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INTRODUCTION

The Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus is a widespread
bird associated with a variety of farmed habitats. Through-
out much of its UK and European range the species is declin-
ing (Heath et al. 2000, Wilson et al. 2001). These declines
have been attributed to changes in farming practices (Cham-
berlain et al. 2000, Donald et al. 2001), particularly those that
have had an impact on the availability of suitable nesting
habitat (Shrubb & Lack 1991, Wilson et al. 2001). On arable
farmland one of the main determinants of field suitability as
Northern Lapwing nesting habitat is the type of crop that is
grown and the resulting crop structure. Northern Lapwings
are strongly associated with spring tillage, with a general
avoidance of winter crops (Sheldon et al. 2004, Shrubb &
Lack 1991, Wilson et al. 2001). Indeed, the avoidance of
winter cereals has increased in recent years (Wilson et al.
2001). Winter crops are now the predominant crop-type
grown in the UK (Defra 2004) and they are generally too tall
and dense at the start of the breeding season to be suitable for
many ground-nesting birds, such as Northern Lapwing.

Whilst Northern Lapwings are known to prefer nest-sites
with short or no vegetation (Berg et al. 1992, Galbraith 1988,
Klomp 1954, Kooiker 1984, Lister 1964) there are few quan-
titative assessments relating to the specific vegetative char-
acteristics that the species requires in the immediate vicinity
of the nest, particularly within arable fields. Liker (1992)
showed that Northern Lapwing nests in alkaline grasslands in
Hungary had a mean vegetation height of 8.7 cm within 1 m
of the nest, which was not significantly different from veg-
etation 5 m from the nest (mean 10.7 cm). On coastal graz-
ing marshes Milsom et al. (2000) show that the optimum
sward height for Northern Lapwings (at the field level) was

between 30–50 mm and that occurrence of occasional tus-
socks was a good predictor of a given field containing a
Northern Lapwing territory.

In arable systems, crop structure has been shown to affect
ground-nesting species that nest within fields, such as Sky-
lark Alauda arvensis. Greater densities of Skylark territories
in spring compared to winter cereals can be explained by
differences in crop height (Donald et al. 2001). Manipulat-
ing crop structure by leaving small un-drilled patches within
winter cereal fields has been shown to be beneficial for sky-
larks through increased territory density and productivity
(Morris et al. 2004).

Conservation measures aimed at Northern Lapwings, are
likely to be implemented at the field level through agri-
environment schemes such as The Countryside Stewardship
Scheme in England. One such measure, the spring/summer
fallow option (Option 1B)1 was introduced as part of the
Arable Stewardship Pilot Scheme, launched in 1998 by the
then UK Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF
1998). Farmers were required to lightly cultivate a cereal or
linseed stubble to a depth of about 75–100 mm between
1 March and 20 March. The field should be unmanaged until
20 July. The purpose of the prescription was to create a rough
ground surface with a short sward and a high proportion of
bare ground, providing suitable nesting habitat for Northern
Lapwings.

A recent review of crop structure and its effects on farm-
land birds suggests that recreating structural heterogeneity
within agricultural swards could improve nesting conditions
for a wide range of ground-nesting birds (Wilson et al.
2005). A better understanding of the nest-site requirements
of Northern Lapwings, particularly in relation to vegetation
height and cover, will help increase the effectiveness of
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This paper quantifies crop characteristics associated with Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus nests across a
number of crop types within arable farmland. Winter cereals were taller and more dense than other crop types,
and Northern Lapwing nests were associated with shorter areas with less ground cover when compared to
random measurements from the same field. Crop height and cover were less important on spring-drilled crops
as nest initiation occurred before crop emergence. Agri-environment scheme prescriptions, and potentially set-
aside, could be used to provide suitable nesting habitat at the field-scale within arable farmland, where the
emphasis should be on providing a short (<125 mm), yet diverse, sward structure.

1 Option 1B has since been incorporated into the Countryside Stewardship agri-environment scheme and is available through-
out England.
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