
 

2017 marked the fourth year of the SDFBI Bird  
Monitoring Project.  Much has been written about the 
declines of species such as skylark and corn bunting at 
a national and regional scale, but we wanted to see 
how they are faring at a more local level. 
 

The data for 2017 was gathered from 127 1km2 grid 
squares within the South Downs National Park,  
surveyed by 90 volunteers.  The data for six priority 
farmland species is shown in the graph opposite for the 
first four years of the project. 
 

At this stage it is too early to determine population 
trends, we will need at least two more years worth of 
data before we can begin to do that.  However, it does 
show a high occupancy level within surveyed squares 
for skylark (~79%), linnet (~60%) and yellowhammer 
(~62%).  This is an encouraging start, and highlights 
how good the South Downs is for these priority species.    
 

The data for corn bunting, grey partridge and lapwing 
shows much lower occupancy within surveyed squares.  
These species are more range restricted, even on the 
Downs, so we would expect to see this pattern in a  
wider scale survey.  To fully assess how their  
populations are faring, a number of species specific    
 

 

surveys are underway.  Further details of these  
surveys are contained in this edition of the Farm  
Flyer. 
 

To put the results in context, we are planning to  
compare our results from the South Downs with those 
from Sussex, Hampshire and the South East Region.  
Keep an eye out on the SDFBI blog for more  

The Farm Flyer - Spring/Summer 2018 
Information and advice from the South Downs Farmland Bird Initiative 

It has been over a year since we last published a 
SDFBI Farm Flyer, so there is lots to update you on 
in this edition.  Much of this involves the various 
species surveys underway across the Downs,  
focussing on key farmland birds including lapwing 
and stone-curlew. 

 

Since its inception in 2014, the SDFBI has taken the 
lead on coordinating farmland bird surveying across the 
South Downs, and this has now become our primary 
role.  This has not only helped our understanding of how 
the key species are faring, but also where action should 
be targeted and what the most appropriate interventions 
should be.  Read on for more details of this important 
work and the findings to date. 
 

Since our last edition of the Farm Flyer, Farm Cluster 
Groups have become a prominent feature on the 
South Downs.  Initiated by Natural England and the 
GWCT, the concept of farmers working more  
collaboratively at a landscape scale has become very 
popular.  There are now six groups in operation on the 
South Downs, find our more about what they are  
doing on page two. 
 

Another development for the SDFBI is a greater  
presence on the various social media channels.  Our 
website is a useful information resource , and we 
have now a twitter account (@SDfarmbirds) to enable 
greater sharing of content.  Please feel free to login 
and follow us for further updates. 

 

Read on to find out more about... Farm Cluster Groups on the South Downs) Changes to EFA  

requirements in 2018 BPS) SDFBI Lapwing Project—2017 results) Stone-curlews on the South Downs) 

New Countryside Stewardship Mid-Tier simplified offer... 

SDFBI Bird Monitoring Project data for the first four years of 
the project (2014-blue, 2015-orange, 2016-grey, 2017-yellow) 
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Working collaboratively at a landscape scale is key to 
achieving gains in species and habitats.  After all,  
wildlife does not recognise farm boundaries.  This is 
the ethos of a number of farm cluster groups that have 
formed across the South Downs in recent years. 
 

Following a pilot run by the Game and Wildlife Trust 
(GWCT) and Natural England (NE), cluster groups are 
now well established and look set to play a key role in 
the way we deliver conservation actions into the future.  
There are six such groups on the South Downs, all of 
whom are undertaking innovative and joined-up  
projects. 
 

To guide their work, each group has drawn up a set of 
targets and key work themes.  These include species 
such as lapwing and grey partridge, habitats including 
chalk grassland and wider farming issues such as  
improving soil quality.  Having a diverse set of targets 
means that participating farms have at least one topic 
to work towards that features on their farm.   
 

For many groups, funding comes from the Countryside 
Stewardship’s Facilitation Fund.  This covers the cost 
of a group facilitator as well as training and  
demonstration events that enable members to deliver 
towards their group targets.  However, this is not the 
only route as some groups are either funded by the 
members themselves or have brought in outside  
funding to cover their work.  
 

As well as the farm projects, many groups are also  
promoting the work they are doing to the general public 
in an attempt to increase knowledge and  
understanding.  Given the amount of people that live  

 

close to and use the South Downs, this is a key  
element of the groups work.   
 

Last summer, the Arun to Adur Farmers Group ran an 
Open Day at Lee Farm on the Angmering Park Estate 
that was attended by around 350 people.  Various 
demonstration events and farm tours meant that the 
attendees left having had a good day out and a much 
better understanding of where their food comes from 
and the role farmers play in managing the  
countryside.  

Farmer Groups on the South Downs include: 
• Eastern South Downs Farmers Group 

• Arun to Adur Farmers Group 

• Rother Valley Farmers Group 

• South Downs Farmer Group 

• Selbourne Farmers Group 

• Winchester Farmers Group 

Farm Cluster groups on the South Downs 

Changes to EFA requirements in 2018 BPS 

 

From 1st January 2018, some significant changes have 
been made to Ecological Focus Area (EFA)  
requirements that form part of the Basic Payment 
Scheme (BPS).  This includes a ban on the use of 
pesticides (defined as plant protection products  
including: seed treatments, herbicides, fungicides,  
insecticides, desiccants and plant growth regulators) 
on EFA nitrogen fixing crops, fallows and catch/cover 
crops.  For each of these options the ban applies in 
the following time periods: 
 

• EFA Nitrogen-fixing Crops: the ban will apply 

throughout the life cycle of the crop, from sowing to 
harvest. The first scheme year in which this ban  
applies is 2018, and it will apply to the crop even if 
sowing takes place prior to 1st January 2018   

• EFA Fallow: the ban covers the period 1st January 

to 30th June in each scheme year commencing 2018 

• EFA Catch Crops: must be maintained for a  

minimum period of eight weeks starting on 
20th August 2018. The ban applies during the period 
20th August to 14th October with effect from the 2018 
scheme year. In this case the ban does not apply for 
the full life cycle of the crop 

• EFA Cover Crops: the ban applies during the  
period 1st October to 15th January with effect from the  

 

2018 scheme year (so from 1st October 2018 to 
15th January 2019). In this case the ban does not  
apply for the full life cycle of the crop. 

 

It is important to note that these changes also apply to 
agri-environment agreement holders who are using 
their ELS/HLS/CS options as EFA fallow.  This is  
particularly important for HLS agreement holders who 
are not affected by double funding reductions (i.e. full 
payment is received under both Pillar I and AES  
payments), as in many cases the use of chemicals 
such as glyphosate is allowed in the establishment 
and management of scheme options. However, even 
when this is allowable under ES/CS agreements, if 
options are used towards a claimants EFA  
requirements, the use of pesticides will not be  
allowable under the EFA rules from 2018 inside the 
periods identified above. 
 

If an agreement holder is including a scheme option  
towards their EFA (such as wild bird seed mixtures or 
fallow plots for ground nesting birds) and needs to use 
herbicides to establish them, they will need to do so in 
the autumn or winter before (if it’s a spring sown mix), 
and any targeted management once the mix is  
established will need to take place after 30th June/before 
1st January.  

Tractor and trailer tours of the farm at the Arun to Adur  
Farmers Group open day were very popular 

© Bruce Fowkes 



SDFBI Lapwing Survey 

 

As previously covered, lapwing populations are  
declining and sadly this much-loved bird of open  
landscapes is now red listed. On arable land, research 
points to poor chick survival as the main driver of  
decline, with insufficient invertebrate food though to be 
a key factor. There are other obstacles to survival of 
course, including predation and unintentional  
destruction of eggs and chicks through legitimate 
farming operations.   
 

Lapwing monitoring on the South Downs has been on-
going for several years but data on the number of 
chicks surviving long enough to fledge has been  
somewhat patchy, and has been gathered mainly from 
the eastern area of the Downs. 
 

In 2017 staff from the SDFBI partners along with several 
committed volunteers attempted to measure the  
productivity rate (number of chicks fledged per pair) on 
the most important known breeding sites across both 
the east and west of South Downs.  The survey sites 
were mainly along the chalk areas and fall broadly into 
two distinct areas: the area of Hampshire between 
Clanfield and Winchester; and the area of West Sussex 
between River Arun and Fulking. 
 

As well as monitoring the adult lapwings and their 
chicks, surveyors collected data on other factors which 
might affect breeding success, such as farming  
operations, potential predators and the presence  
or absence of suitable feeding opportunities. This  
information could inform future land management  
decisions and lead to better chick survival. 
 

What did we find? 

 

The surveyors found a total of 62 pairs across all the 
monitoring sites, with an overall productivity rate of 0.76.  
To keep the population stable at current levels the  

 

productivity rate needs to be an average of 0.7 chicks 
per pair, so on the face of it the results look quite  
promising.  
 

However, a closer look at the numbers shows a big 
difference in fledging success between the eastern and 
the western areas of the Downs. In the eastern area 
the productivity rate was 1.75, more than double the 
minimum needed to sustain the population. In the 
western area though, only 0.28 was achieved. With 
such a low productivity rate, lapwings could disappear 
from this area within a few years.  
 

How reliable are these results? 

 

One of the problems the surveyors had at the western 
end was the lack of access to farmland in order to carry 
out the monitoring, in contrast to other sites where  
access with a 4X4 vehicle was possible. Although  
binoculars and telescopes were used, as the season 
progressed the heat haze and vegetation cover  
increased making it extremely difficult to follow what 
was going on with the chicks.  
 

It is very possible that some chicks were missed and 
that productivity may have been higher in the western 
area in 2017 than it was possible to confirm through  
observation from roads and public footpaths. We hope 
this is the case! 
 

Plans for 2018 

This surveys will be repeated this year. We will be  
contacting some farmers and landowners to ask for 
permission to access vantage points from which to  
carry out monitoring so that the surveyors will have a 
better chance of following the progress of the chicks. 
We really need to find out whether they survive through 
to fledging. Where appropriate we may also, with the 
agreement of the landowner, mark up nests which are 
in danger of destruction through farming operations so 
that these may be avoided by the machine operator.  
 

Keep an eye on our blog and twitter for more  
information 

 

The South Downs Farmland Bird Initiative now has a twitter account)...to keep up to date with the latest up-
dates, follow us at @SDfarmbirds 

Through the haze, a male lapwing watching out for preda-
tors while the female sits on eggs, out of sight over the brow 
of the hill 

© Caroline French 

© Doug Yelland 

Monitoring lapwings is much easier from a vehicle., which acts 
as a mobile ‘hide’. 



 

New for 2018, the Countryside Stewardship Scheme 
now has four offers that opened to applications on 
15th January.  Supporting the environment by  
providing sources of nectar and pollen for insects,  
winter food for seed eating birds and improved  
habitats for farmland birds and pollinators, these new 
offers are non-competitive. 

 

Based on arable, lowland grazing, lowland mixed and 
upland farming, each offer contains a set of options 
that deliver a specified wildlife benefit and come with a  

 

set payment rate.  Once the specific requirements for 
the offer have been met, entry to a five year  
agreement is guaranteed with payments being made 
annually. 
 

The arable, lowland grazing and mixed farming offers 
will all be applicable on the South Downs.  There are 
several options that will benefit farmland birds and  
other wildlife including: 
 

• Nectar flower mix 

• Wild bird food 

• Supplementary feeding 

• Enhanced overwinter stubble 

• Lapwing nesting plots 

• Buffer strips 

• Permanent grassland with low inputs 

• Legume and herb rich swards 

 

If you are interested in applying, application packs can 
be requested from Natural England (tel: 0208 026 
1089 or email: enquiries@naturalengland.org.uk).  For 
submissions in 2018, application packs should be  
requested before 31st May.  The deadline for  
completed applications in 31st July. 
 

As many existing ELS and HLS schemes come to an 
end, this provides a good opportunity for continued 
agri-environment funding. 

Stone-curlews on the South Downs 

 

The secretive stone-curlew is a summer visitor to our 
shores.  Much like lapwing, they prefer to nest on bare 
soil in open areas provided by either spring sown 
crops or specially created fallow plots.  In the early 
part of the last century, an estimated 100 pairs nested 
on the South Downs, but a steady decline saw them 
go locally extinct by the early 1980s.  
 

A return of breeding stone-curlew to the Downs In 
2006 prompted the launch of the South Downs  
Stone-Curlew Project, working with farmers and 

landowners to safeguard any nesting attempts and  
monitoring them to help their recolonisation. 
 

In 2017, the project team discovered two nesting pairs 
on the chalk soils of the Downs.  Working with the  
relevant landowners, nests were marked so that they 
could be avoided during field operations, and fallow 
plots were managed to maintain the open aspect  
required by the birds.   
 

Unfortunately, despite much effort, one nesting pair 
failed to fledge any chicks.  It is thought that a  
combination of poor weather and predation were the 
likely causes.  However, the other pair did go on to 
successfully fledge one chick, which was also ringed 
to aid future identification.  There is a good chance  

 

that chicks, especially males, will return to their natal 
area, so we hope to see it again in the future. 

 

If you think you have stone-curlew on your land and 
would like to find out how you can help them, you can 
contact the South Downs Stone-Curlew Project at 
bruce.fowkes@rspb.org.uk 

New CS Mid-Tier simplified offer 

© Bruce Fowkes 

A number of options are available in the new CS Offers  
including nectar flower mixture 

A stone-curlew chick being rung with a unique ring  
combination by a trained and licenced ringer.   

© Tim Squire 


