Environmental Stewardship

Farm Environment Plan Guidance 010

ldentifying lowland wet
grassland:

existing and potential value of land for lowland breeding waders
and for wintering waders and wildfowl.

The Farm Environment Plan (FEP) is an essential part of an application for Higher Level
Stewardship. The FEP should record the presence and condition of all environmental features
which may benefit from HLS management. See the ES website www.defra.gov.uk/schemes/es
for details and other guidance notes in this series.

This guidance note contains three keys to help identify FEP Features relating to birds of wet
grassland. The keys are intended to support definitions found in Part 4 of the FEP Handbook.

They are only intended for use in determining value for breeding or wintering birds in coastal and
floodplain grazing marshes. These are areas of permanent grassland over 2ha, where water levels
are managed to provide conditions for waders, wildfowl and other wetland species. They are more
or less restricted to open floodplains in the lowlands, where water levels are controlled though a
system of ditches.

Details of existing features should be given in Part 2 of the FEP (Features Data Sheet). Identification
of potential value is given in Part 3 (Features at the Farm Scale).

Key 1 is to determine whether the grassland currently provides suitable ‘Habitat for lowland
breeding waders'. The main criterion for determining this value is the presence of certain breeding
birds. However, we accept that bird records will not always be available and that visits will not
necessarily take place at the right time to compile records. Therefore, the second section of the
key concentrates on the known habitat preferences of breeding waders. You will need the input
of the landowner or manager to answer the questions in this section. The key also outlines the
conditions that confer particular value on a site and Advisers will take these into account when
drawing up an agreement.

Key 2 is similar in structure to Key 1 and should be used to identify whether the grassland
provides suitable ‘Habitat for wintering waders and wildfowl!’. You will find that if a site has
suitable habitat for breeding waders, it almost always has habitat for wintering waders and
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ldentifying lowland grassland features

wildfowl. However there are many sites, where water levels drop rapidly in the spring, or where
grazing pressure is high, that only have habitat for wintering birds. Note that lapwing and snipe
are excluded from the indicator species list because they are by no means restricted to coastal and
floodplain grazing marsh.

Key 3 looks at the potential value of either an existing grassland (where water levels could be
raised) or arable fields (where grassland could be re-established and water levels raised) for
both breeding and/or wintering birds. It uses the intrinsic properties of the field, but requires
consultation with the Environment Agency in order to answer questions over water supply and
management.

You should note that these keys are for guidance only and any one key cannot reflect all

the subtleties of local variation. You may therefore vary from the guidance in exceptional
circumstances and explain your reasoning on the FEP form. You should also note that
identification of a feature is a separate process to determining an HLS option. Different regions
will have different priorities and the final decision on the scope and nature of the management
options lies with the Adviser. In some areas, in particular within lowland valleys in Less Favoured
Areas, you should consult your local Adviser before recommending lowland wet grassland options.
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GRASSLAND KEYS (LOWLAND WET GRASSLAND) - KEY 1

To identify the feature G12 Habitat for breeding waders - lowland and to determine suitability for entry to grassland
option HK9 Maintenance of wet grassland for breeding waders.

Does the field lie wet between 1st March and 31st May so Do not record the feature habitat for
that either of the following apply: a). Shallow water lies on breeding waders.
> 5% of the field or; b). A 6-inch nail (or similar) may be No * |f the applicant is willing to raise
pushed into the ground with ease on > 10% of the field? = ———» water levels, please refer to the key
(This applies to fields in coastal or river floodplains, to potential for habitat for wintering
bounded by at least one ditch through which water levels waders and wildfowl or habitat for
may be controlled)’ lowland breeding waders.
l Yes

Do any of these species regularly breed? on the field (or v Record the feature HABITAT
extensive block?#): Curlew, Redshank, Snipe, Black-tailed Godwit, © | FOR BREEDING WADERS
Ruff, Lapwing, Oystercatcher?? (other scarce breeding species | -LowLAND (G12). Fields
such as Avocet may also be recorded) with the following should

be considered as the highest

No/Not Known priority:

s e o ¢ S onder feds it
A. < 2 ha (and not within an extensive block?) C tE ate JCA target
B. 2 — 10 ha (or within an extensive block of 2-10 ha) € appropriate arge
C. > 10 ha (or within an extensive block > 10 ha) s‘.tateme.nt. ,

e Fields within extensive

blocks > 10 ha

A B e Fields with an uneven
surface due to natural/
Does the field have more than one boundary N artificial humps and hollows,
with hedges or trees > 2m. Or is it adjacent to ° former saltmarsh rills,
major roads. Or is it crossed by power lines or footdrains or collapsed
rights of way. drainage channels.
e Fields within 1km of an
Yes intertidal habitat (e.g.

saltmarsh or mud flats) or
other major wetland habitat.

Do not record the feature habitat for breeding waders. Field
may still have potential habitat for breeding waders and existing
or potential habitat for wintering waders and wildfowl.

' The 2005 FEP handbook allows this feature to be recorded on dry grassland in the floodplain. This key provides additional clarification that the grassland must
be wet before this habitat for breeding waders can be recorded. FEP surveyors may inadvertently record this feature on dry grassland. However, there is a fail-safe
- the condition assessment includes a ‘wetness’ indicator which will prevent dry grassland coming into the maintenance option (HK9).

2 'Regularly breed’” means that a bird has exhibited territorial behaviour or raised young, in the previous year or in at least two of the last five years, provided
there has not been a major change in management since the last observation.

3 Details of species records should be provided. Sites that support only lapwing or oystercatcher in the absence of other species are likely to be given a lower
priority than those supporting the other species which have more exacting habitat requirements.

4 ‘Extensive block’ means an open block of grass or arable land of which the field is part, provided that block is not intersected by a change in topography, by
major roads (class A or above) or by any hedges, lines of trees, blocks of scrub or other internal structures (excluding low wire fencing and isolated trees or scrub).
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GRASSLAND KEYS (LOWLAND WET GRASSLAND) - KEY 2

To identify the feature G13 Habitat for wintering waders and wildfow! and to determine suitability for entry to option
HK10 Maintenance of wet grassland for wintering waders and wildfowl.

Does the field lie wet between 1st Nov and 28th Feb so Field does not currently or is not

that either of the following apply: a). Water lies on > 5% of known to provide habitat for wintering

the field or b). A 6-inch nail (or similar) may be pushed into No waders and wildfowl.

the ground with ease on > 50% of the field? | * If the applicant is willing to raise

(This applies to fields in coastal or river floodplains, water levels, please refer to the key

bounded by at least one ditch through which water levels to potential for habitat for wintering

may be controlled)’ waders and wildfowl! or habitat for
lowland breeding waders

Yes

Do any of the following species feed or roost on the field(s) Record the feature HABITAT
between 1st Sept and 1st Mar: Barnacle Goose, Brent Goose, FOR WINTERING WADERS
Bean Goose, Pink-footed Goose, White-fronted Goose, Bewick's Yes AND WILDFOWL (G13). Fields
Swan, Whooper Swan, Gadwall, Pintail, Shoveler, Wigeon, Y with the following should be
Black-tailed Godwit, Curlew, Golden Plover, Redshank?. (Species considered as the highest priority:
on migration, such as Whimbrel, may also be recorded, where
they regularly use a particular site). e SSSIs and/or fields with
species that are listed in
J' No/Not Known the appropriate JCA target
statement
Is the field: e Fields within extensive
A. < 2 ha (and not within an extensive block?) C N blocks > 10 ha
B. 2 — 10 ha (or within an extensive block of 2-10 ha) | o Fields with an uneven
C. > 10 ha (or within an extensive block > 10 ha) surface due to natural/
artificial humps and hollows,
B former saltmarsh rills,
footdrains or collapsed
Does the field have more than one boundary drainage channels.

A with hedges or trees > 2m. Or is it adjacent to No | o Fields within Tkm of an
major roads. Or is it crossed by power lines or g intertidal habitat (e.g.
rights of way. saltmarsh or mud flats) or

other major wetland habitat.
Yes
Do not record the feature habitat for wintering waders and

wildfowl. Field may still have potential habitat for breeding
waders or for wintering waders and wildfowl.

' The 2005 FEP handbook allows this feature to be recorded on dry grassland in the floodplain. This key provides additional clarification that the grassland must
be wet before this habitat for wintering waders and wildfow! can be recorded. FEP surveyors may inadvertently record this feature on dry grassland. However,
there is a fail-safe - the condition assessment includes a ‘wetness’ indicator which will prevent dry grassland coming into the maintenance option (HK10). Dry
grassland used, for example, by foraging geese or wintering waders may be eligible for options HK15-17 (outside LFAs).

2 Details of species records should be provided

3 "Extensive block’ means an open block of grass or arable land of which the field is part, provided that block is not intersected by a change in topography, by
major roads (class A or above) or by any hedges, lines of trees, blocks of scrub or other internal structures (excluding low wire fencing and isolated trees or scrub).
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GRASSLAND KEYS (LOWLAND WET GRASSLAND) - KEY 3

To identify POTENTIAL for the following features G12 Habitat for lowland breeding waders and G13 Habitat for

wintering waders and wildfowl and to determine suitability for entry to grassland options HK11-14.

Is the field > 10 ha (or is it part of an extensive block' > 10 ha) with no or very low (<2 m) hedge
boundaries, and neither adjacent to A-roads, trunk roads or motorways nor crossed by power lines or
rights of way.

(The following are especially valuable: Fields with an uneven surface due to natural/ artificial humps
and hollows, former saltmarsh rills, footdrains etc. or fields within 1km of an intertidal habitat (e.g.
saltmarsh or mud flats) or other major wetland habitat).

A

No

Is the field 2 -10 ha (or part of a 2-10 ha extensive block), with no more than one boundary with
hedges or trees > 2m and neither adjacent to major roads nor crossed by power lines or rights of way.
Or is the field > 10 ha (or part of an extensive block > 10 ha) but bounded by tall hedges (> 2m),
adjacent to major roads or crossed by power lines or rights of way.

No

Yes

Does the site have an uneven surface due to natural/artificial humps and hollows, former
saltmarsh rills, footdrains or collapsed drainage channels or is it within Tkm of an intertidal
habitat (e.g. saltmarsh or mud flats) or other major wetland habitats

No

A 4

Yes

-~

A

No

h 4

Do the following conditions both apply?

1. The field is bounded by at least one ditch through which water level§ may be controlled

(even if sluices are ncllonger in place)

2. No obvious constraints on water supply or obvious adverse effects orl neighbouring land

(Environment Agency will be consulted in order to answer this)

A

Yes

A 4

Yes

A

If the applicant is willing to raise water
levels the site has high potential for
providing HABITAT FOR WINTERING
WADERS AND WILDFOWL and, if the
water levels can be raised to provide wet
conditions to the end of May, the field
has high potential for providing HABITAT
FOR LOWLAND BREEDING WADERS.

If the applicant is willing to raise water
levels the site has very high potential for
providing HABITAT FOR WINTERING
WADERS AND WILDFOWL and, if the
water levels can be raised to provide wet
conditions to the end of May, the field has
very high potential for providing HABITAT
FOR LOWLAND BREEDING WADERS.

Yes

The field should not be recorded as having potential for either feature (e.qg. if the field is less than 2 ha (and
not within an extensive block) or; if it is 2 -10 ha but bounded on at least two sides by hedges > 2 m tall, or is
adjacent to major roads or crossed by powerlines or rights of way; or there are too many constraints on raising
water levels).

! ‘Extensive block’ means an open block of grass or arable land of which the field is part, provided that block is not intersected by a change in topography, by
major roads (class A or above) or by any hedges or other internal structures (excluding wire fencing).



