
  Your regional stone-curlew project newsletter 

Issue no 09 Winter 2015/2016 

 Countryside Stewardship is here 

C
h
ris

 K
n
ig

h
ts

 (rs
p
b
-im

a
g
e
s
.c

o
m

) 

 

 Heathland management in focus   

 Team changes 

 

 

Also in this issue... 

The Brecks  

Stone-curlew conservation in transition 
The stone-curlew recovery 
project has had great success 
in increasing the stone-curlew 
population over the last 30 
years.  
 
This has been achieved mainly 
through the hard work of farmers 
and conservationists to protect nests 
on cropped land, and as a result the 
stone-curlew population now 
exceeds 350 breeding pairs and is 
no longer red listed as a bird of 
conservation concern. 
 
However, stone-curlews are reliant 
on this intensive nest protection in 
order to maintain the population and 
numbers would fall again if 
interventions ceased. For the stone-
curlew population to be sustainable 
in the long term a high proportion of 
the population must nest in ‘safe’ 
areas where interventions are not 
required. These ‘safe’ areas can 

take the form of semi-natural grass 
heath or specially managed fallow 
plots on arable farmland. 
 
During the last 30 years there has 
been considerable effort made to 
restore and create grass heathland, 
and stone-curlew plots have been 
introduced to many farms through 
various agri-environment schemes. 
These actions have been extremely 
beneficial to stone-curlews and will 
have contributed to the population 
increase, but if we are to see a truly 
sustainable stone-curlew population 
these safe nesting areas must be 
developed on a much bigger scale. 

 
So for the last three years we have 
been working on a new strategy to 
provide large scale safe habitat for 
stone-curlews in Eastern England 
(with the help of EU Life+ funding 
until 2016), implemented by our two 
Advisers, Andrew Holland 
(Farmland) and Robert Hawkes 

(Heathland). The ambitious aim of 
the strategy is for at least 288 pairs 
of stone-curlews to be nesting each 
year in safe areas in Eastern 
England, 192 of which in areas 
currently monitored by RSPB. 
 

How are we doing so far?  
 
Unfortunately, there have been a 
couple of set-backs; the very cold 
spring (or late winter!) of 2013 
caused a crash in the stone-curlew 
population of as much as 20%, and 
the closure of Higher Level 
Environmental Stewardship to new 
applicants prior to the introduction of 
the new Countryside Stewardship 
Scheme very much hampered the 
provision of new stone-curlew plots. 
  
Nevertheless, good progress has 
been made, particularly in the 
Brecks, where the number of arable 
nest plots has increased from 89 to 
around 115 since 2012.  

Continued overleaf... 



Stone-curlews 
in 2015 
 

The total number of confirmed 
breeding pairs in Eastern 
England was only 196, 
compared to 204 in 2014.  
 
The number of chicks reared per 
pair was also disappointing at just 
0.52 (0.61 chicks per pair is needed 
to maintain population size). It is 
difficult to say why productivity was 
low, but the cold spring caused a 
dearth of insects which may have 
affected food availability for chicks 
during the first half of the season. 
We are looking into possible causes. 
 
For the first time (in recent years at 
least) a timed count was made of 
stone-curlews gathered in post-
breeding flocks at all known sites. 
Roost counts took place on or near 
15 September, simultaneously at 10 
different sites. The single biggest 
flock on the day was of 69 birds, 
with 418 birds counted in total 
(RSPB counts only). The biggest 
single stone-curlew flock ever 
recorded however was a massive 
162 birds in 2007. A similar count 
was made of the Southern England 
(Wessex) population where 222 
birds were counted.   
 
 

season advice from RSPB staff, and 
developing a less resource 
dependent scheme for nest finding 
on cropped land, to support 
interventions where they are still 
necessary.  
 
After the LIFE funding ends, we will 
continue to provide advice and 
support but reduced funding may 
mean that monitoring effort is 
reduced in some areas. These 
changes to the conservation of 
stone-curlews will clearly affect our 
work on farms, and therefore it is my 
intention to speak with all the farms 
that we work with about how this 
may affect them individually. 

 
For more information contact 
Tim Cowan, Project Officer 
on 01842 756712 or 
tim.cowan@rspb.org.uk 
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Continued from front page... 
 

In winter 2014/15 a programme of  
heathland restoration was 
implemented in the form of 126 
cultivated or sprayed plots at various 
sites, to create the bare ground that 
is such an important component of 
the Brecks heaths. 
 
During the time of the LIFE Project 
the proportion of RSPB monitored 
stone-curlews nesting in safe areas 
has increased from 35% in 2012 to 
41% in 2015. Achieving our target of 
192 safe pairs is however likely to 
take some time yet. In the 
meantime, to prepare for this, we 
will be developing a less intensive 
monitoring scheme, which is likely to 
involve sample or periodic surveys, 
every five to seven years, to 
determine national and local 
population status. We are also 
looking at how plots might be 
managed effectively without in-

Countryside Stewardship is here 
2015 saw Brecks arable 
farmers and gamekeepers 
continuing to do great work for 
farmland wildlife, writes 
Andrew Holland.  
 

While spray operators and tractor 
drivers have been locating stone-
curlew nests and managing to avoid 
lapwing nests, wildlife in this special 
area must be grateful for all the 
effort everyone is putting in. Doing 
that bit extra to give them a home 
and a sustainable footing will help 
them to continue to thrive in this 
ever demanding world of ours. 
 
2015 year saw more stone-curlews 
nesting on fallow plots, while one 
farmer saw 12 pairs of lapwing, his 
favourite bird, nesting on one plot. 
Another farmer saw turtle doves 

feeding on his. It just goes to show 
how, by setting aside land, wildlife 
will take advantage- this does not 
need to be your best land either; any 
area will do.  
 

It does not take a lot to make a real 
difference. The extra areas of wild 
bird seed mixes that continue to go 
in, the cultivated margins left around 
field edges for both common and 
rare plants, and nectar rich mixes 
producing vital resources for 
pollinators are as crucial for 
biodiversity, as the food that farmers 
so carefully grow for us, the public. 
 

But, we should not reduce our 
efforts, we cannot take our foot off 
the accelerator, as wildlife needs our 
ongoing support. As we settle into 
2016, the new Countryside 
Stewardship scheme is opening for 

the second year, and the first 
agreements are being implemented 
on the ground. Within the scheme is 
a Wild Pollinator and Farm Wildlife 
package, which I truly believe will 
make a difference to wildlife.  
 
Even if you don’t want to enter the 
scheme, by following this package 
through your Ecological Focus Area 
requirements or under your own 
steam, you will make the all important 
difference, leaving the countryside 
better off for those who will follow in 
our footsteps.  
 

For Countryside Stewardship 
advice in the Brecks, please 
contact Kerry Skelhorn, our 
new Brecks Conservation 
Adviser on 01842 756 714 or 
kerry.skelhorn@rspb.org.uk   
 



   Nature Friendly Zone 
Robert Young, farmer at 
Grange Farm, Hockwold tells 
us his experiences of being 
involved with the Nature 
Friendly Zone in the Brecks… 
 
We farm approximately 400 acres at 
Hockwold on the edge of the Brecks 
running down into the edge of the 
fen on either side of the cut-off 
channel.  We grow a range of 
irrigated arable and vegetable crops 
and have ELS and HLS agreements 
with fallow plots to encourage 
nesting stone-curlews. 
 
The creation of the Nature Friendly 
Zone (NFZ) has encouraged us to 
work with our neighbours to improve 
the habitat in this area.  We have 
learnt from their expertise and from 
the mistakes that they may have 

made in the past, to help us to 
improve the establishment of field 
margins and to achieve better areas 
of over-winter food for the birds in 
this area.   
 
I believe that we are already seeing 
more [grey] partridge, linnets, 
buntings and the ‘little brown jobs’ 
that I will never be able to identify.   
We are also hoping to encourage 
the turtle doves that are very active 
in parts of the zone to spend more 
time here on our channel banks. 
 
Inviting the general public onto your 
farm is always a worrying prospect 
but having the expertise of the 
RSPB and of Stephen Harrison , 
John Secker and Chris Cock has 
meant that the farm walks so far 
have been very enjoyable and 
successful.   

Everyone that I have spoken to has 
been keen to learn how we are 
attempting to balance the operation 
of a commercial farm with 
enhancing the environment of this 
special area - something that many 
of our farming colleagues are 
achieving but perhaps away from 
the public eye. 
 

 

 
 

Case study 

“ 
     ” 

 
 

...the farm walks 
so far have been 

very enjoyable and 
successful 

 
 
 

Robert Young, 
 Grange Farm 
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Heathland management in focus 
Physical disturbance, through 
rabbit activity and machinery, 
is a key management 
prescription on the Brecks 
grass heaths.   
 
Stone-curlew, woodlark and many of 
the 2,000+ non-vertebrate priority 
Brecks species (such as vascular 
plants and invertebrates) rely on 
these conditions.     
 
This year saw a significant number 
of new physically disturbed 'plots' 
established across several grass 
heath sites.  These plots are 
consistent in size, but vary in 
establishment technique, soil type, 
and surrounding vegetation.  Parts 
of these plots will be re-cultivated 
annually, whilst new areas of 
adjacent grassland will be cultivated 
in subsequent years, and other parts 
will be left fallow.   
 
Although it is still early days, we 
have already seen a positive 
response to these plot treatments.  
Despite these plots only being a few 
weeks old at the beginning of the 
breeding season, five pairs of stone-
curlew and 11 pairs of lapwing 
nested on them in 2015.   
 

Woodlark were frequently recorded 
feeding on these plots during the 
breeding season, and at the time of 
writing several are being used by 
wintering parties.  We are still 
identifying the invertebrate catch 
from earlier this year, but several 
nationally scarce species of beetle 
have already been recorded.   
 
Over the coming years we will 
continue to closely monitor these 
treatments as part of a new 

research project. The aim of this 
research is to uncover optimal grass 
heath management techniques for 
stone-curlew, woodlark and other 
priority species to help inform future 
conservation efforts on the Brecks 
grass heaths.  This is one of the 
UKs largest field experiments. 
 

For more information contact 
Robert Hawkes, Heathland 
Adviser on 01842 756715 or 
Robert.hawkes@rspb.org.uk 
  



 

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 

Introducing the new team... 
2015 has been a busy year 
with progression of the 
transition strategy, staff 
changes and keeping up with 
the day-to-day work of stone-
curlew conservation in the 
region. 
 
I have a feeling 2016 will be even 
busier though! Our LIFE funding 
comes to an end this year and as 
Tim has already alluded to, we have 
targets to meet on the amount of 
‘safe’ nesting habitat to provide for 
stone-curlews, workshops to deliver 
and an end of project conference to 
organise. And when the LIFE 
funding ends the work doesn’t stop 

there! Although we will have less 
funding, we still plan to have a team 
of fieldworkers, a project officer and 
an adviser all working on stone-
curlew conservation. We will still be 
working on creating a sustainable 
stone-curlew population, that needs 
less help from us.  
 
I’d like to introduce you to two new 
members of the Brecks Team. Kerry 
Skelhorn is replacing Andrew 
Holland as our Farm Conservation 
Adviser. Andrew has gone on to 
work as an adviser in the Fens, still 
for RSPB. We’d like to thank 
Andrew for all the fantastic work he 
has done in the Brecks and 
congratulate him on his new role in 
the Fens- well done Andrew!  

I’m sure you’ll all join me in 
welcoming Kerry to the team!   
Kerry brings a wealth of knowledge 
and experience with her. Kerry has 
done a lot of farm wildlife research 
projects, particularly with turtle 
doves and lapwings. We also have a 
new Brecks Community Engagement 
Officer, Murray Brown, replacing 
Sammy Fraser. You may meet 
Murray if you’re involved in any of 
our Nature Friendly Zones or Open 
Farm Sunday events. 
 

For more information contact 
Charlotte Mulderrig, Brecks 
Projects Manager on 01842 
756710 / charlotte.mulderrig 
@rspb.org.uk 
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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. 


