
From the tumbling display of
lapwings over a newly cultivated
field to the characteristic call of
curlews across grasslands, waders
are a familiar and much-loved
feature of our farmland.
Worryingly, numbers are declining
in Scotland for a range of reasons.
We are asking if you can do your
bit to help ensure that we don’t
lose these wonderful birds from
our countryside.

This worksheet aims to show a
number of techniques that allow
you, as a farmer, to improve the
chances for nesting waders to
breed successfully on your land, at
minimal cost to yourself.

Cattle-grazed fields provide grassland habitats suitable for breeding waders such as lapwings.

We have included some
immediate suggestions about
what you can do if you have
birds in a field that you are just
about to operate on. There are
also some ideas that might
allow you to develop a part of
your farm to enhance habitats
for breeding waders. 

The highest densities of
breeding waders in Scotland
tend to occur on upland
enclosed areas (inbye) that are
dominated by grassland just
below the moorland edge. These
areas tend to be less intensively
managed grasslands with an
intricate mix of meadows,

UPLAND GRASSLANDS FOR BREEDING WADERS
grazed pasture, wetlands and
mires. Cattle-grazed fields
typically provide the best
grassland habitats for waders,
partly because of the way that
cattle graze swards and partly
because cattle are more likely to
graze some of the wetter parts
of these fields. Snipe and
curlews are most associated
with rough grazing, rush
pastures and mires, while
lapwings, redshanks and
oystercatchers prefer pastures
and wetlands. Some of these
areas are also associated with
predator control, which can
undoubtedly help to improve
nesting success. 

Although these areas have been
less intensively farmed than many
lowland areas in the country, there
has been a reduction in landscape
variety. Small-scale cropping, to
provide winter forage for example,
has become increasingly scarce in
these areas. Also, in recent years,
while benefiting some of the
habitats, the reduction in grazing
intensity has reduced the quality of
the sward in some of the patches
within the landscape. This is
particularly evident in the wetlands
and mires which, when
appropriately grazed, can be the
best sites for breeding waders.
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OPEN UP FOR MORE ADVICE

JanFebMarAprMayJunJulAugSepOctNovDec

ACTION:
Try to maintain short sward,
while minimising stocking
densities on fields where
waders are nesting

BENEFITS: 
Maintains appropriate sward
structure while reducing
accidental nest losses to
trampling

WADER-FRIENDLY FARMINGMANAGEMENT CALENDAR FOR UPLAND GRASSLAND

ACTION:
If required, manage rushes now to maintain
open sward

BENEFITS: 
Avoids nesting season, thus safeguards
chicks and provides vital chick feeding areas 

ACTION:
Consider introducing spring-sown arable
fodder crops*

BENEFITS: 
Provides ideal nesting habitat 

ACTION:
Try to complete all
machinery operations,
especially in large, open
fields

BENEFITS: 
Minimises disturbance of
future nests

ACTION:
Light summer grazing, ideally using cattle*

BENEFITS: 
Maintains an open sward valuable for
adults to re-nest and as chick feeding areas

ACTION:
Controlled late summer or autumn grazing to produce
a short sward (circa 5 cm high) with tussocks for the
start of the next season

BENEFITS: 
Aims to provide ideal nesting areas for farmland
breeding waders in the following spring

ACTION:
Maintain boggy areas and wet flushes*

BENEFITS: 
Provides insect food-rich areas for adults and chicks 

ACTION:
If machinery operations are needed, try to
complete within 10 days (and then leave for
six weeks). Consider marking or moving
nests (under licence) during operations

BENEFITS: 
Minimises disturbance of any 
replacement nests
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*There may be opportunities to support these management practices through
agri-environment schemes.

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

For further information about improving conditions for farmland waders,
contact the RSPB on 0131 311 6500 or via waderfriendlyfarming@rspb.org.uk

770-1052-09-10



Carry on with normal farming operations.

Did you see any
waders?

Is there a way of temporarily

blocking a drain, or damming an

outflow, to ensure that the area

remains damp?

Excellent. The trick is to provide

this kind of habitat each spring. If you

can do that while keeping livestock

densities as low as possible from April

to June then you’ll be maximising the

chances for breeding waders to nest

successfully.
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WADER-FRIENDLY FARMING ON UPLAND GRASSLAND

Do breeding waders use this field?

Carry on with normal farming operations.

Did you see any
waders?

The day before operations, walk to

the centre of the field so that you can

see, and be seen from, all parts of the

field. If lapwings or oystercatchers are

in the field they will fly up in response

to your presence. If possible, record

approximate location of birds to

reduce search areas while working

the field.

Consider whether you could

attract breeding waders through

spring cropping, leaving a section

fallow or managing to achieve a

short sward – ideally adjacent to a

wet area and well away from

woodland, hedgerow or other

feature that reduces the 

open vista.

Do you have any areas of

wetland within or adjacent 

to the field?

Is this wetland area sufficiently

well grazed that it provides a

mixture of short (<10 cm) swards

and/or bare ground (to benefit

lapwings and oystercatchers)

together with a scattering of taller

tussocks (which will particularly

benefit redshanks, snipe 

and curlews)? 

Does the wetland area remain

damp, in most years, through into

the early summer and so provide

soft soils for birds to probe at least

until the end of June?

Is there a way of temporarily

blocking a drain, or damming an

outflow, to ensure that the area

remains damp until late June?

Do you have the facility to get

these areas sufficiently grazed by

livestock, ideally cattle, either early

in the year or in the autumn of the

previous year? Can you think of a

way of adjusting current stocking

levels to get the appropriate 

sward structure?

Consider whether you can

develop a wet/damp patch in a part

of the field. Waders respond to

patches that are as small as 

5 m by 5 m so it doesn’t need to be

substantial. If possible try to avoid

creating any wet areas surrounded

by trees. Waders prefer an 

open vista.

Excellent! The trick is to provide

this kind of habitat each spring. 

If you can do that while keeping

livestock densities as low as

possible from April to June then

you’ll be maximising the chances for

breeding waders to 

nest successfully.
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From the tumbling display of
lapwings over a newly cultivated
field to the characteristic call of
curlews across grasslands, waders
are a familiar and much-loved
feature of our farmland.
Worryingly, numbers are declining
in Scotland for a range of reasons.
We are asking if you can do your
bit to help ensure that we don’t
lose these wonderful birds from
our countryside.

This worksheet aims to show a
number of techniques that allow
you, as a farmer, to improve the
chances for nesting waders to
breed successfully on your land, at
minimal cost to yourself.

Cattle-grazed fields provide grassland habitats suitable for breeding waders such as lapwings.

We have included some
immediate suggestions about
what you can do if you have
birds in a field that you are just
about to operate on. There are
also some ideas that might
allow you to develop a part of
your farm to enhance habitats
for breeding waders. 

The highest densities of
breeding waders in Scotland
tend to occur on upland
enclosed areas (inbye) that are
dominated by grassland just
below the moorland edge. These
areas tend to be less intensively
managed grasslands with an
intricate mix of meadows,

UPLAND GRASSLANDS FOR BREEDING WADERS
grazed pasture, wetlands and
mires. Cattle-grazed fields
typically provide the best
grassland habitats for waders,
partly because of the way that
cattle graze swards and partly
because cattle are more likely to
graze some of the wetter parts
of these fields. Snipe and
curlews are most associated
with rough grazing, rush
pastures and mires, while
lapwings, redshanks and
oystercatchers prefer pastures
and wetlands. Some of these
areas are also associated with
predator control, which can
undoubtedly help to improve
nesting success. 

Although these areas have been
less intensively farmed than many
lowland areas in the country, there
has been a reduction in landscape
variety. Small-scale cropping, to
provide winter forage for example,
has become increasingly scarce in
these areas. Also, in recent years,
while benefiting some of the
habitats, the reduction in grazing
intensity has reduced the quality of
the sward in some of the patches
within the landscape. This is
particularly evident in the wetlands
and mires which, when
appropriately grazed, can be the
best sites for breeding waders.
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OPEN UP FOR MORE ADVICE
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ACTION:
Try to maintain short sward,
while minimising stocking
densities on fields where
waders are nesting

BENEFITS: 
Maintains appropriate sward
structure while reducing
accidental nest losses to
trampling

WADER-FRIENDLY FARMING MANAGEMENT CALENDAR FOR UPLAND GRASSLAND

ACTION:
If required, manage rushes now to maintain
open sward

BENEFITS: 
Avoids nesting season, thus safeguards
chicks and provides vital chick feeding areas 

ACTION:
Consider introducing spring-sown arable
fodder crops*

BENEFITS: 
Provides ideal nesting habitat 

ACTION:
Try to complete all
machinery operations,
especially in large, open
fields

BENEFITS: 
Minimises disturbance of
future nests

ACTION:
Light summer grazing, ideally using cattle*

BENEFITS: 
Maintains an open sward valuable for
adults to re-nest and as chick feeding areas

ACTION:
Controlled late summer or autumn grazing to produce
a short sward (circa 5 cm high) with tussocks for the
start of the next season

BENEFITS: 
Aims to provide ideal nesting areas for farmland
breeding waders in the following spring

ACTION:
Maintain boggy areas and wet flushes*

BENEFITS: 
Provides insect food-rich areas for adults and chicks 

ACTION:
If machinery operations are needed, try to
complete within 10 days (and then leave for
six weeks). Consider marking or moving
nests (under licence) during operations

BENEFITS: 
Minimises disturbance of any 
replacement nests
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*There may be opportunities to support these management practices through
agri-environment schemes.

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

For further information about improving conditions for farmland waders,
contact the RSPB on 0131 311 6500 or via waderfriendlyfarming@rspb.org.uk
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