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*NOTE: This presentation was originally prepared and delivered at a conference on curlews in southern England, in February 2017. Material relating to individual farms has been removed prior to the presentation being uploaded to the curlewcall.org website.


Good afternoon, and thank you for inviting me to speak about some of the work I’m involved in to help curlew.

Specifically, I’m going to introduce you to the Upper Thames Farmers’ Conservation Group – a new approach to conservation work on private farmland. 
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As we saw earlier, the biggest chunk of our UK curlew population – by numbers alone – are in our uplands. They’re up in the Pennines and through Scotland. These areas are rightfully a focus for much of the research and conservation effort in the country.

However, if we are to attempt to conserve the range of curlew, then retaining existing lowland populations is absolutely crucial.

The river valleys feeding into the Upper Thames (here) are one of what is now just a handful of significant lowland populations left in England.



Where?
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Let’s take a closer look. The yellow areas here are RSPB Futurescapes – the RSPB’s priority areas for landscape-scale conservation. The RSPB has been working across the Upper Thames River Valleys Futurescape for many years – mostly on breeding waders. For over ten years we’ve been monitoring numbers of breeding waders here and supporting individual farmers creating and managing wet grassland.  

Much more recently, we set up the Upper Thames Farmer’s Conservation group (here). This new initiative represents a different relationship between conservationists and farmers. You can see the area of the group’s farmers in dark pink. 
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Why is working with a group important? Why not continue to work solely on a one-to-one basis with individual farmers?

Well, birds are no respectors of our boundaries. This curlew may be standing on a wall now, but he’s able to fly over a considerable area – even within a breeding season. His favourite nesting area and feeding areas may not even be on the same farm. 

If we are to provide the mosaic of subtle habitats that curlew need, our conservation efforts, too, must stretch across farms and approach landscapes from a curlews-eye view.




What is the Countryside 
Stewardship Facilitation Fund??

‘Countryside Stewardship 
Facilitation Fund supports people 
and organisations that bring 
farmers...together to improve the 
natural environment at a 
landscape scale.’
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The Upper Thames Farmers Conservation Group  came into being as part of a relatively new programme administered by Natural England, called the Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund.

The grants available to set up and run local farmer groups are specifically intended to help farmers work collaboratively towards defined conservation objectives at a landscape level. 

You can see there are now quite of few of these projects being set up across England.



First - facilitation
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Why is this project new and different? Well, the clue is in the title. Facilitation is the key word here. This is not an RSPB project set up to advise farmers on conservation.

Facilitation is not the same as advice. Instead, the intention here is that facilitation precedes advice.

Nor is this a project that RSPB leads – in a traditional sense.

The very first step taken when bringing farmers in an area together was to enable them to shortlist the conservation areas they saw as priorities.  Once they’d identified which habitats, and species groups they wanted to focus on, it was the farmers that that then identified the challenges and barriers they experienced. And it was the farmers that then developed the plan of project activities, training and learning that would most help them overcome those challenges.



Priority: habitat for breeding waders
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Somewhat fortunately for me, the  Upper Thames Farmers’ Conservation Group identified early on that breeding waders were a conservation priority for them. This particular part of the Upper Thames supports good numbers of curlew, as well as some breeding lapwing.



Priority: floodplain grazing marsh
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Floodplain grazing marsh, sometimes referred to simply as ‘wet grassland’ was also a particularly type of grassland that the group members identified as something they wanted to continue to manage in the area.



Priority: species-rich meadows
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Species-rich grassland – typically floodplain meadows – were also strongly identified by the group as one of the special habitats they were managing and could do more of. 



Priority: wild pollinators and 
farm wildlife
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Not all the land managed by farmers in the group is grassland though. Whilst most of the river floodplain itself is grassed, individual farms often have arable land as well – sometimes a considerable amount. The group was equally keen to see conservation work here as well – creating and managing ‘land-sparing’, intensive-conservation features such as winter seed plots for farmland birds and cultivated strips for rare arable plants.



Activities – start small, then grow
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So what has the group been doing? Funding from Natural England allows us to run regular, themed events for group members. We can bring in experts, provide tailored resources and offer the all-important snacks that enable conversations to happen, experiences to be shared and confidence to try new things to develop.

We are a small group – at the moment we have just 9 members. So we aim to run just one or two activities per quarter so as not to overwhelm people. We’ve also found out it’s best to keep things very, very local.  People take part best when they don’t have to travel far.

To date we’ve covered topics such as pond restoration, water voles, winter wild bird seed mixtures and – of course - managing grasslands for breeding waders. 

As other local farmers come on board, and people are really starting to own the project, we have the ability to grow the scale and ambition of activities in line with the member’s commitment and engagement.





Second – individual support
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But I’ve learned there is a catch.

The farmer group is tremendously useful approach to supporting landscape-scale conservation, but on its own it is not enough. It needs the one-on-one work with individual farms as well in order to turn good intentions into good conservation outcomes in the field.

In this case, the RSPB resources one-to-one work with farmers through those other Futurescape projects I mentioned earlier. In this way we’re able follow up group activities with individual support.





Group development CATALYSES 
individual action
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This relationship between what the group does together, and what individual members of the group do on their particular land is interesting. Here’s how I think it seems to be working in the Upper Thames…

Firstly, the group have collectively identified their priorities – waders, wet grassland, hay meadows etc. They have set out what they want to achieve by working together.
The group then takes part in a themed activity – say, around the role of scrapes in helping waders. A good outcome from that activity would be that individuals come away wanting to do something. They might not necessarily have a set plan in their minds yet, but they are, at the very least, interested in the idea.

Only when the heart is won over to the cause, can the mind be engaged in the solution.

This is when the one-to-one approach comes in. A good farm conservation advisor can work alongside that farmer to develop a practical plan on how that feature can be incorporated into their particular farm, taking into account their unique land, business needs etc.

When we collate all these relatively small on-farm projects and tweaks, the group can then see what they’ve achieved collectively.
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Habitat results
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The Upper Thames Farmers’ Conservation Group is only 18 months old, but I’d like to share some of the habitat results we’re already seeing come about.

Willow pollards are a traditional feature in the local landscape, but can be costly to maintain, and frequently difficult to access. This winter we have over 107 old trees being pollarded and retained.
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Hedgerows affect waders’ use of the landscape as well as being valuable habitats in their own right. We have over a kilometre and a half being restored by laying, coppicing and gapping up this winter.
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In 2016 alone, we saw over fourteen thousand square metres of scrapes and footdrains – linear scrapes – created and restored across the area. 
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Across the current farmer group area, they are actively managing 129 hectares of wet grassland specifically for waders. 
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As well as over 240 hectares of species-rich grassland.



Early results
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These individual actions are already starting to add up into a more significant amount of conservation work across the landscape.
This map shows how habitat management (coloured blocks) and capital works relate to distribution of breeding waders (small squares).




Upper Thames curlew project
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Monitoring numbers and distribution of breeding waders may not be enough though. As we’ve already heard, there is increasing evidence that breeding success is likely to be a key factor influencing population trends. We hadn’t been measuring this in the Upper Thames, until just last year.

With support from the Trust for Oxfordshire’s Environment, the RSPB piloted a curlew-specific project in 2016 across the whole Upper Thames River Valleys – gathering data on curlew nesting success, and factors potentially influencing choice of nest and feeding sites.

After many hours of curlew watching, we found 7 nests in the Upper Thames, plus 1 just outside in Warwickshire.






Upper Thames curlew project
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Using fingernail-sized temperature sensors in the nest, we were able to get nest temperature data from four of the nests. Knowing the time of day when a nest was warm – and therefore being incubated – or cool – and therefore not being incubated – can be a really helpful aide to identifying whether a nest has hatched, or predated .

Of the four nest we had this data for, one failed – this unusual nest was actually in some maize stubble – and three successfully hatched. 

As we found out last year, getting this data right can be really useful, as interpreting egg remains can be tricky. This lower nest here hatched successfully, despite some of the eggshells being crushed.



Curlew in sample surveys across 
Upper Thames
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Gathering more information on breeding success (or otherwise) should help us know whether to expect our local curlew numbers to go up, remain steady, or crash as existing adults are not replaced. 

This chart shows the number of curlew pairs on the sample sites that were surveyed every year. In 2016, we recorded 34 pairs of curlew on these sites, though surveys on other sites not covered every year found an 20 extra pairs.



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

The Upper Thames Farmers’ Conservation Group is 
funded by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development and is part of the Rural Development 
Programme for England.

The RSPB is part of BirdLife International, 
a partnership of nature conservation 

organisations working to give nature a 
home around the world.
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Surveys alone won’t help curlew. Group events by themselves won’t achieve much either. 

But in combination - monitoring, review, enabling informed conservation work on the ground – at both the group and individual level – we have a hope of keeping the call of the curlew alive in our river valleys.


Thank you.
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