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UK LBAP Status: Cereal Field Margins (Costed HAP) – Priority. Arable & Horticulture
- Broad Habitat Statement.
Associated priority species: Brown hare Lepus capensis, tree sparrow Passer montanus,
linnet Carduelis cannabina, corn bunting Miliaria calandra, grey partridge Perdix perdix,
corncrake Crex crex, reed bunting Acrocephalus scirpaceus, black grouse Tetrao tetrix, skylark
Alauda arvensis and song thrush Turdus philomelus.
Statutory Protection: There is statutory protection provided through Local
Environmental Risk Assessment for Pesticides (LERAPs).

BIODIVERSITY CONTEXT

In Scotland 28% of farmed land is cropped. This is a huge managed area that is rich in
micro biodiversity (invertebrates, fungi, bacteria) but through modern management
techniques has become impoverished in its macro biodiversity (plants and birds).

As it is a managed habitat, positive measures for biodiversity are easily incorporated into
ongoing management. Small changes in practice can have a very large cumulative effect
as such a large land area is involved.

There is a UK Biodiversity Action Plan for Cereal field margins.  The main objective is:

• Maintain, improve and restore by management the biodiversity of some 15,000
hectares of cereal field margins on appropriate soil types in the UK by 2010.

OBJECTIVES

Objective 1 Ensure no net loss of arable areas with field margins in arable
areas.

Target By 2005, identify extent and condition of current field margins.

Objective 2 Ensure retention of overwinter stubble in areas identified as
important for associated species and link these to good field
margins.

Target Identify current extent of overwinter stubble and associated field margins.

Objective 3 Improve, maintain, restore and increase area of cereal field
boundaries to contribute to the UK Cereal Field Margins BAP
target.

Target By 2002, identify the extent of cereal field margin needed in the Stirling
Council Area to contribution to the UK BAP.

Target By 2005,create 10 hectares of good quality cereal field boundaries for
demonstration use.

Target By 2010, create sufficient cereal field margins to reach the area identified
as Stirling’s contribution to the UK BAP.

Objective 5 Improve public awareness of our farmland biodiversity.
Target Organise events celebrating our farmland biodiversity on a regular basis.
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CURRENT STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION

In Scotland, some 28% of farmed land is cropped. The extent of land classified for
crops, fallow, set aside and grass for less than 5 years is 816,000ha (June 2000
Agricultural Census, SERAD). Cereals are dominant among arable crops, accounting for
51% of the total arable land in Great Britain (total crops plus bare fallow and grassland
less than five years old) of which 44% is found in Scotland.  The main cereals planted in
Stirling are wheat Triticum aestivum, winter barley and spring barley (both are cultivars of
Hordeum distichon), winter oats and spring oats Avena sativa.

Approximately 9.2% of the Stirling Council Area is identified as arable, equating to
20,800 ha of land found mainly in the lower Carse of Stirling.  The extent of cereal field
margins and their quality are unknown.  The Countryside Premium Scheme (CPS,
introduced in 1997) provided for the first time an opportunity for farmers to obtain agri-
environment payments for some types of cereal field margins.  In 1997, the 477 farms
entering CPS agreements in Scotland (approximately 17,000ha of land) established a total
of 135ha of grass margin or beetlebank and 146ha of conservation headland.  It is
assumed that any field margins not created under the CPS are generally biodiversity poor
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grass strips.  However, set-aside and game crop strips can contribute more to biodiversity
and are often used as field margins.

ECOLOGY AND MANAGEMENT

Cereal Field Margins
Management of cereal field margins can provide valuable wildlife habitats without
seriously affecting the cropped area.  Uncropped margins require limited management by
the farmer.  They provide nesting and feeding sites for birds such as grey partridge, song
thrush, tree sparrow, linnet, skylark, yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella, reed bunting and
corn bunting.  Others such as barn owl Tyto alba and kestrel Falco tinnunculus benefit from
the higher number of small mammals in these boundaries.  Many invertebrates such as
butterflies, grasshoppers and plant bugs are found in these margins, all of which are food
for other animals.  Some breed in the crops and winter in grassy banks and other
boundaries, and it is thought some 2000 species of invertebrate are found in cereal fields.
The vast majority of these do no harm to crops and can be beneficial predators on
potential crop pests, as well as food for young partridge, skylarks and lapwings.  The
orange tip butterfly Anthocharis cardamines for example selectively uses cereal field margins
but does not breed in the crop.

The best margins are those that are naturally regenerated and 2-6m in width.  Light and
shallow soils are likely to contain more of the rarer arable plants.  Especially dependent
on cereal field margins are the rare arable flowers, such as cornflower Centaurea cyanus,
Grass margins are also important as pollution buffers between arable land and
watercourses.

Arable Fields
Arable fields too are critical habitat for a number of species.   However, the application
of pesticides to arable crops reduces the amount and numbers of both non-crop plants
and invertebrates which in turn is thought to reduce the amount of food available to
many farmland bird species.  The grey partridge has declined largely because of poor
chick survival as insecticides have reduced insect food supplies on cereal crops.  These
insects are also important for lapwings, skylarks and mammals such as the field mouse
Apodemus sylvaticus or shrews Sorex spp.

Wild plants in arable fields are important as sources of food and cover for species other
than birds.  The field pansy Viola arvensis provides a nectar source for butterflies, for
example, and many crop pollinators such as bumblebees Bombus spp. need wild plants that
flower at different times to crops for nectar and pollen.

The timing of cultivation and sowing also affects wildlife.  Spring cropping provides the
best options for much of our wildlife.  Spring tillage provides soil invertebrates for many
birds at a key time of year.  This also provides ideal nesting conditions as the vegetation
is not too tall and nesting birds can easily detect any approaching predators.  Where
stubble is left over-winter, spilt grain, weed seeds and insects are food for many bird
species.  It also allows some rarer autumn germinating wild plants to survive.   This is
particularly important in the upland areas where small inbye cropped areas can provide
winter food for birds such as black grouse.
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Set-aside
The option to put land into set-aside, can provide both whole arable fields as well as
cereal field margins that will be beneficial to wildlife.  Ideally, a farm with a mixture of
rotational set-aside, some of which is managed as semi-permanent grassy cover and some
areas of sown wild bird cover, provides the variety of all year feeding areas and
undisturbed nesting sites for birds.

Creating a strip of set-aside along wooded or shrubby field boundaries, conservation
headlands, watercourses or other cereal field boundaries, provides excellent habitat for
bird species such as grey partridge.

Rotational set-aside is an effective break to cropping if it is left unsprayed and not
mowed during the breeding season. It will provide valuable cover for birds such as
skylark.  Ploughing should not be undertaken until at least late July, but preferably not
until late August.  Provision of semi-permanent grass cover either through natural
regeneration or sowing a seed mix of grasses such as cocksfoot Dactylis glomerata,
Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus, fescues Festuca spp. and bents Agrostis spp., with minimal
mowing provides excellent habitat for finches and buntings as well as other wildlife.

The more specific provision of wild bird cover using a mixture of seed-producing and
cover crops such as linseed Linum usitatissimum, sunflowers Helianthus annuus, quinoa
Chenopodium quinoa, millet (various species) and kale Brassica oleracea var. acephala as well as
(if possible) a legume such as red clover Trifolium pratense, even very small patches can
provide winter food and all year round shelter.

FACTORS CAUSING LOSS OR DECLINE AND FUTURE THREATS

In general, species associated with arable fields such as birds and ‘weedy’ plants have
been lost due to agricultural intensification and changes in the types of crops grown.
More specifically these factors can be identified as:

• The use of pesticides.
• Reduction in mixed farming.
• The change to winter cropping or autumn ploughing and the loss of winter stubbles.
• The reduction in rotation of cereal crops with other land covers such as grass ley and

fallow ground.
• The reduction in the undersown area associated with the shift to winter crops.

Undersown cereal crops are important for over-wintering sawflies Symphyta spp. that in
turn feed many birds, especially their young.

• The use of herbicides decreases the amount of broad-leaved plants in many of the
over-winter stubbles - these plants provide valuable seeds for species such as the corn
bunting.

• Pesticide and fertiliser drift and leaching affecting the species composition of field
margins.

• Loss of small thrashing areas on farms and throwing out of seeds (ie. cleaner
harvesting).

• Increased field sizes removing or reducing cereal field margin areas.
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OPPORTUNITIES AND CURRENT ACTION

Legal:
• It is illegal under the Food & Environment Protection Act 1985 to spray pesticides

into hedge bases unless there is a specific label recommendation or specific off-label
approval

• Some pesticides are precluded from use on the outermost 6m wide strips of crops;
this is designed to protect non-cropped habitats and prevent spray drift into water
courses

Management, research & guidance:
• Management opportunities exist under agri-environment schemes. The Rural

Stewardship Scheme has prescriptions for grass margins and beetle banks, extensive
cropping, conservation headlands and unharvested crops.  These continue and expand
options already taken up under the Countryside Premium Scheme 1997-2000.

• Set-aside field margins of a minimum 20m width (10m along permanent watercourses)
with a minimum plot size of 0.3ha can help farmers meet set-aside requirements.  Set-
aside currently tends to be whole field areas.

• Game Conservancy Trust are promoting conservation headlands in areas outside
ESAs

• Management guidance is available from advisory groups such as Farming and Wildlife
advisory Group (FWAG), Scottish Agricultural College (SAC), Game Conservancy
Trust (GCT), British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC) and other
groups and individuals.

• SNH TIBRE (Targeted Inputs for a Better Rural Environment) project encourages
the adoption of new technological applications to reduce environmental impacts of
present agricultural operations

• RSPB Farming & Wildlife Handbook (1994) offers guidelines on increasing the
wildlife potential of farmland habitats including arable land.

• Linking Environment And Farming (LEAF).
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