
The Farm Flyer - Spring/Summer 2016 
Information and advice from the South Downs Farmland Bird Initiative 

It has been a while since we last published a SDFBI 
Farm Flyer, so there is lots to update on in this  
edition.  Much of this revolves around the first year 
of the new Countryside Stewardship Scheme and 
also the various studies and surveys  underway to 
track farmland bird populations on the South 
Downs. 

 

Spring is now upon us, although you could argue we 
never really had a winter.  Above average temperatures 
meant that many of our winter visitors such as fieldfares 
and redwings didn’t appear in the numbers we are used 
to seeing.  Even our resident birds such as corn bunting 
and yellowhammer didn’t form the large flocks that often 
scour their local area for available food. 
 

It may be that the mild weather will increase winter  
survival, which in turn could lead to a bumper breeding 
season in 2016.  Only time will tell, and with the third 
year of the SDFBI Bird Monitoring Project ready to start 
in April, we will be gathering data from over 120 1km 

grid squares to show what’s happening out there on the 
ground. 
 

2015 saw the first application round for the new  
Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CS).  As is often the 
case with new schemes, there were some teething  
problems, but NE are working hard to ensure they are 
ironed out for this years application window.  CS  
remains the main tool for on-farm conservation, so  
hopefully we’ll see it go from strength to strength and 
deliver some real benefits on the ground.  Page 3 details 
some improvements made to the scheme this year.  
 

In the last year we have also updated the SDFBI website 
and given it a new look.  Regular blogs are added to  
provide up to date information on projects going on 
across the Downs, as well as a wealth of information on 
management for key species and habitats, events  
listings, research and surveys.  If you haven’t  
already logged on, go to www.sdfarmbirds.com to see 
more. 

We should soon start to see the tumbling display flight of lapwings on the South Downs.  Do you have them on your land?  If 
so, drop us a line on the website to help build a better picture of the current population. 

Read on to find out more about... latest results from SDFBI Bird Monitoring Project...GWCT Grey Partridge 

study area update...the Countryside Stewardship Scheme in 2016...the SDFBI lapwing project...Countryside 

Stewardship Facilitation Fund 
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Lapwing are an iconic  
species on the South 
Downs, with their tumbling 
display flight heralding the 
onset of spring.   
 

However, all is not well with 
the South Downs lapwing 
population, whose numbers 
have declined over the last 
20 years. 
 

In light of this, the SDFBI is 
launching a lapwing project 
to monitor numbers and 
new management  
techniques.  Turn to page 4 
to find out more 



 

Coming into its third year in 2016, the SDFBI Bird  
Monitoring Project aims to provide data to show changes 
in farmland bird populations across the South Downs.  
Much is written about how species such as skylark, corn 
bunting and yellowhammer are faring across England, 
but this will give us a much more local view. 

Thanks to an army of volunteers, who have been  
surveying around 120 1km grid squares each year, we 
now have two years worth of data (2014 and 2015).  
This does not yet enable us to see any trends, but does 
give a first overview of the abundance of the key  
species.  Despite still showing national declines, skylark  
 

 

were present in 82% of the squares surveyed in each 
year, with yellowhammer occupying up to 67%, and  
linnet 66% of survey squares.  These results suggest 
that some farmland bird populations are faring better on 
the South Downs than they are in the wider countryside, 
and is testament to the great conservation undertaken 
on South Downs farms. 

 

Some species such as corn bunting, grey partridge and 
lapwing are not quite so abundant.  In 2015, corn  
bunting were found in 14% of the squares surveyed, 
grey partridge in 5% and lapwing in 10%.  This more 
closely resembles the national picture, where these  
species are much more range restricted.  Using this 
data, work can be targeted in the areas where the birds 
occur, hopefully building populations for the future. 

SDFBI Bird Monitoring Project  

GWCT grey partridge study area 
 

In the inaugural South Downs Farmland Bird Initiative 
newsletter we reported on the results of the 2013 counts 
of Grey Partridges on the GWCT’s long-running Sussex 
Study.  Grey partridges have been counted in the  
autumn across the downs between Arundel and the 
River Adur since 1970.   
 

In 2012 and 2013 the production of grey partridge chicks 
across the area was low, reflecting the desperately wet 
summer of 2012 and the cold spring of 2013.  Since then 
we have had two years where the average number of 
chicks produced per adult bird was back to the levels 
before these two bad years (an average 3.2 chicks per 
adult).  The ability of grey partridges to recover from 
events such as the 2012/13 breeding season is evident 
from the breeding density across the study area, which 
has returned to the level before these two catastrophic 
years. 
 

The GWCT collects information on the annual  
abundance and breeding success of grey partridges 
across the UK in its Partridge Count Scheme (PCS, 
www.gwct.org.uk/partridge).  Information from PCS 
members showed that the effects of the weather in 
2012/13 on grey partridge were seen across the country.  
As in Sussex, over the past two years grey partridge 
numbers monitored through the PCS have increased but 
the recovery across the country has been slower than in 
the Sussex Study.   

The PCS is a free-to-join scheme aimed at farmers and 
land managers, to help them conserve the partridges on 
their ground.  Registered scheme members receive invi-
tations to Partridge County Group meetings (many of 
which take place on farms where there has been suc-
cessful restoration of grey partridge numbers), guidance 
on grey partridge conservation (based on your counts) 
and a twice yearly newsletter.  All that is asked is that 
you count the grey partridges on your ground and send 
us the information.  If you are interested in joining the 
PCS please go to www.gwct.org.uk/partridge to join. 

Grey partridge chick production on the Sussex Study area.  
2014 and 2015 have seen increases after the bad summer of 
2013. 

Skylarks were found in 82% of the 1km grid squares surveyed 
in both 2014 and 2015 
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Countryside Stewardship Scheme 
 

Countryside Stewardship (CS) provides financial incentives for land managers to look after their local  
environment.  It is a competitive scheme open to all eligible farmers, woodland owners, foresters and 
other land managers.   As Many existing HLS schemes on the Downs are nearing the end of their 10 year  
agreement, CS offers an opportunity to extend and build upon existing environmental management.   

 

Heading into its second year, Countryside Stewardship 
is now open to applications for both Mid Tier and Higher 
Tier agreements that will begin on 1st January 2017.   
Applications for both tiers are open until 30th September 
2016, although Higher Tier has a phased process that 
scores initial applications before they are fully  
developed.  Further details including timelines, scheme  
manuals and guidance can be found at: https://
www.gov.uk/government/collections/countryside-
stewardship-get-paid-for-environmental-land-
management 

 

Building upon experiences from the first round and a  
review this winter, NE and DEFRA have made targeted 
changes to the schemes.  A large part of this is to  
improve the scheme guidance based on feedback, and 
to make it more focussed for farmers and advisors 
needs.  Other changes include: 

 

 Suspending the £5000 minimum value requirement 
in the mid-tier  

 Changing the reduced inputs grassland options GS2 
(lowlands) to make parcels adjacent to watercourses 
eligible  

 Relaxing the soil testing requirements for GS2/5 so 
only levels of pH and phosphates are required 

 Making a range of adjustments to organic options to 
address the problems experienced in 2015 

 Adding CS targeting data to MAGIC to help  
applicants achieve a successful application by  
identifying priority features and issues being targeted 
in their area 

 

During the application window last year, there was some 
confusion around the record keeping required for some 
options.  NE are looking to reduce this where possible, 
particularly where photographic evidence is needed.  For 
example, capital works require a ‘before’ and ‘after’  
photograph to demonstrate the item was delivered. For 
capital items involving ground works a ‘during’  
photograph is also required showing foundations. 

 

For land management options, photographs at critical 
stages may be required to demonstrate that the work 
has been delivered.  A proportion of agreement holders 
will be requested to take photographs as part of an  
annual sample. They will be given notice of which  
options require photographs, when they should be 
taken, and the final date for the return of the records.    

 

Clarity has also been provided on how Countryside 
Stewardship and Greening can work together.  Land or 
features can be in CS and also be used to meet  
greening requirements. Some CS land management  
options can be combined with greening, for example 
buffer strips, but the CS payment for these areas is  
adjusted to avoid “double funding”. 

 

NE have issued a ‘mythbuster’ sheet that answers these 
and other questions around the Countryside  
Stewardship Scheme.  Full details can be found on the 
SDFBI website at: http://www.sdfarmbirds.com/
countryside-stewardship-mythbusters  

 
Updates including blog posts, newsletters, research findings and events are regularly added to the SDFBI website—
www.sdfarmbirds.com.  Please drop by to find out the latest information and subscribe to the mailing list here: http://
www.sdfarmbirds.com/emails  

CS contains options such as wild bird seed mixtures and  
conservation headlands that can deliver for farmland birds 
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Capital projects such as dew pond restoration will require a 
before and after photograph to demonstrate the work done 
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Launched in 2015, the Countryside Stewardship (CS) 
facilitation fund supports people and organisations that 
bring farmers, foresters, and other land managers  
together to improve the local natural environment at a 
landscape scale. This landscape scale approach can 
cover land under existing agri-environment agreements, 
common land and land not currently covered by a 
scheme. It builds on the principles of partnership working 
to deliver environmental benefits as demonstrated by 
various initiatives including farm clusters and Nature  
Improvement Areas (NIAs).  Funding is awarded to  
successful applications through a competitive process, 
with priority given to partnerships that aim to deliver  
shared environmental outcomes. 
 

One successful recipient of the CS facilitation fund in 
2015 was the Arun to Adur Farmers Group.  Comprising 
24 farmers covering over 8000ha, the group officially 
started in July 2015.  Through existing farm and  
environmental management projects, a wide range of 
conservation benefits have been achieved to date  
including protecting historic features, managing wet 
grassland for wading birds, management for rare  
species such as Duke of Burgundy butterflies, and  
delivering habitats across the farmed landscape for 
farmland birds such as lapwing, grey partridge and  
skylark. 
 

The facilitator, Colin Hedley, will help co-ordinate future 
conservation management at a landscape scale, and  
organise training events to increase and share  
knowledge and build an enhanced community  
spirit.  Some of these events will be open to all, and will  

 

be advertised on the SDFBI website.  Over the five years 
of the initial funding the aim is to deliver clear gains for 
selected target species and build the foundation for the 
group to continue into the longer term. 
 

On the back of this success and through building interest 
in the fund, several other groups across the South 
Downs have submitted applications this year.  We hope 
to hear if they have been successful later this summer.  
We are expecting the third and final application window 
next year (most likely March), for more details see the 
Government website, https://www.gov.uk/, and search 
for facilitation fund. 

SDFBI lapwing project 
 

Over the last 20 years or so, we have seen a decline 
in the numbers of breeding lapwings on the South 
Downs.  A review of all the available data suggests 
that this is not only in numbers, but also range.  In  
response to this, the SDFBI is setting up a South 
Downs Lapwing Project to work with farmers and  
landowners to address the situation.  
 

Much research has been done into lapwing declines by 
organisations such as the GWCT and RSPB, with the 
resulting data providing valuable answers as to how the 
problems may be tackled.  One big problem with  
lapwings nesting on arable land, as much of the South 
Downs birds do, is chick survival.  There are many 
causes for failure including predation, starvation and  
impacts of field operations, and it is these areas that the 
project will focus on. 
 

This year, Advisors will be visiting holdings in key  
lapwing areas to discuss the management of HLS fallow  
 

 

plots and other areas used as nest sites.  We know that 
the current management methods are not working for 
lapwings, so will be trying new techniques such as: 
 

 minimum tillage to improve soil insect numbers 

 split management to prolong the effectiveness/

attractiveness of plots to lapwings 

 creating lapwing feeding areas such as beetle banks 

and grass margins next to nesting areas 

 Ensuring effective legal predator control during the 

breeding season 

 Fencing nesting areas to protect from ground  

 Predators 

 

As these new methods are trialled, we will report on 
progress and experiences to help inform others. 

Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund 
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The Arun to Adur Farmers Group successfully secured  
facilitation funding in 2015.  Through the fund they plan to 
work collaboratively at a landscape scale to improve  
biodiversity and resource protection issues 
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