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It will be 30 years in April 
since the stone-curlew 
project team was first set up, 
and started working with 
farmers and landowners in 
the region to monitor and 
protect stone-curlews.  
 
This partnership working has been 
hugely successful, and the stone-
curlew population has almost 
trebled in the region during this 
period. Who would have thought 
30 years ago that the project 
would still be going strong today? 
 
During this time thousands of 
nests have been monitored and 
chicks ringed, and more 
importantly, many hundreds of 
nests and chicks have been 
avoided during farming 
operations.  

There have been a few changes 
and challenges since 1985; set-
aside has come and gone, Foot 
and Mouth restrictions in 2001, 
the Designation of the Brecks 
Farmland SSSI, Environmentally 
Sensitive Area scheme, 
Countryside Stewardship, Wildlife 
Enhancement Scheme, 
Environmental Stewardship, and 
Countryside Stewardship again 
next year (though rather different 
to the one before).  
 
There have been growing 
seasons with drought, exceptional 
rainfall and winter temperatures, 
and that is just the last few years! 
But during all this time, the core 
work of the stone-curlew project 
has changed little, it has always 
been about finding and protecting 
stone-curlew nests. 

However, during the next few years 
we are likely to see the big changes 
to the project. We have achieved 
what we initially set out to do, having 
reversed the decline of the stone-
curlew population and increased 
numbers significantly.  
 
The next phase of stone-curlew 
conservation is underway, and has 
the aim of increasing the proportion 
of stone-curlews on grass heathland 
and specially managed arable nest 
plots...                   continued overleaf           
they can nest safely witho need for 
intensive nest protection measures. 
This is a huge challenge, but we 
have made a good start, and so at 
this special anniversary we should 
look back and celebrate our 
achievements, say a big ‘thank you’ 
to all the farmers and landowners 
that have been a part of the project, 
and look forward to an even brighter 
future for stone-curlews in East 
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where they can nest safely without 
the need for intensive nest 
protection measures.  
 
This is a huge challenge, but we 
have made a good start, and so at 
this special anniversary we should 
look back and celebrate our 
achievements, say a big ‘thank 
you’ to all the farmers and 
landowners that have been a part 
of the project, and look forward to 
an even brighter future for stone-
curlews in East Anglia. 

 

 

How did they do 
in 2014? 
 
Thanks to a ‘normal’ spring 
for a change, stone-curlews 
in Eastern England had a 
reasonable year over-all, 
which after a couple of very 
poor breeding seasons in 
2012 and 2013, was a very 
welcome improvement.  
 
The number of confirmed 
breeding pairs in the region 
increased slightly from 199 pairs 
to 204 pairs, but is still somewhat 
down on the 244 pairs found in 
the same area in 2012 (prior to 
the cold weather of April 2013, 
which took its toll on the 
population) . The number of 
chicks reared was 0.59 per pair, 
which, taking into consideration 
that there will be a few fledged 
chicks that went unrecorded, is 
just about enough to maintain the 
population at its current size. 

As usual, most nests in crops 
were found in sugar-beet, 
numbering 33 in total. Onions 
were a distant second, with 8 
nests, and all other crops 
combined held 14 nests. Sugar –
beet clearly remains an important 
nesting area for stone-curlews, so 
it is always worth keeping an eye 
out for them if you hoe your beet! 
 

Farm workshops 
 
If you would like the staff on your 
farm to be more informed about 
stone-curlews, we are able to offer 
a short (or long if you want) 
presentation or workshop at your 
farm. This would include an 
introduction to stone-curlew 
behaviour, their nests and chicks, 
and advice on how to avoid 
disturbing them. 
 

For more information please 
contact: Tim Cowan, 
tim.cowan@rspb.org.uk, 
01842 756712 
 

Stone-curlews made it into 
the news in December, with 
items on local ITV news and 
in the Eastern Daily Press.  

In both items, Andrew Steward 
spoke brilliantly about stone-curlew 
conservation at his farm at 
Hilborough.  

Spreading the word 
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Other stone-curlew farmers have 
been featured in regional 
newspapers and magazines. We 
are very keen to ensure that news 
of all the good work that takes 
place for wildlife on farms in the 
region reaches as wide an 
audience as possible, and we 
shall continue to look for further 
opportunities like this.  

Meanwhile we’ll continue to give 
local people more opportunities to 
see stone-curlews themselves like 
this popular stone-curlew roost 
watch in October 2014.  

For further information 
contact: Sammy Fraser, 
01842 756716 
sammy.fraser@rspb.org.uk  
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Countryside Stewardship update 
 
The time is approaching 
when finally the new 
Countryside Stewardship 
Scheme will be upon us.  
 
The scheme is taking a different 
approach to its predecessor, with 
a competitive edge, so farmers 
and landowners who take out the 
best options suitable for the 
wildlife on their land, will be 
scored higher and therefore, have 
more chance of their application 
being accepted. 
 
The wild pollinator and farm 
wildlife package will form the crux 
of the scheme, with the options 
within this package making the 
difference to all farmland wildlife. 
This includes wild bird seed for 
those winter months when there is 
a shortage on the fields; insect 
rich summer food for birds to feed 
their young on and for all the 

pollinators which rely on pollen 
and nectar and nesting habitat 
for both insect pollinators and 
birds. 
 
New five year agreements will 
start on the 1

st
 January of each 

year. The application will be on-
line, as will the handbooks, so a 
completely different approach. 
 
So what does this mean for 
landowners who have 
agreements nearing the end of 
their duration? This is a 
fantastic opportunity to carry on 
the excellent work that has been 
done to date. Working on the 
land every day can be a lonely 
job, but the sight of birds, 
butterflies or wild flowers, 
makes the job more enjoyable 
and this new scheme has the 
potential to increase what you 
have already on the farm. 
 
In the right condition (grass less 
than 5cm interspersed with bare 
ground) they provide a suitable 
habitat for myriad rare plants 
and invertebrates, and a 
valuable safe nesting resource 
for breeding stone-curlew. 
These conditions can be 
achieved by high rabbit 
populations and / or the 
provision of cultivated plots.  
 
In 2013 we furthered our vision 
towards a more sustainable 
stone-curlew population by 
undertaking an opportunity 
mapping exercise of the 
remaining grass heath resource 
in the Brecks. We liaised with a 
wide range of partners to 
quantify;  
1) How many more breeding 
birds we could get on the 
remaining grass heaths;  
2) What factors are currently 
limiting the number of stone-
curlew; and  
3) What could be done to 
enhance numbers at each 
individual site.   
We are currently working with a 
wide range of partners to 
develop the recommendations 
of this work and deliver more 
safe nesting habitat for stone-
curlews alongside other wildlife.  
 
If you are a landowner and 
would like to contribute towards 
this vision, please get in contact 
with me for free advice on 
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Stone-curlew plots and advice 
 

 

The number of stone-curlews 
nesting on agri-environment 
fallow plots for ground nesting 
birds is increasing year on 
year, with more birds than 
ever using these areas instead 
of cropped areas, like sugar 
beet and onions.  
 
This is great news, as it takes the 
worry off farmers and landowners, 
by knowing the birds are in a safe 
place and out of the way of every 
day farming practices. 
 
While more birds are using the plots, 
this is no time to become 
complacent. Plots that are managed 
efficiently can support the all 
important second broods needed to 
maintain (or even increase) the 
population. Poorly managed or 
positioned plots, overcome by 
weeds, however, may not produce 
enough chicks to sustain the 
population.  
 
Creating a suitable fallow plot in the 
right place before the stone-curlews 
arrive back from warmer climates, 
allows the plot to settle and firm 

down. Little, if any vegetation 
present at the beginning of the 
season is key. Employing best 
practice to limit vegetation 
throughout the breeding season will 
help encourage a second brood. 
The ongoing plot management 
trials are key to helping us perfect 
best practice methods. 
 
If you are unsure where the best 
position on your farm would be for 

your fallow nesting plots or want 
advice on the best management 
requirements for a successful 
nesting plot, then please contact 
us and we’ll be happy to help.  

 
For further information (and 
free advice) contact Andrew 
Holland, Brecks Farm 
Conservation Adviser 
andrew.holland@rspb.org.uk 
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For more information please 
contact: Andrew Holland on 
01842 756714 or 

andrew.holland@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 

Thank you! 
It’s the half way point of the 
project, so I’ve just spent many 
hours staring at a computer 
screen writing a huge report 
for the European Commission. 
Here’s my pick of the results: 

1. At the start of this project, there 
were 185 HLS fallow plots for stone-
curlews on arable land in the UK. 
There are now 235!  A sincere thank 
you to you all. As Andrew says in his 
article overleaf, this should go a long 
way to reducing the number of 
problematic nests within crops.   

2. The other main objective was to 
restore semi-natural grassland 
habitat to good condition for nesting 
stone-curlews (under 5cm sward 
heights with a tenth bare ground). 
This is more difficult to quantify, but 
together we’ve written management 
plans which should see the 
restoration of well over 1000ha of 
prime stone-curlew habitat by 2020 
and more beyond that. Again thanks 
to those who’ve helped achieve this! 

3. A new anti-predator fencing option 
will now be available in the new 
Countryside Stewardship scheme. 
Thanks to those land managers who 
helped develop it. This will help 
boost productivity on semi natural 
habitat in the future.    

These are just three brilliant steps 
this year to securing the future of 
stone-curlews, - thank you for all you 
are achieving, keep it up!  

Celebrating the best 
protected sites for threatened 
wildlife in Europe. 
 
The Brecks, a landscape shaped 
by thousands of years of unique 
agriculture is home to three species 
affording protection under the EU 
Birds Directive - woodlark, nightjar 
and stone-curlew, and many more 
affording protection under the 
Habitats Directive, making it a 
Special Area of Conservation 
(SAC)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Without these two Directives and 
their ‘Natura 2000’ network of 
protected sites, we might not still 
have stone-curlews in the UK, or 
indeed agri-environment funding for 
wildlife friendly farming. The Brecks 
SPA is important to all of us, which 
is why we want to celebrate it, its 
farming industry, and the life within 
it on international Natura 2000 day- 
21 May- hold the date!   
 

For further information 
contact: Emily Field, Project 
Manager- Stone-curlew (UK) 
on 07867 537419 
emily.field@rspb.org.uk 

 

 

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. 

Natura 2000 Day: 21 May 
may 
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