716 or 
kerry.skelhorn@rspb.org.uk 

A challenging year for stone-curlews 
 Everything was looking great 
until the last week of May... 
 
Many nests had hatched and chicks 
doing well, but a period of cold and 
wet weather, followed by bouts of 
torrential rain in June unfortunately 
took its toll on the 2016  generation of 
stone-curlews.  
 

At the end of the breeding season the 
overall number of chicks reared per 
pair was just 0.42 in Eastern England 
(0.44 in the Brecks). This is some 
way below the 0.61 required to 
maintain the population. 
 

There have been some big changes 
to the way we monitor stone-
curlews. This year we stopped 
monitoring those sites where we 
have had little need to intervene to 
protect nests and chicks from 
farming operations in recent years.  
 

As a result of this, the number of 
sites comprehensively monitored by 
RSPB was reduced from 79 to 35, 
though we continued to monitor 
stone-curlew nest plots on all farms, 
and respond to requests from 
farmers to protect nests and chicks 
at risk from farming operations.  
 

Although a significant reduction in 
monitoring effort, this only amounted 
to around 11 pairs not being 
monitored (based on figures from 
previous years). The total number of 
breeding pairs located by RSPB in 
the Brecks was 128 (156 in Eastern 
England). This is eight fewer than 
last year overall due to the reduced 
monitoring area, but an increase of 
four for the area monitored.  
 

For more information contact  
Tim Cowan, Brecks Projects 
Manager on 01842 756 712 or 
tim.cowan@rspb.org.uk 
 
 

John Secker shows a young visitor 
a hare crouching in the crop 



   

Countryside Stewardship in 2017 

Initial findings suggest that stone-
curlew select cultivated plots in favour 
of the surrounding grassland, 
however, this needs to be put into 
context. During the course of this 
study the surrounding grassland was 
relatively tall, but where rabbit or 
livestock populations are high, and 
grassland vegetation is heavily 
grazed, stone-curlew will likely utilise 
this habitat as a foraging resource.  
 

Despite ongoing uncertainty 
regarding Brexit and the future 
form of agri-environment 
schemes, there have been 
some assurances on funding.   
 
In October 2016, the Chancellor 
Philip Hammond guaranteed funding 
for or all agri-environment schemes 
drawn up until the UK leaves the EU  
and farmers who make successful 
applications to Natural England for 
the Countryside Stewardship  (CS) 
scheme, will have funding for the 
length of the contract. We don’t yet 
know exactly when CS will open for 
applications in 2017, but we hope to 
hear news and confirmation of the 
application window soon.   
 

As Tim mentioned, the EU LIFE 
project that helps fund our stone-
curlew work ends on 31st March but 
the RSPB are investing  resources 
in 2017 into helping farmers create 
new nest plots on arable land, as 
well as providing advice and help 
with management of existing plots. 
 
As existing HLS & ELS agreements 
expire, it will be possible to cross-
over to the new Countryside 
Stewardship scheme.  The CS 
option AB5 (nesting plots for lapwing 
and stone-curlew) is the most 
appropriate option to use for plots to 
be located on arable land and is 
available in both the Mid-Tier and 
Higher Tier schemes.  However, 
there are some essential differences 

between the different Tiers in terms 
of stone-curlew plots.  The Higher 
Tier scheme allows some flexibility 
regarding the location of plots; 
whereas in the Mid Tier plots must 
be located at least 100m away from 
woods, in-field and hedgerow trees, 
buildings, overhead power-lines, 
main roads and public rights of way, 
and at least 200m away from wind 
turbines. So it’s important to 
consider where your existing plots 
are located & where you would like 
to locate new plots before deciding 
on whether to apply for Higher Tier 
or Mid Tier.   The AB5 management 
prescription for stone-curlew reflects 
the fact that stone-curlews have an 
extended breeding season,...  

Continued overleaf... 

Harry the first tagged stone-curlew and the movements of two of the 
tagged birds (red and yellow dots) showing they spend most of the 

time on the most recently cultivated part of the T-shaped plots 

During the LIFE project the amount of 
suitable grass heath habitat for 
stone-curlew has increased. Due to 
the ongoing declines in rabbit 
populations across the grass heaths, 
suitable conditions for stone-curlew, 
and other priority Brecks species, are 
being created using cultivated plots.   
 

Evidence suggested that these 
grassland plots should provide 
suitable nesting conditions for stone-
curlew, but it was unclear whether 
this management tool also provides 
an important foraging resource. To 
answer this question we focused on a 
large habitat restoration scheme 
which includes 117 plots that differ in 
establishment technique, size and 
cultivation frequency, over a large 
area of grass heath in the Brecks. 
 

Stone-curlew are nocturnal, so finding 
out about their foraging movements is 
almost impossible without the use of 
tracking technology.Due to recent 
advances in this field, we are now 
able to use GPS tags to track birds 
like stone-curlew, and download the 
data via a wireless connection to a 
mobile base station unit. We tagged 
five adult stone-curlews in the study 
area between April and August 2016.  
 

The study also demonstrated that 
stone-curlews prefer recently 
cultivated plots which are generally 
less vegetated. Across the wider 
landscape late sown arable crops, 
fallow arable plots, and outdoor pig 
units are also selected. We also 
discovered that they move further 
than previously thought while nesting. 
A couple of our tagged birds moved 
over 4km at night to catch a meal.  

 
For more information contact Rob Hawkes on 01842 756 715 
or robert.hawkes@rspb.org.uk   
 

Tracking data 
reveals use  
of fallow plots  R
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Working together to give nature a home 
The RSPB is the country’s largest 
nature conservation charity, inspiring 
everyone to give nature a home. 

 

The RSPB is a member of BirdLife 
International, a partnership of 
conservation organisations working to 
give nature a home around the world. 
 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity: England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654 

LIFE+ is the EU’s financial 
instrument supporting nature 
conservation, environmental, 
and similar communication 
projects throughout the EU, 
which contribute to 
implementing the Birds and 
Habitats Directives, and Natura 
2000 network of protected 
sites. 

End of project results 
The national Stone-curlew 
LIFE+ project was extended  
to 31st March 2017, and final 
results are now in. 
 
 

 
 

An international conference is being 
held at the David Attenborough 
Building on 28 Feb - 1 March to 
share lessons from the stone-curlew 
LIFE project and other species 
recovery projects around the world. 
Delegates will also visit the Brecks to 
see habitat creation in action. 
 

Species Recovery Conference 
 
 

 
 

300 

fallow  
plots  
 
 

(150 in each  
region) 
 

over 

3000ha 
semi-natural grassland  
in restoration 

26 
volunteer 
fieldworkers 

(14 in Eastern England) 

 

over 

4000 
             200 events  
 
 

Over a million people also heard 
about stone-curlews and nature 
friendly farmers through television 
and radio interviews. 
 

For more information contact 
Emily Field on 07867 537419 
emily.field@rspb.org.uk  
 

people  
engaged 

at 

Despite the poor weather for stone-
curlews, the gap between stewardship 
schemes and some plots not being 
suitable for renewal, the number of 
birds nesting on safe habitat has 
increased as has productivity on plots.  The future of stone-curlews now 

looks more secure, thanks to the 
involvement of farmers, and 
volunteers in giving stone-curlews a 
home where they live. Support for 
nature friendly farmers through 
stewardship schemes and community 
support is essential to ensure that 
there is enough safe nesting habitat 
for them in the future. 

Continued from overleaf... 
the aim of management is to create 
suitable bare/sparsely-vegetated 
ground conditions to enable multiple 
nesting attempts and two broods to 
be reared.  Plots must be cultivated 
by 15 March ready for the first 
nesting attempt. Managing them 
earlier, in February will benefit 
lapwing as they nest slightly earlier, 
and stone-curlews as they prefer 
ground that has settled after 
cultivation.  In order to enable a 
second nesting attempt it is usually a 
requirement to spray plots at least 
once before 15th May.  This 
management is essential to ensure 
that plots are good for the birds 
throughout the nesting season. 
 

For more information contact 
Kerry Skelhorn 01842 756716 
kerry.skelhorn@rspb.org.uk  
 

 

A ‘Stone-curlew Heroes’ booklet to 
highlight the various ways in which 
individuals have contributed to 
securing stone-curlew recovery has 
also been published on the project 
webpage: 
rspb.org.uk/securingthestonecurlew  
 

 

 

 

 

Stone-curlew  
heroes featured  
in new collection  

of case studies 
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