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The RSPB is the country’s largest nature conservation charity,  
inspiring everyone to give nature a home.

rspb.org.uk
Cover photo: Yellowhammer by Jonny Andrews.

The RSPB is a registered charity in England & Wales 207076, in Scotland SC037654.

Want to know more?
rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/
projects/yellowhammer-recovery-project   

farminglife.com/farming-news/
seeds-of-success-as-agri-environment-
scheme-benefits-bird-species-on-ni-
farms-1-8608490

farmwildlife.info/2014/09/28/case-study-
delivering-for-yellowhammers-in-northern-
ireland/ 

What you can do
 
RSPB food and farming:  
rspb.org.uk/get-involved/campaigning/
campaign-with-us/food-and-farming.aspx
 
Help wildlife on your land:  
farmwildlife.info/ 
 
Support the Nature Friendly Farming 
Network as a farmer or member of the 
public: nffn.org.uk/

Advisors can play a key role in ensuring farmer buy in and engagement with schemes.

Who was involved?
The farming community, working with 
advisors, to provide the right habitat in the 
right place. Also volunteers and supporters 
from the local community. 

The RSPB has engaged with local 
biodiversity officers to implement some 
of the most effective conservation 
interventions on public land. (Biodiversity 
officers from Newry, Mounre and 
Down District Council and Lisburn and 
Castlereagh Council). 

case study

Farming for threatened seed-eating 
birds in Northern Ireland
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The work involved:
The RSPB is working with farmers 
and landowners to encourage specific 
habitat management and agri-
environment options to benefit wildlife.  

This includes increasing the 
availability of winter seed food, by 
having overwintered stubbles, or by 
establishing Wild Bird Cover (Bird 
seed mixes). Creating rough grass or 
flower-rich field margins also helps to 
increase the number of insects, and 
good hedgerow management gives 
more nesting opportunities for birds. 

These options have been carefully 
targeted to fit in the right place both 
for nature and for the farmer, making it 
easier to farm with nature in mind.

The future:
A key success of the work in County 
Down has been to demonstrate  
that, when applied appropriately,  
agri-environment schemes can make 
a huge difference for wildlife as well 
as benefitting farmers. 

It’s also seen a really positive 
involvement with the local 
community. Each year, more than 
25 volunteers are involved in species 
surveys of the farms to see how the 
wildlife is benefitting. 

It is hoped that through the efforts 
now being made to benefit seed-
eating birds in Northern Ireland, that 
in future years yellowhammers, tree 
sparrows and linnets will be found 
throughout the countryside here,  
easily finding a home on any farm.

These farms will be producing high 
quality food at the same time as  
helping nature. Farmers will be readily 
supported to farm in ways which 
turn a profit, at the same time as 
benefitting wildlife. 

The problem:
The over-arching problem is a loss 
of food and habitat for seed-eating 
farmland birds in Northern Ireland. 

Limited nesting habitat, lack of 
availability of winter seed, and 
fewer invertebrates to feed young 
on in spring and summer have all 
contributed to widespread declines 
of these birds. Yellowhammers have 
been particularly badly affected, with 
possibly as few as 5,000 pairs left in 
Northern Ireland in 2005. 

Arable and mixed farming benefits 
these species. The farmland of East 
County Down is particularly important 
as it is one of the last strongholds for 
grain production in Northern Ireland.

Flower-filled field margins increase the number of insects available in spring and summer. 

In future, we hope to see more hedges 

filled with birds. 
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“At the start I was a bit hesitant, but then I got involved and I could 
see the enthusiasm and the passion that the advisors had and that 
encouraged me to do more for nature. Follow up surveys showed that 
yellowhammer had doubled on my farm in five years. I could see that  
I was making a difference, which gave me the appetite to continue on’’ 

Cecil Nelson, project farmer

Farming with nature will move from 
an activity that is nice to do, to 
something that is a central part of all 
farming in Northern Ireland. 

The RSPB began working 
with  the farming community 
in East County Down in 
2005. Helping to increase 
knowledge and uptake of 
wildlife-friendly farming.    


