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ENCA - the European Network of European Nature Conservation Agencies -
was founded in September 2007. 

The ENCA-Interest Group on Sustainable Land Use & agriculture is one of 
four informal groups of experts drawn from the following seven institutions:  
Agency for Nature and Landscape Protection, Czech Republic; Country Side 
Council of Wales; Federal Environment Agency, Austria; Federal Agency of 
Nature Conservation, Germany; Natural England, Netherlands Environmental 
Assessment Agency (observer status); Scottish Natural Heritage and the 
Environment Agency of England & Wales (observer status). The main purpose 
of the group is to share information, best practice and research findings in 
order to develop a strategic view on nature conservation issues.  
 
The findings and conclusion presented here are the views of the agencies; they do not necessarily 
reflect the position neither of the respective ministries nor of the governments of the single member 
state. 
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Safeguarding environmental benefits of Set-aside & further modulation  
 - ENCA Statement on the European Commission’s Proposal on the CAP Health 
Check  

  
Brussels, February 2008  

  
Introduction  
  
The 2003 CAP reform and the introduction of decoupled payments conditional on  
the fulfilment of Cross Compliance rules represents  an important step  in the longer-
term direction of a common policy which serves the interests of sustainable 
agriculture and rural development. 
  
By introducing a “Health Check” of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) the 
Commission presents a further step towards inserting a stronger focus on 
environment and nature conservation aspects into EU common financial concerns. 
The Health Check offers an opportunity to continue to improve the ability of CAP to 
support sustainable agriculture and rural communities and meet environmental goals. 
The Health Check proposals should ensure that public monies contribute more 
effectively to sustainable development and yield public benefits. 
  
  
Set-aside  
 
Set-aside has until recently operated alongside cross compliance as another 
obligation attached to the receipt of the Single Payment. We believe that the this 
measure has had significant, beneficial side effects for farmland bird populations and 
other farmland wildlife as well as on water quality. For this reason, if set-aside is to 
be abolished, we wish to ensure that this change does not result in any net 
environmental damage. We therefore welcome commitments made in the European 
Commission’s communication on the Health Check paper to preserve the 
environmental benefits accrued from the present scheme. 
  
We are aware that set- aside was not designed to deliver environmental outcomes. 
But evidence collected in different European Countries suggests that it can bring 
about a range of benefits.  The annex to this statement summarises some of the 
evidence that supports this view.  Conversely, without compensatory measures, we 
believe that the permanent abolition of set-aside will undermine the progress made 
towards meeting both national and international targets for reversing biodiversity loss 
as well as objectives for tackling diffuse water pollution under the Water Framework 
Directive. 
  
We believe that a package of measures is required to retain fully the environmental 
benefits formerly provided by set-aside, combining both a mandatory approach using 
an expansion of cross compliance, and  a voluntary approach based on an enhanced 
agri-environment measure.   
 
An approach based on voluntary measures alone risks not being taken up in the 
most productive cereal growing areas, where other habitats are both extremely 
fragmented and limited in extent.  This risk is heightened by recent rises in 
commodity prices and limited resources for many agri-environment schemes.  
Furthermore, since the current cross-compliance conditions were established on the 
basis that set-aside (and its anticipated environmental benefits) would remain in 
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place, it is not unreasonable to extend these same conditions should set-aside now 
be abolished. 
 
We therefore believe that the introduction into cross compliance of a new standard 
requiring farmers to keep a defined percentage of their arable land within 
environmental management should form part of the package of measures necessary 
to maintain the environmental benefits currently associated with set-aside.  In 
France, for example, there is already a requirement for 3% of land eligible for CAP 
subsidies to be sown with an environmental cover. In Switzerland the federal 
government introduced environmental direct payments in 1993. As a condition of 
receiving direct payments, 7% of a farm’s utilized agricultural area has to be 
managed as ecological compensation areas. 
  
We suggest that under the standards we have proposed, farmers should be allowed 
to choose between a range of activities to satisfy environmental  requirements 
including bare fallows, wider field margins, uncropped field corners, over-wintered 
stubbles, wildflower stripes, large drilling interspaces or naturally vegetated areas. 
Agri-environmental schemes (AES) can be used to enhance the environmental 
outcomes of cross compliance.  AES can be particularly valuable in creating a 
consistent network of areas of high nature value, for example by asking farmers to 
provide a certain field with a certain wildlife features relating to bird nesting sites or 
feeding areas. AES can also provide  an incentive for farmers to provide such goods 
in areas where they are  most needed. For example in Germany there have been 
positive experiences with projects in highly productive and intensively used arable 
areas (see Annex).  
 
In Austria a specific scheme is already in existence for arable farmers entering a 
specific measure of the AES (“Environmentally friendly management of cropland and 
grassland”). Such farmers are required to sow 2% of their cropland with an 
environmental cover (wildlife seed mixtures, pollen and nectar mixtures).  
  
  
Modulation  
  
The environmentally friendly management of land is central to meeting the 
challenges of climate change, water management and the conservation of 
biodiversity.  All of these challenges justify financial incentives being made available 
to farmers.   Moreover, because of their transboundary nature, these challenges 
need to be tackled at European Level.  
 
The existing budget distribution across the CAP is insufficient to respond to the 
challenges identified and to reward those farmers who already manage their land in 
an  environmentally beneficial way.  Many farmers make a valuable contribution to 
environmental protection and nature conservation for which they should be rewarded 
appropriately, which means that sufficient financial resources must be available for 
this support. This mechanism can be better targeted 
 
Pillar II of CAP has the potential to address these challenges – but across Europe it 
is underfinanced, particularly when compared to Pillar I, which has only limited ability 
to meet  environmental needs.  From an environmental perspective,  it is necessary 
to increase the funds available within Pillar 2, and particularly in Axis 2, considerably.  
This is necessary for three reasons: 
 

o Firstly, to stabilize the existing level of agri-environmental commitments , 
which in the light of the new trends in commodity prices  risk losing their 
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relative competitiveness even in marginal areas.  These measures are vital 
for both maintaining and enhancing European biodiversity.  

o Secondly, to finance the new challenges  described  above as well as to bring 
Natura 2000 areas into favourable conservation status. Together with other 
high nature value farmland these  form a consistent European network of  
diverse landscapes also valued for both  recreation and tourism. 

o Thirdly to meet the challenges of improving both water quality and water 
management and tackling the challenges resulting from climate change. 
Dealing with latter involves a twin track approach - reducing emissions of 
Greenhouse Gases (GHG) such as methane, nitrous oxides and carbon 
dioxide (mitigation) as well improving existing green infrastructure, including 
the creation of new wetlands so as to cope with a combination of drier 
summers and wetter winters (adaptation). 

 
In view of the above, we strongly support the Commission’s proposal to increase the 
existing rate of compulsory modulation by 2 % per annum over the period  2010 to 
2013. Under this very modest proposal, it clearly would be unacceptable if any 
proposal to scale back the existing rates of voluntary modulation had the effect of 
damaging those rural development programmes that are heavily dependent on this 
mechanism or limited the capacity of member states to tackle the new environmental 
challenges.  To do so would achieve the exact opposite of the Commission’s 
intention in proposing an increased rate of compulsory modulation.   
  
From an environmental perspective, both modulation and proposals such as the 
increased application of Article 69 of 1782/2003 (national envelopes) are seen as 
transitional tools pending a more fundamental review of the CAP Budget. This should 
be focused on the purchase of public goods, coupled with support for integrated rural 
development.  
  
Modulation can achieve much in meeting the environmental challenges that lie 
ahead.  Of particular importance for environmental protection and nature 
conservation are the payments under Axis 2 of the Rural Development Regulation, 
including agri environment schemes, payments for Natura 2000 areas and payments 
linked to Directive 2000/60/EC. 
 
Enhanced financing is also needed for the other elements of Pillar II.  We find it 
necessary to ensure that for all axis of pillar II the environmental effects – both 
positive and negative - will be considered and that strengthening Pillar II is in line with 
the environmental challenges in all axis. Axis 1 can play a major role in providing 
environmental on-farm advice and investments designed to reduce nitrous oxide and 
methane emissions; assist with the adoption of water saving technologies and 
promote new forms of sustainable energy generation and waste minimisation. 
Similarly, the Axis 3 & 4 measures, together with Convergence funding, can 
strengthen rural communities and enable them to support sustainable land 
management activity through the process of adding value to production at the local 
level.  
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Annex Environmental Benefits of Set-Aside 
 
 

� Switzerland and Austria (Umweltbundesamt Wien) 
� England (Natural England) 
� Germany (Bundesamt für Naturschutz) 
� Scotland (Scottish Natural Heritage) 
� Netherland and throughout Europe (examples collected by Netherlands 

environmental assessment Agency) 
 

 
Evidence found in short : 
 
We know there have been a range of benefits from set-aside that appear to be 
consistent across large parts of northern Europe. 
 

� Farmland birds have benefited from rotational set-aside, which appear to 
provide winter feeding and both feeding and breeding areas in summer.   

 
� Mammals benefit mainly from non-rotational set-aside, with the best evidence 

relating to voles and hares.  Some predatory birds have also benefited, 
probably because of the increase in small mammal populations. 

 
� The rarer arable plants can benefit, but these are now very localised, at least 

in England.  Non-rotational set-aside on thin chalky or acidic soils can 
develop more species-rich swards over time, and can help buffer existing 
areas of habitat.   

 
� Invertebrate populations are generally higher on set-aside land than in 

cropped fields, but this is an under-studied area. 
 

� Set-aside buffer strips can have significant effects on nitrate loading, loss of 
total Phosphorus and soil run-off.  They can also help reduce pesticide drift.  
Set-aside generally has had some impact on CO2 and N2O emissions from 
agriculture. 
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The Environmental Benefits of Set-Aside 
 
 A review of the evidence in Switzerland  
 
Austria: There is reasonable evidence that set a side areas show an increase of 
biodiversity. Set aside, fallow land or flower strips are particularly important in 
intensive agricultural regions wild life habitats. Set aside in Austria is a most 
important factor determining the density of winter raptors and diversity of farmland 
birds, in France it has become a key habitat for little bustard (see Birdlife 
international: New challenges, new CAP).  
 
However one of the biggest difficulties is to come to sound evidence on the base of 
time series, since the conditions under which set-aside was introduced in the CAP 
varies over the time. A range of case studies exists, often as result of demonstration 
and model-projects.  
 
Only in England and in Germany we find literature based studies, which 
systematically prove the environmental benefits of the obligatory set-aside. In most 
other European Countries this questions has not directly been addressed. An 
exception is the case of Switzerland. Here since 1999 farmers are obliged to set 
aside 7% of their farmland as ecological compensation areas (ECA).  Therefore it is 
possible to come to conclusion on the base of time series.  
 
The Swiss system of Ecological Compensation Areas cannot be directly compared to 
the EU's set-aside system.  Despite this, we include evidence demonstrating the 
ecological benefits of the described Swiss system because this has parallels with the 
solution that ENCA is now proposing. Therefore it is relevant as evidence that this 
kind of solution can produce real environmental benefits.  
 
Evidence from Switzerland 
 
FAL Reckenholz (2005): Evaluation der Ökomaßnahmen  - Bereich Biodiversität; 
Schriftenreihe der FAL 56. ISBN 3-905608-78-2   
The Swiss Federal Government introduced environmental direct payments in 1993. 
Since 1999 direct payments have been conditional on farms producing Proof of 
Ecological Performance (PEP). The most important PEP measure for the 
preservation and promotion of biodiversity is that at least 7% of farms UAA have to 
be managed as ecological compensation areas (ECA).  
Comparison between ECA´s and control areas showed that as a rule more species 
and more demanding species occurred on ECA´s than on intensively managed 
control areas. This applied to all types of ECA and all groups of organisms 
investigated.  
The strength of the ecological compensation lie in the fact that in general it promotes 
species diversity in the agricultural landscape and prevents potentially endangered 
species from becoming so rare that they attain the status of a red listed species. 
Halting the decline of endangered species and enabling them to spread by ecological 
compensation has not been achieved.  
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Importance of small mammals populating ecological compensation areas as food for 
the Long-eared Owl (Asio otus) and the Kestrel (Falco tinnunculus) 
 
J. ASCHWANDEN, Vogel und Luftverkehr, 25. Jg., Heft 2/2005 Seite 71-76 
 
Voles of the genus Microtus constitute the main part of the Kestrel’s and Long-eared 
owl's diet in mid Europe. There is evidence that vole populations are declining due to 
agricultural intensification. A poor food supply has negative effects on the breeding 
success and thus on the population sizes of Kestrel and Long-eared Owl. This trend 
could be countered through the establishment of ecological compensation areas. 
Some of such areas are left uncultivated for longer periods and therefore serve as 
retreats for small mammals. In this study, ecological compensation areas were 
surveyed with respect to their small mammal populations and the hunting activities of 
kestrels and long-eared owls, in comparison to intensively used areas. The highest 
densities of small mammals were found on wild-flower strips and herbaceous strips. 
Nonetheless, kestrels and long-eared owls mainly hunted on freshly mown meadows 
where small mammal numbers were generally low. The main factor determining the 
choice of the hunting grounds was the vegetation structure. The latter determines the 
accessibility of the small mammals to the birds. In summer, the density and height of 
the vegetation on wild-flower and herbaceous strips reduces their accessibility. 
However, the birds preferred freshly mown areas adjacent to wild-flower and 
herbaceous strips that are rich in small mammals. A patchwork of mown and 
uncultivated areas could provide kestrels and long-eared owls with sufficient amounts 
of accessible food year-round. 
Umweltbundesamt Austria, 
February 2008
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The Environmental Benefits of Set-aside: a review o f the evidence from  
England  
 
1. Background 
 
Although introduced in 1988 as a voluntary supply-control measure, set-aside was 
made a condition of receiving the new Arable Area Payments in 1992 so, effectively, 
it then became compulsory.  The compulsory set-aside rate has varied between 5 
and 15% and this has been supplemented by variable amounts of voluntary bare 
fallow land. The total amount of set-aside (compulsory plus voluntary) has typically 
been around 500,000 ha, making it England’s third largest agricultural land-use. In 
addition to changes in total area, set-aside has also varied in the quality of the 
environmental resource that it has provided. This is due to variation in the proportions 
of rotational and non-rotational set-aside, changes in the management rules (eg 
cutting dates and use of herbicides), the introduction of various schemes to 
incentivise good environmental management and the use of set-aside land for 
growing energy crops (eg notably oilseed rape). This variation in both quantity and 
quality as an environmental resource, over space and time, makes it difficult to 
accurately assess the environmental benefits of set-aside and, hence, the impact of 
its loss. 
 
2. Environmental benefits 
 
Most of the published studies relate to the benefits that set-aside can offer 
biodiversity in England’s intensively farmed landscapes, especially species 
associated with arable land such as farmland birds (as summarised in Annex 1). 
There are fewer studies on the wider environmental benefits of set-aside for ‘non-
farmland’ species, resource protection and climate change mitigation or adaptation.  
 
2.1 Contribution to targets for biodiversity 
 
Birds 
Evidence for benefits to farmland birds is found in several field studies which show 
that set-aside is preferred over adjacent arable fields in both the summer and winter.  
This is linked to the provision of food resources (seeds and invertebrates) and 
nesting habitat.  In the main winter study, 5 declining seed-eating UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan (BAP) priority species (grey partridge, skylark, linnet, yellowhammer and 
cirl bunting) were found in significantly greater numbers on set-aside stubbles 
(Buckingham et al. 1999).  Set-aside stubbles provide critical foraging habitats in late 
winter/early spring at a time when ‘natural’ food resources are low and other stubbles 
have been cultivated for spring crops.  Set-aside planted with wild bird cover crops 
can be especially valuable in this respect. The selection of stubbles as a foraging 
habitat by seed-eating birds, especially those that are weedy and do not receive pre- 
or post-harvest herbicide (as typically provided by naturally-regenerated rotational 
set-aside), is well established (eg Wilson et al. 1996, Moorcroft et al. 2002, BTO 
2002). In addition, one study has also shown that the availability of overwinter 
stubble positively influenced the national trends of several farmland birds during the 
period 1994-2003 (Gillings et al. 2004).  Furthermore, it suggested that for two key 
declining seed-eaters (skylark and yellowhammer) some 10-20 ha of stubble per 
1km-square was needed to maintain stable or increasing populations trends, or to 
reverse initially negative trends. Few of these areas would retain this proportion of 
stubble habitat in the absence of compulsory set-aside. 
 
In the main summer study, both rotational and non-rotational set-aside supported 
more birds and more species than neighbouring fields – a result which also held 
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when the data was amalgamated into 6 functional groups (gamebirds, crows, skylark, 
thrushes and seed-eaters – Henderson et al. 2000a, b). Summer use is related to 
provision of both foraging and nesting habitats, the latter being especially important 
for ground-nesting species (ie lapwing, grey partridge, skylark and corn bunting, all of 
which are declining UK BAP priority species). Intensive field studies of skylarks, for 
example, have found higher breeding densities and higher breeding productivity per 
pair per season (despite higher predation rates) in set-aside compared to arable and 
improved grass fields (Poulsen et al. 1998, Vickery & Buckingham 2000, Donald et 
al. 2002). Provision of fallow habitats on set-aside played a key role in the early 
recovery of two rare UK BAP farmland species, the stone curlew and cirl bunting 
(agri-environment schemes are now the main delivery mechanism in both cases). In 
addition, a recent national survey showed that 7% of the woodlark population 
(another recovering UK BAP species) now breeds in set-aside (unpublished 
RSPB/BTO/NE/FC data). 
 
The evidence for set-aside having population-level impacts on widespread farmland 
birds is less clear. Many farmland birds have continued to decline since 1993, albeit 
at a slower rate in several cases. Henderson et al. (2001) expected the skylark 
population to have increased by > 10% during the mid-1990s as a result of set-aside, 
but this did not happen, citing the lack of suitably managed set-aside as the reason, 
although the population trend has levelled off since this paper was published. 
However, the results from a recent joint Natural England/Defra-funded study 
undertaken by BTO, RSPB, CSL and the Centre for Agri-Environment Research 
(Vickery et al. 2007), show a statistically significant correlation between the area of 
set-aside and the between-year changes in a composite index of farmland bird 
abundance (the Farmland Bird Index) in England, based on the trends of 19 typical 
farmland birds recorded by the Breeding Bird Survey (Figure 1).  This apparent 
national-scale relationship is all the more striking in view of the marked variability of 
set-aside as a bird habitat, and so it was no surprise that only 2 out the 19 species 
which make up the index showed a significant correlation based on their individual 
trends (although a further 11 species showed non-significant positive associations 
with the amount of set-aside).  Whilst this is a correlative study (ie does not prove 
cause and effect), when taken together with results of the field-scale studies 
discussed above, this work suggests that there is a high risk that the Farmland Bird 
Index will fall significantly if set-aside were to be removed and no mitigation 
measures implemented.  This would threaten our ability to meet the UK 
Government’s Public Service Agreement target (which seeks to reverse the decline 
in farmland birds by 2020) and several of the targets for UK BAP priority birds.  



 10 

Figure 1.  Temporal variation in the availability o f set-aside land and the rate of 
change in the Farmland Bird Index in England, 1994- 2005 

 
Note: Although the required rate between 1999 and 2005 remained constant at 10% 
there were notable annual fluctuations in the actual area due to additional voluntary 
set-aside/fallow land. Mean winter temperature was incorporated into the analysis as 
a partial variate to control for any fluctuation in the Farmland Bird Index attributable to 
variation in winter climatic conditions. Data for 2001 was disregarded from analyses 
because the outbreak of Foot and Mouth disease amongst cattle in that year and the 
subsequent restrictions regarding access to the countryside meant that measures of 
bird population trends had to be interpolated from data in previous and subsequent 
years. 
 
Mammals 
Grassland and longer-term set-aside is better for mammals than rotational set-aside 
(CRER Report for Defra 2001). Field voles and harvest mice benefit from uncut, non-
rotational set-aside (Tattersall 1999, 2000), potentially giving benefits further up the 
food chain (eg to birds of prey). Rotational set-aside is a preferred habitat of Brown 
Hares, a UK BAP priority species (Vaughan et al. 2003). A recent review suggested 
that appropriately managed set-aside can contribute to the conservation of mammals 
on farmland (Macdonald et al. 2007). 
 
Invertebrates 
There is no empirical evidence that set aside has benefited butterflies and 
bumblebees (Silcock & Lovegrove 2007) although there is anecdotal evidence of 
large numbers of butterflies using non-rotational set-aside where the right balance of 
nectar plants is present.  There is evidence that set-aside land supports more 
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invertebrate species than cropped land (Kennedy 1992, Moreby & Southway 2000, 
Moreby 2007).  
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Arable plants 
The impact of set-aside on important arable plants can be very localised (Moreby & 
Aebischer 1992, Poulsen et al. 1998) and this group have generally only benefited 
from set-aside where the management has been tailored to allow seedbanks to 
develop (Neves et al. 1996).  Whilst rotational set-aside has often provided the first 
opportunity to develop seedbanks in the absence of herbicides, Firbank (1998) 
reports that it is unusual for set-aside to contain scarce plant species or communities, 
though the conservation value of those which do occur can be high. Naturally-
regenerated non-rotational set-aside left in place for several years develops a 
vegetation more typical of grassland. Established non-rotational set aside may exhibit 
the characteristics of semi-natural habitats on certain thin acid and chalk soils where 
botanical interest could have developed for over 15 years. 
 
Non-farmland species, priority habitats and Sites of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSIs) 
The scarcity of evidence for delivery for priority habitats (by buffering agricultural 
operations) and non-arable species (through habitat connectivity, but see 2.3 below) 
is partly due to a lack of studies (Annex 1). It is possible that there are some benefits 
of set aside for non-farmland species and habitats which may also be contributing to 
the UK Government’s Public Service Agreement target on SSSI condition, although 
these remain unquantified. 
 
Risk to delivery: high for farmland birds and arabl e plants, medium for 
mammals; probably low for invertebrates, non-farmla nd bird species, priority 
habitats and SSSI condition. 
 
2.2 Contribution to targets for resource protection 
 
Pesticides and fertilisers 
Pesticide usage on set-aside is much lower than on cropped land (Defra 2007). 
Insecticides, fungicides and molluscicides are almost never used. Herbicide use is 
low and mainly on rotational set-aside.  Published data is not available for fertilisers.  
In general, the risk from input pollution is much lower on set-aside than on cropped 
land.  
 
Diffuse pollution 
Whilst set-aside normally releases very low levels of nitrates and phosphates when in 
situ, significant quantities can be made available when it is ploughed up unless crops 
are rapidly established (Defra 2007). This is most evident in rotational set-aside 
(Meissner et al. 1999, Froment et al. 1999).  Clotuche et al. (1998) showed that 
leaching risks can be minimised if appropriate set-aside covers are sown at the right 
time of year. However, a study by Rygnestad and Fraser (1996b) indicated that 
farmers’ total’ nitrogen use would be higher if they set aside the least productive 
fields on a permanent basis, than if they were forced to take out the relatively more 
productive land at some stage as rotational set-aside. There are risks that leaching 
rates are increased when the cover is ploughed up at the wrong time. Set-aside can 
reduce the negative impact of surface run-off, especially when it is used to create 
permanent buffer strips alongside watercourses. 
 
Risk to delivery: medium for diffuse pollution, pes ticides and fertilisers. 
 
2.3 Contribution to targets for climate change 
 
Industrial / energy crops 
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13% of current set aside area is used for industrial crops (mainly oilseed rape for 
biofuel).  An assessment of the dependence of industrial crop production on set-
aside suggested farmer reaction to a removal of set-aside would be to cut the 
industrial crop production area by 42% (Lewis 1998).  However, the latest view is the 
area of industrial crops will not necessarily change if set-aside disappears (Defra 
2007). 
 
Biodiversity adaptation 
A recent report identified six guiding principles to help biodiversity to adapt to climate 
change (Hopkins et al. 2007).  Set-aside is likely to be contributing to the delivery of 
three of these principles:   

1b Conserve range and ecological variability of habitats and species.   
3a Conserve and enhance local variation within sites and habitats 
4 Establish ecological networks through habitat protection, restoration and 
creation. 

 
Set-aside has provided this range of habitats in both fragmented and cohesive 
landscapes and, as such, maintains an important buffer for these species potentially 
under threat.  Any significant loss of set-aside habitat in England, particularly in the 
lowlands, could further isolate already fragmented habitats, thereby restricting the 
movement species may be required to make in response to climate change.  
Because set-aside has been present on pretty much all arable and mixed farms, its 
biodiversity conservation benefits are widely dispersed over the farmed environment, 
reaching intensively managed areas untouched by agri-environment schemes.   
 
Carbon storage/emissions 
There are limited implications for air quality. There are some advantages for carbon 
storage in non rotational set-aside, although as with nutrient emissions, the benefits 
risk being lost with any future cultivation. Set-aside also offers reduced emissions 
from less vehicle activity on the land area.  
 
Risk to delivery: medium for biodiversity adaptatio n; low for industrial / energy 
crops and carbon storage/emissions 
 
2.4 Other potential environmental benefits 
 
Landscape  
By adding areas of fallow or permanent grassland into arable dominated landscapes, 
set-aside can increase landscape heterogeneity and help to restore the highly valued 
‘patchwork’ affect typical of areas of mixed farmland. Conversely, uncropped areas 
can be viewed by some as making the landscape look untidy and unattractive.  
 
Archaeology 
Arable cultivation has been recognised as the major threat to subsurface 
archaeological remains, which may be severely damaged as a result of soil loss and 
deeper cultivation. Set-aside offers a temporary respite from both threats, with long-
term set-aside offering greater protection. 
 
Risk to delivery: medium for archaeology; low for l andscape 
 
3. Conclusion 
 
The loss of set-aside from England’s farmed environment poses a serious threat to 
the delivery of certain biodiversity targets, both directly (notably birds and plants) and 
by inhibiting the ability of species to adapt to climate change. It could also increase 
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diffuse water pollution from agriculture and reduce the protection to archaeological 
features on arable land.  
 
Natural England 
Environment Agency 
February 2008 
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Feature Benefit Weight of 
evidence 

References 

Plants Naturally-regenerated set-aside can 
provide suitable conditions for 
nationally scarce/UK BAP priority 
arable plants, but benefits severely 
limited by management regime 
(herbicide application). Greatest 
benefits typically occur on light soils 
where pernicious weeds are less of a 
problem. Established non rotational set-
aside can develop comparatively rich 
plant communities if managed correctly.  
Some non rotational set-aside may be 
15+ years old and botanically rich, but 
falls outside of EIA Regulations 2006 
as they are defined as arable under 
set-aside and the Single Payment 
Scheme. 

Medium Firbank & Wilson, 
1995 
Neve et al., 1996,  
Moreby & 
Aebischer, 1992 
Poulsen et al. 
1998 

Invertebrates Set-aside, especially established non 
rotational set aside, can support higher 
densities of non-pest invertebrates than 
cropped land. Invertebrate communities 
becomes increasingly richer and more 
diverse (with specialised herbivores, 
more predators and more specialised 
pollinators) with the age of the set-
aside. 

Medium Firbank et al., 
2003 
Corbet, 1995 
Colston & 
Perring, 1995 
Macdonald et al., 
1998 

Fish Inferred benefits due to reduced 
nutrient pollution 

Low  

Herpetofauna Possible but unquantified benefits for 
foraging/dispersal. 

Low  

All bird groups prefer summer set-
aside, especially rotational set-aside, 
over neighbouring intensive crop or 
grass fields.  

High Henderson et al., 
2000a, b 

The ground-nesting birds, skylark and 
corn bunting, fledge more chicks per 
unit area in set-aside compared to 
cereal fields. 

High Donald & Vickery, 
2000 Brickle et 
al., 2000 

Set-aside has played a key role in the 
recovery of several rare breeding birds 
(cirl bunting, stone curlew). 

High Aebischer et al. 
2000 

Birds 

Seed-eating birds prefer set-aside 
stubbles over other arable or grass 
fields in winter. 
Wild bird cover grown on set-aside can 
provide important winter food resources 
for seed-eating birds 

High Buckingham et al. 
1999 
 

Mammals Set-aside, especially established non-
rotational set-aside, supports higher 
densities of small mammals than cereal 
fields. Set-aside is a preferred habitat 
of brown hares. Benefit to bats of 
increased invertebrate availability 

High Firbank et al., 
2003 
Tattersall 1999, 
2000 
Vaughan et al., 
2003 
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Ecological 
connectivity/ 
landscape 

Set-aside may provide suitable 
corridors for the movement of species 
between habitat patches, helping to 
reverse the effects of habitat 
fragmentation. Greatest benefit where 
set-aside is deployed as marginal 
strips. Non-rotational set-aside in 
arable-dominated areas can contribute 
to habitat heterogeneity  

Low  

Priority habitats Set-aside can buffer hedgerows and 
semi-natural habitats (woodland, 
watercourses) from damaging 
agricultural activities (pesticide and 
fertiliser application). Set-aside as 
strips contributes towards delivery of 
UK BAP Cereal Field Margins priority 
habitat target. 

Low Hodge et al., 
2006 

Resource 
protection 

Many sites of national botanical 
importance are buffered from damaging 
agricultural operations by set-aside. 
Sloping sites on vulnerable soils are 
protected under non rotational set aside 
from risks of erosion by wind and water.  
The risk to water through nutrient 
leaching from ploughing these areas is 
high.   

Medium Meissner et al. 
1999 Froment et 
al 1999 Clotuche 
et al. 1998 
Rygnestad & 
Fraser 1996 

Climate Change  Habitats provided by set-aside are 
likely to be assisting biodiversity 
adaptation to climate change,  
Crops grown on set-aside contribute to 
reducing the nation’s reliance on non-
renewable energy sources   

Low 
Medium 
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The Environmental Benefits of Set-Aside: A review o f the evidence in Germany 
 

1. Background 
 
As it can be shown by figure 1 the rate of set-aside in Germany varies over the years, 
according to several reasons. And it can also be shown, that the proportion set aside areas 
used for the production of energy crops has been increased in the last years, thus reducing 
areas of “pure” set-aside. 
Set aside not being used for bio energy crops, has to be managed in order to maintain the 
land in a good agricultural and environmental condition (GAEC). In the case of Germany this 
is defined in the Ordinance on direct payments. It involves in general on arable land not in 
use the obligation to sow the land to develop it into environmental cover or let it develop 
naturally vegetated, provided it will be mulched at least every second year.  
 
Of course these dynamic changes make it difficult to assess the environmental benefits of 
set-aside accurately and hence the impact of its loss. But evidence collected seems to 
support the view,  that the removal of side-aside will do further ecological harm. 

 

 
 

 
 2. Environmental benefits 
More than 50% of the agricultural used area in Germany is arable land – and the way it is 
used lead to worrying trends for certain farmland birds such as skylark (Alauda arvensis). 
66% of the German farmland birds are listed in the Red List of threatened species. Not only 
farmland birds, also the diversity of mammals, insects and plants have been reduced - and 
the way the land is managed is one important factor. Set-aside and the fulfilment of the 
mandatory and voluntary rules on the management of set-aside farmland have brought about 
several environmental benefits, not only for biodiversity but also for other environmental 
goods. In this paper we concentrate on the benefits preserving biodiversity, thus showing 
benefits for farmland birds, insects and mammals. 
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Set aside has become an important and in many places vital refuge for faunistic and floristic 
diversity in many regions of Germany, especially in intensively used regions. To some extent 
set-aside has also been used in combination with AES to set up specific ecological 
improvements e.g. installing wildflower strips and wildflower areas. 
 
Oppermann (2007)1 quotes a meta-analysis of 127 studies (see list at the end for references) 
on the effects of set-aside whereby it has been shown, that biodiversity of set-aside fields in 
comparison with the utilized farm areas are in general much higher. And it has been shown 
that the level of biodiversity increases, when set-aside is combined with AES. 
For example a study in Brandenburg (eastern Germany) has shown, that set-aside fields in 
comparison to used cropland have a considerable higher amount of bird species (42 in 
comparison to 15 species).  
 
In a project carried out in conjunction with the farmers union in the intensively used 
agricultural surroundings of cologne, flower strips have been created. In an evaluation the 
area with flower strips was compared with reference areas, without this measure. The results 
were distinct as it is shown in figure 2, showing that with flower strips the number of certain 
species has nearly doubled compared with the control field in conventional management.2  

Figure 2 Impacts of flower strips 
 
 

 
Laufkäfer…Carabid beetle,  Spinnen…Spider,  
Wildbienen…“Wildbees“, Tagfalter….Butterfly 
 
 

                                                 
1 Oppermann et.al. 2007 „Die Bedeutung der obligatorischen Flächenstillegung für die biologische 
Vielfalt“, Studie im Auftrag des Bundesamtes für Naturschutz, veröffentlicht nach redaktioneller 
Bearbeitung durch Florian Schöne im Rahmen einer Broschüre des Naturschutzbundes Deutschland 
(NABU), Januar 2008 
2 Source:Muchow T. et.al. (2007): Naturschutz in Bördelandschaften durch Strukturelemente am Beispiel der 
Kölner Bucht, Abschlussbericht 
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In a project by an Interest Group consisting of the German hunters association & 
communities in Baden-Württemberg the effects of habitat improving measures on set-aside 
fields were observed, through monitoring the population density of hares in Spring and 
Winter. This showed a considerable increase in the population density. 
 
Fig. 3 : Population-densitiy of hares  in Mittelbad en 
 

 
Source: Volmer & Pegel, 2007, Was ist machbar? According to Oppermann, 2008 
  
 
Oppermann (2008) stresses also that the success of combing set-aside with AES depends 
on the size of the area, which had been demonstrated in a large scale project in Switzerland.  
 
3. Potential negative environmental effects of remo val of set aside 
 
According to the German farmers union it is to expect that with the removal of set-aside the 
majority of farmers will reuse the set-aside area as arable land. The consequences can be 
demonstrated by the example of farmland birds, though one has to reiterate that farmland 
birds are acting only as one indicator for farmland biodiversity. 
 
Through regular bird population surveys throughout Germany it can be shown that the 
population of farmland bird species such as Corn Bunting (Emberiza calandra) are directly 
dependant on the percentage of set-aside land as can be demonstrated in the comparison 
between farmland in  West-Germany and East Germany. 

Spring 

Winter 
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Figure 4: Source. NABU, 2008 
 
 
The only long-term study (31 years) in Germany with relation to set aside was carried out in 
the Sorgeniederung - an area of permanent-grassland located in the lowlands of the river 
Sorge in the the mid-west of Schleswig-Holstein, in the north of Germany - to record the 
population development of the common buzzard during the winter months. 

 
According to this study by Looft & Kaiser ( 2003) fluctuations in the population of the 
common vole (Microtus arvalis) are likely to have a major influence on the huge annual 
fluctuations in the buzzard population (counts vary between 20 and 400) in the 33 km2 study 
area. The considerable growth of the buzzard population since 1989 runs, to a large extent, 
parallel to the increase in the extent of EU-agricultural set-aside areas in arable regions of 
Schleswig-Holstein. The set-aside areas provide good habitat for common voles and have 
led to an increase in the vole population. Hence: The cessation of set aside probably will do 
harm to the buzzard population. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
The European Union has set ambitious goals to stop the loss of biodiversity by 2010. 
Agricultural land management plays a key role in this respect. With the loss of set-aside 
there is a danger, that this goal will not only be not met, even more damage will occur as 
result. 
 
The compulsory set aside scheme was attached to the receipt of the Single Payment. Since 
CAP-reform 2003, these areas have also to be managed in order to maintain the land in a 
good agricultural and environmental condition (GAEC). This and the other GAEC obligations 
are often used for justifying income payments for farmers. As shown in various studies and 
reviewed in this paper, it is possible even in intensively used agricultural areas to improve the 
level of biodiversity through certain management measures such as leaving flower strips. 
Thus following commissions proposal to remove compulsory set aside schemes on 
biodiversity-effectice compensation instrument has to be developed.  A combination of an 

Population development of Corn Bunting 
(Emberiza calandra) in East and West 
Germany: The steep population increase in 
East Germany between 1991 and 1996 is 
explained by high percentage of set-aside 
land (15-20 % of arable land). After the 
descent of set-aside land to 10 % of arable 
land, population increases are only found in 
protected areas. In comparison, the 
populations in West Germany, where a lot of 
set-aside land is meanwhile cultivated with 
energy crops (e.g. oilseed rape), have been 
falling strongly again (source: Flade 2007), 
NABU 2008: p 28) 
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enhanced GAEC standard and AES could constitute a basic infrastructure of ecological 
corridors that would help preserve biodiversity and meet the 2010-goal. 
For more information, see the study “The importance of set-aside for Biodiversity” (NABU, 
Birdlife Germany, 2008). We also refer to the literature in the annex. 
 
Bundesamt für Naturschutz 
February, 2008  
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Evidence for environmental benefits associated with  set-aside in Scotland. 
 
We know of two documented studies that provide some evidence for the environmental 
benefit associated with set-aside in Scotland. Both are now rather old. 
 
The first, by Watson and Rae (1997), which took place in 1988-91 showed that in their first 
summer, set-aside fields had more species of birds breeding and higher densities of waders 
than in the previous summer before the land was withdrawn from production. They also had 
higher densities of waders, partridges and skylarks than cropped fields nearby. Results for 
corn buntings were less consistent. Numbers of birds declined on land set aside for several 
years. 
 
The second, by Buckingham et al. (1999), in 1992-3, showed that set-aside managed as 
over-winter fallow with a naturally regenerated green cover carried more birds of five out of 
six declining species than would be found in the farmed landscape at large. The birds 
counted were all seed-eaters, and the authors suggest that they benefit particularly from the 
persisting stubble as a source of winter food. 
 
Both of these point to benefits associated with set-aside in the season after the land was left 
uncultivated, or in the few years following. So, if we are trying to find a replacement for set 
aside, it is important that the land should be cultivated periodically (preferably, it would seem, 
every other year), or that it should be part of an arable rotation. 
 
From botanical studies commissioned by SNH, it appears that land taken out for longer tends 
to go to thick and tussocky grass, and that it may be many years before it develops much of 
a variety of plant life. That is not to say that it is of no value to invertebrates, small mammals 
or ground-nesting birds, and even as tussocky grass, it could be effective as a barrier against 
excessive run-off of water or against diffuse pollution.  
 
Sources 
 
Watson, A. and Rae, R. (1997) Some effects of set-aside on breeding birds in northeast 
Scotland. Bird Study 44, 245-251. 
 
Buckingham D.L.; Evans A.D.; Morris A.J.; Orsman C.J.; Yaxley R. Use of set-aside land in 
winter by declining farmland bird species in the UK. Bird Study 46, 157-169. 
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Do voles make agricultural habitat attractive to Mo ntagu's Harrier Circus pygargus?  
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Circus pygargus. Since the 1990s, unprecedented numbers of this species have bred in 
farmland compared with numbers in natural habitat. Destruction of nests by agricultural 
operations, however, compromises breeding success. Between 1992 and 2005, the number 
of breeding pairs in the northeastern Netherlands was positively, though weakly, correlated 
with previous-year estimated abundance of voles, mostly Microtus arvalis. In good vole 
years, the onset of laying was earlier and mean clutch size was larger. Vole abundance was 
relatively higher in set-aside land and in high and dense vegetation. We suggest that agri-
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northeastern Netherlands.  

Document Type:  Research article  

DOI: 10.1111/j.1474-919X.2007.00683.x 

Affiliations:  1: Dutch Montagu's Harrier Foundation, PO Box 46, 9679 ZG Scheemda, 
Netherlands 2: Behavioural Biology, University of Groningen, PO Box 14, 9750 AA Haren, 
Netherlands 3: Animal Ecology Group, Centre for Ecological and Evolutionary Studies, 
University of Groningen, PO Box 14, 9750 AA Haren, Netherlands  

Links for this article  

• http://www.ingentaconnect.com/bsc/ibi/2007/00000149/00000003/art00013  
• http://openurl.ingenta.com/content?genre=article&issn=0019-

1019&volume=149&issue=3&spage=575&epage=586  
• http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1474-919X.2007.00683.x  

 

ARROYO, B. , GARCIA, J. T. & V. BRETAGNOLLE:  Conservation of Montagu's Harrier 
Circus pygargus in agricultural areas.  

Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus is probably the most characteristic raptor of agri-cultural 
habitats, as it breeds nowadays mainly in cereal crops in western Europe. This habitat shift 
from the original grasslands implies that changes in this man-made envi-ronment are most 
likely to affect it. Montagu's Harrier reproduction is mainly depend-ant on food supply in 
natural conditions, so biodiversity decline in agricultural areas might affect harrier 
sustainability in the long term. Additionally, combine harvesters may kill harrier nestlings if 
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unfledged at harvest time. In western Europe (which holds the stronghold of the breeding 
population, excluding Russia), an average of 60% of nestlings in agricultural areas could 
perish like that in the absence of conservation measures. There is therefore a need for 
developing sustainable and efficient conserva-tion plans. Such measures should include 
some directed to maintaining food supplies, as well as some directed to minimise impact of 
harvesting activities on harrier produc-tivity. We review current conservation techniques and 
resources used in France and Spain, and explore with simulation techniques ways of 
optimising conservation effort. Large scale agro-environmental measures should be 
implemented for maintaining food supplies. Protection of harrier nestlings from harvesting 
activity, in contrast, should be optimally implemented through a network of relatively small 
protected ar-eas. Promoting protection of natural vegetation areas, identifying and protecting 
the most productive and stable colonies in agricultural areas, and testing experimentally 
factors that are likely to attract and maintain harriers in protected areas should be prioritary in 
the short term.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 87-92  

BELTING, C. & R. M. KRÜGER:  Population development and strategies for the protection of 
Montagu´s Harrier in Bavaria (Populationsentwicklung und Schutzstrategien für die 
Wiesenweihe Circus pygargus in Bayern).  

The Montagu´s Harrier population in Germany is estimated at 250 breeding pairs. 
Approximately a third of them are located in Bavaria. The main population is found in 
"Mainfranken" with 70 pairs (in 2001). Besides some isolated pairs a smaller second 
population can be found in the "Nördlinger Ries" (6 pairs in 2001). The population in 
"Mainfranken" started with two pairs in 1994 and has grown continually since then. Except for 
a few pairs all of them breed in cornfields. From 1994-2001 164 out of 236 broods were 
successful. 539 young hatched. In Mainfranken, Montagu´s Harrier breeds in a region with 
open fields and only slightly elevated relief. Mainly cereals and sugar beets are cultivated in 
this region. These are low-precipitation areas, warm in summer and with fertile soil. The 
nests are protected against falling stalks by metal racks. Additionally the stalks are cut 
around the nest in a radius of one metre. The pulli are ringed.  

In 2001 we started marking the young with coloured wing-tags on which we wrote 
consecutive numbers. If the pulli are not fully fledged when the grain harvest starts, the 
farmers are asked to leave a space of 50 x 50 metres with the nest in the centre. The crops 
are not reaped until all young are hatched. The "Naturschutzbehörde" (board for nature 
protection) compensates the farmers for extra time and the loss of crop. The compensation 
amount is usually 1278 Euro per hectare. The compensation agreement in the name of the 
Free State of Bavaria with the farmer is reached by the nest protectors.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 143-158  

CLARKE, R.:  British Montagu's Harriers - what governs their numbers?  

In Britain, the status of Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus has remained tenuous over the 
past few decades, whilst the Marsh Harrier C. aeruginosus population has grown 
considerably. Is breeding effort of Montagu's Harrier in Britain governed by factors in 
breeding or wintering areas? Breeding attempts can go unnoticed in arable farmland, where 
harvesting is a threat and increased use of silage grass fields for nesting has made the 
species vulnerable to early cutting. However, despite close protection from farming 
operations, and a mean fledging rate in a core area for the species in Norfolk (2.19/started 
nest) comparable to those on mainland Europe, numbers show no sign of increase. The prey 
base is currently mainly avian in Britain; the Skylark Alauda arvensis is the most important 
prey. This is in contrast to the vole-rich diet in, for example, the Netherlands where protection 
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has seen a sustained recovery in numbers. The principal vole in Britain, Microtus agrestis, is 
a surface-dwelling animal and therefore more vulnerable to agricultural practices than the 
continental, burrowing M. arvalis.  

Montagu's Harrier specialises in locusts and large grasshoppers as prey on its win-tering 
grounds in both India and Africa. An individual harrier requires about 25 lo-custs per day. In 
the winter range, abundance of locusts and large grasshoppers is regulated by rainfall and 
vegetation growth. Over a period spanning 29 years, annual rainfall in the Western Sahel 
and numbers of Montagu's Harrier nests in Britain each following summer have shown 
positive correlation (rs = 0.38, n = 29, P < 0.025), providing strong circumstantial evidence 
that a link exists between drought and the weak breeding status of Montagu's Harrier in 
Britain. Do recent advances in locust control, including biological methods beginning to come 
on the market, add to threats to the winter prey base?  

Orn. Anz. 41: 183-190  

GARCÍA, J.T. & B. E. ARROYO:  Population trends and conservation of Montagu's Harrier in 
Spain. In this paper we review the principal conservation problems for Montagu's Harrier in 
Spain and the actual knowledge of the current situation of the species. We also present 
some preliminary results of the Spanish national campaign for the study and conser-vation of 
Montagu's Harrier obtained from the two first study years (1999-2000). In Spain, the 
alteration of breeding and hunting habitats as well as the progressive intensification of 
agriculture seem to be the most important problems for the species. These problems, 
together with the lack of knowledge of the population trends at national level, could bring 
Montagu's Harriers into a dangerous situation at medium/long term.  

We have found large year-to-year variations in breeding parameters (population density, 
productivity, and impact of harvesting). We also found large between-areas variations in 
these parameters. Different harrier populations seem to be spatially related, possibly 
throughout juvenile or adult dispersion. The harvesting phenology largely influences the 
probability of chick survival. We discuss the need for incorporating the spatial and temporal 
scales in our studies and to consider more efficient conservation actions than those that are 
actually used in Spain.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 93-108  

GÖTZ, S.: Brut- und Ernährungsbiologie der Wiesenweihe Circus pygargus in den 
Mainfränkischen Platten.  

This study is about breeding biology and diet of Montagu's Harrier in Northern Bavaria. One 
pair of Montagu's Harrier was observed in one season (2000), pellets were collected and 
prey remains were included in the data of direct observation. 71% of the feeding was done 
by the male. The highest feeding rate was between 3 to 8 hours after sunrise, another peak 
was between 11 to 15 hours after sunrise; the female showed more activity in the morning. 
The number of food-passes on the ground or by flight was nearly equal, but the male had the 
tendency of passing it by flight, whereas the female preferred giving it to the young on the 
ground. The percentage of flight-passing increased during the whole period. Over 90% of the 
copulations took place after a food-pass. Nest building was done by the female, mainly in the 
breeding period (93% after food-pass) and nesting period (only 20% after food-pass). The 
diet consisted mainly of voles and birds, after hatching also of insects, whereas bird´s eggs, 
reptiles and amphibia made up only a small part. Before harvesting, diet contained more 
birds than voles, afterwards the amount of voles increased and the amount of birds 
decreased. The male preferred birds, even when voles were available after har-vesting while 
the female took mainly voles and insects. Foxes are of a great danger, especially after 
harvesting, whereas cats are easily chased away by the harriers.  
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Orn. Anz. 41: 201-206  

HÖLKER, M.:  Beiträge zur Ökologie der Wiesenweihe Circus pygargus in der Feldlandschaft 
der Hellwegbörde/Nordrhein-Westfalen (Contribution to the ecology of Montagu´s Harrier in 
the agraric landscape of the Hellwegbörde/North-Rhine West-phalia). Sorry, no abstract: 
Paper was received late and space was very limited.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 167-174  

KITOWSKI, I.:  Present status and conservation problems of Montagu's Harrier Circus 
pygargus in Southeast Poland.  

About 95-105 pairs of Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus nested in the area of SE Poland in 
the 90ies, which constituted approximately 8% of their total population in Poland. 25-30 pairs 
nested in the Lublin Upland, 45-51 breeding pairs in the area of Polesie Lubelskie and 20-30 
breeding pairs in the Leczna-Wlodawa Lake District. In the Masovian part of SE Poland and 
the southern agricultural part of the region (Tar-nogrod Plateau, Pobuze) 2-3 breeding pairs 
are known. The complex of calcareous marshes near Chelm (51°08' N, 23°37' E) played the 
pivotal role in the occurrence of Montagu's Harrier in SE Poland. In 1985-1988 there were 
32-42 nesting pairs. In the following years this population decreased rapidly to a remaining 
14-20 pairs.  

The main conservation problems are created by a radical increase in the population of foxes 
Vulpes vulpes and some corvids which resulted in increased cases of preda-tion. Another 
real threat is the recession in the agriculture sector leading to loss of regularly mowed 
meadows and pastures which are foraging areas of Montagu's Harriers. Human 
infrastructure led to fragmentation of the hunting area of Harriers.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 191-200  

KITOWSKI, I.:  Trends in parental care of Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus during post-
fledging period - case study from South East Poland.  

The trend in post-fledging parental investment was studied in 14 families of Montagu's 
Harrier Circus pygargus with colour-marked juveniles. As the young grew older the parents 
spent less time with them, made fewer approaches towards them and fed them less 
frequently. The frequency of chasing away intruders by the adults and their ag-gressiveness 
towards them decreased as the young became more self-dependent. Col-lected data 
suggests that the major reduction of parental contribution took place at the beginning of the 
post-fledging period and that the juveniles are gradually introduced to independence. 
Recorded cases of adults diving at their young and refusing to provi-sion them with prey 
suggest the existence of parent-offspring tensions during the post-fledging dependency 
period.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 159-166  

KOKS, B. J. & E. G. VISSER:  Montagu's Harriers Circus pygargus in the Netherlands: Does 
nest protection prevent extinction?  

The Montagu's Harrier used to be a common breeding bird in the Netherlands. During the 
second half of the 20th century a massive decline took place due to the fact that natural 
habitats like peat-moors and heaths were destroyed, and another important breeding-habitat 
- the dunes - deteriorated. In the nineteen-fifty's only 250 pairs were left and at the end of the 
eighty's the species had become almost extinct in the Netherlands (Bijlsma et al. 2001). Due 
to set-aside-regulations of the EU, as part of the Common Agricultural Policy of reducing the 
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amount of grains, thousands of hectares of arable land were laid fallow. Montagu's Harrier 
benefitted from this development, and from 1990 onward the Dutch population increased and 
between 26-45 pairs were found in the period 1990-2001 (Koks et al. 2001).  

In this paper the population-development between 1975-2001 and the effect of nest-
protection in crops are described, the general results of our diet-research in combina-tion 
with measurements to improve the quality of the arable land for the birds.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 175-182  

MRLÍK, V., HRUSKA, J., POPRACH, K., SUCHÝ, O., VESE LÝ, J. & O. ZÁVALSKÝ:  
Breeding distribution, population size, dynamics, ecology and protection of Montagu's Harrier 
Circus pygargus in the Czech Republic.  

Montagu's Harrier can be classified as a species regularly breeding in the Czech Re-public, 
with the actual population size of about 50 pairs, but the breeding population size shows 
considerable year-to-year fluctuation (min. 3-5 pairs). It is a raptor species with a stable 
population trend, yet a decline cannot be excluded. The species can be considered to be 
permanently threatened in the territory of the Czech Republic.  

In recent years (1991-2001), most nests have been situated in agricultural landscapes (88 
%), rarely in semi-natural habitats such as dry or wet grasslands, meadows and/or reeds in 
the vicinity of fish-ponds (n = 90). In the past 11 years (1991-2001) the pre-ferred altitude for 
nest sites was below 300 m (56 %). 20 % of the nests were situated at elevations of 301-400 
m, and 24 % at 401-500 m (n = 50). In a single case, Montagu's Harrier nested successfully 
at an elevation of 610 m (in 1978). In the Czech Re-public, Montagu's Harrier is mainly a 
solitary breeder. Rarely, gregarious nesting of several breeding pairs was registered in some 
localities. In a rather small area, their nests were at least 15 m apart, and invariably the 
colony did not exceed 4 pairs. Our long-term estimate of the average breeding success is 1.5 
young per commenced breeding (n = 151), or 2.9 young per successful nesting (n = 80, 
1929-2001). In our experience, unsuccessful nests are more frequently due to natural losses 
(70 %) than to man-made ones (n = 54). Most of the natural losses include nests destroyed 
by terres-trial predators, and abandoned clutches. The man-made losses included destroyed 
eggs or young, one or both breeding partners killed (shot), and nests destroyed during 
harvest of field crops.  

Protection of individual nests of these raptors needs, above all, co-operation with land 
owners (farmers, fish-pond managers). To prevent losses caused by terrestrial predators it is 
advisable to apply such repellents as carbolic acid or naphthalene to occupied nests. Further 
ways of protection are discussed.  

Orn. Anz. 41: 135-142  

RATTINGER, K.:  Vorschläge für die Erarbeitung eines Bewertungsschlüssels für agrarisch 
geprägte Lebensräume der Wiesenweihe Circus pygargus.  

Montagu's Harriers criteria for the choice of certain breeding places in farmland are not 
known for sure yet. Due to this fact investigations in a breeding area near Würzburg/Bavaria 
have been made. Results of a study on landscape and landuse in this breeding area and a 
comparison with results of some further publications show the necessity of using common 
criteria in future investigations for finding out landscape characteristics of breeding areas. 
Such investigations may lead to a development of a valuation key of farmland for improving 
suitable breeding areas. A catalogue of com-mon criteria is proposed finally. In addition 
some examples of characteristics of the analysed breeding area are shown in maps.  



 36 

Orn. Anz. 41: 109-118  

TÓTH, L.:  Historical and recent distribution, population trends and protection strategies of 
Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus in Hungary.  

Montagu's Harrier was a regular but sporadic breeder in Hungary from the end of the 19th 
century. There are some traditional breeding areas such as the Hanság (West Hungary) and 
the wet meadows and swamps of the Kiskunság (the centre of the country). However, the 
population was never monitored in country level, thus we have no reliable data neither on the 
size and trends of the breeding populations nor on the breeding range of the species. During 
the 1930s the most considerable population bred in the Hanság where breeding of 20-25 
pairs was registered. Presumably the population decreased to a minimum in the 1970s due 
to habitat destruction (extended wetlands were drained), hunting and the use of persistent 
pesticides as well as the use of poisoned eggs to decrease the number of Corvids. However, 
the numbers of Montagu's Harrier are on the increase at least during the last 25 years. 
Current population can be estimated at 250-300 pairs. Although breeding populations are 
rather localised the range of the species extends continuously. Pairs breed all over the 
country both in traditional habitats such as peatbogs, marshes and wet meadows as well as 
in grass-lands and in cereal crop lands. The population increase is characteristic in the 
eastern part of the country as the species has changed its nesting strategy and now 
occupies agricultural lands of the Great Plain for breeding. Shifting breeding area from the 
optimal habitat to cereal crop lands causes a considerable decline in reproductive output, 
because the second half of parental care coincides with the harvesting period when several 
broods are destroyed by mowing machinery. Owing to applied conservation measures - 
mainly on the Heves Plain - pairs breeding in agricultural lands are able to fledge almost all 
young.  

Short notes also received: 

J.-L. BOURRIOUX:  Experiences with a program of wing-tagging adult Montagu´s Harriers. 
Orn. Anz. 41: 212-213  

J. BÜHLMANN:  Verbreitung, Bestandsentwicklung und Schutzstrategien der Wiesenweihe 
in der Estremadura (Spanien). Orn. Anz. 41: 215  

J. C. CLARO:  Perspectives for Conservation of Montagu's Harrier in Southern Portugal. Orn 
Anz. 41: 211  

K. GABRIEL:  Demands on expert´s opinions from the point of view of local and district 
authorities regarding interventions in habitats of Montagu`s Harrier. Orn. Anz. 41: 210  

D. HOFFMANN:  Wiesenweihe Circus pygargus in Schleswig-Holstein. Orn. Anz. 41: 209  

J. KROGULEC:  Distribution and population trend of Montagu´s Harrier Circus pygar-gus in 
Poland. Orn. Anz. 41: 212  

A. LEROUX:  Evaluation and protection of the Montagu´s Harrier in France. Orn. Anz. 41: 
213-214  
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