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In order to formulate management measures for breeding meadow birds that are suitable for integration
into modern dairy farming, we studied the use of unfertilised grassland margins by chicks of Black-tailed
Godwits Limosa limosa and Redshanks Tringa totanus. The study site consisted of 100 ha of intensively
and commercially managed grassland and 20 ha of grassland that was managed for breeding meadow birds.
In total ten management types were present, one of which was the unfertilised margins. The margins were
3 m wide and situated on both sides of ditches. There were 193 m of margins per ha. The average density of
Black-tailed Godwit families with chicks in the margins was four times higher than expected from the overall
average across all fields. The average density of Redshank families with chicks was seven times higher in the
margins than expected. For both species, the margins had a higher density of families than the management
types “mown-beginning-of-May” and “mown-beginning-of-June”. The densities of families in the margins
did not differ from those in the traditional management types “reserve” and “mown-end-of-June” for both
species. Redshank families also preferred “shallow-pool” as a chick habitat. Black-tailed Godwit families
especially used the margins during mowing activities. However, survival of the chicks in the margins was
not studied. Because large-scale mowing is a main cause of poor survival of Black-tailed Godwit chicks, the
function of unfertilised margins as a refuge during mowing activities promises to make an important contribution to chick survival in intensively exploited grasslands. But this should be confirmed by further study.
they cannot be managed efficiently and are under the influence of weeds from outside the field. If the margins of a field
are managed less intensively, the productivity of the field is
only slightly reduced and if financial compensation is offered
(which is possible under current agri-environment schemes in
the Netherlands) it can even be attractive for farmers.
The question is whether these unfertilised grassland
margins offer suitable habitat for Black-tailed Godwit and
Redshank chicks to fledge. We studied this question in a pilot
study on a modern dairy farm in the north of the Netherlands
by recording the use of the margins by chicks in comparison
with other grassland types.

INTRODUCTION
In the Netherlands, grassland-breeding meadow birds are
rapidly declining (Hagemeijer & Blair 1997, Teunissen &
Soldaat 2005). Two of these species are Black-tailed Godwit
Limosa limosa limosa and Redshank Tringa totanus britannica. The decline in the Black-tailed Godwit population is of
particular international conservation concern (Thorup 2006).
For this species, the bottleneck is inadequate breeding success
because too few chicks survive due to early and large-scale
mowing and probably predation (Schekkerman et al. 2008,
2009, Schekkerman & Müskens 2000). The key solution is
to ensure that there is a sufficient amount of tall grass with an
open vegetation structure during the pre-fledging period (May
to mid-June) in which chicks can feed and find cover (Schekkerman & Beintema 2007, Schekkerman & Müskens 2000,
Oosterveld unpubl. data). Redshanks will also benefit from
this, because their chicks also make frequent use of tall grass.
However, in modern dairy farming it is a problem to ensure
that there is enough of this “chick land” (compare Kleijn et
al. 2007). The late-mowing of fields (8, 15, 22 June) does not
fit well with efficient, highly-productive, cattle-farming and
farmers are reluctant to apply such conservation measures
(Oosterveld et al. 2007). To preserve Black-tailed Godwits on
farmland we need to develop new management techniques,
which fit better with modern dairy farming; one of these may
be unfertilised grassland margins. The edges of grasslands are
usually of marginal value for productive farming, because

METHODS
Study site and management types
We carried out this study in spring 2007 on a dairy farm near
Kollumerpomp, in the north of the Netherlands (53°17'N,
6°12'E) situated in an open, wet grassland area on a young
sea-clay soil. On the 100-ha farm there were 3-m wide
grassland margins on both sides of nearly all ditches (Fig. 1).
The margins had not been fertilised since 2002; they are not
mown during the first cut in May, but at the second cut in
June. After five years without fertilisation, the productivity
of the vegetation had declined; so, by 2007, a fairly open and
locally herb-rich vegetation had developed. As well as the
margins, the 3-m wide ditches also have short and diverse
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