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INTRODUCTION

All over W Europe, populations of farmland birds are in
decline (Burfield et al. 2005, Donald et al 2001). Since 1975,
an ever-increasing area of agricultural land in the Netherlands
has been designated as meadow bird reserve or managed
under agri-environment schemes specifically for the benefit
of meadow birds. Despite the fact that in 2006 conservation
activities were being implemented on about 150,000 ha (van
Brederode & Laporte 2006), the decline of meadow birds has
never been more rapid with populations dropping almost 5%
per year during 2000–2004 (Teunissen & Soldaat 2006).

One of the main causes of these declines is the uniform-
ity of the landscapes produced by modern farming. It is
increasingly being recognized that farmland wildlife requires
habitat heterogeneity at different spatial scales (Benton et al.
2003, Vickery et al. 2001). For example, Northern Lapwings
Vanellus vanellus nesting in arable fields have higher breed-
ing success when nests are near pastures, the preferred for-
aging habitat of chicks, and within fields broods select those
parts with a retarded crop growth (Galbraith 1988). Although
numerous studies have focused on the nest and chick phases
of waders, spatially explicit data on their territory use or for-
aging range are rare. Thus, the spatial scale at which hetero-
geneity needs to be present is largely unknown.

We present results of an exploratory study examining the
spatial scale of territory use by two wader species in wet
grasslands. We focused on Northern Lapwing and Redshank
Tringa totanus which in recent years have both suffered
moderate declines in the Netherlands (Teunissen & Soldaat
2006) and more severe declines in surrounding W European
countries (Burfield et al. 2005). We quantified spatial habi-

tat use relative to the nest site of adult lapwings during the
nest phase and of adult Redshanks mainly during the chick
phase. We examined whether common principles emerged in
relation to both species despite their characteristic differences
and the fact that they were studied at different stages of the
breeding cycle. We discuss the potential implications of the
results for conservation management and highlight know-
ledge gaps relating to spatial habitat use and foraging behav-
iour of meadow birds during the breeding season.

METHODS

Northern Lapwing study

Lapwings were studied during the 2004 breeding season on
the small polder “De Dulf” in the province of Friesland in the
north of the Netherlands (Table 1). This area, which is man-
aged as a meadow bird reserve, has vegetation with species
characteristic of moderate nutrient-enrichment (e.g. Caltha
palustris, Carex sp.). In winter, lower fields are flooded but
in spring the water level is reduced. Half the fields are mown
in mid June and the rest are grazed with cattle. In some fields,
grazing starts during the breeding season. The surrounding
polders consist mainly of grassland used for dairy farming
and some fields are the subject of agri-environment schemes
for the benefit of meadow birds.

Since 2000, nest traps have been used during the last ten
days of the incubation period to catch and individually col-
our-mark adult lapwings (rings on both legs, on one a ring
with a letter and on the other a ring with a number). Because
females tend to return to the nest first after disturbance, hardly
any males were caught. Hence, only two ringed males were
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Although numerous studies have focused on the nest and chick phase of waders, spatial data on their territory
use or foraging range are rare. We quantified spatial habitat use relative to the nest site of eleven adult North-
ern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus during the nest phase and of eleven adult Redshanks Tringa totanus mainly
during the chick phase. Both species used areas of about 0.6 ha, 72–80% of observations of adults being within
60 m of the nest site; and about half the nests were located at what seemed to be the border of the territory.
Considering this small spatial scale of habitat use, our results suggest that the field scale may be too large for
the implementation of habitat improvement and protection measures, such as agri-environment schemes.


