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Birds breeding in farmland
stonewalls: The effects of
overgrowth

Hiickande faglar i odlingslandskapets
stenmurar: betydelsen av igenvdixning

ERIK LINNARSSON

In the last 50 years, the farming landscape has
undergone dramatic changes (Andersson 1988,
Robertson m.fl. 1990, Lennartsson et al. 1996,
Robinson & Sutherland 2002). Simultaneously,
many farmland bird species have declined in num-
bers (Svensson et al. 1992, Tucker & Heath 1994,
Bohning-Gaese & Bauer 1995, Ahlén & Tjernberg
1996, Tucker 1997, Girdefors 2005). Several stud-
ies suggest that residual habitats and field margins
are important for the bird diversity of the farmland
(O’Connor & Shrubb 1986, Marshall & Moonen
2002, Vickery et al. 2002, Perkins 2002). Stone-
walls is one such type of farmland field margin that
regionally may be common in Sweden. In this study
I investigated (i) which bird species use stonewalls
as a breeding habitat and (ii) whether the amount
of overgrowth was related to species richness and
abundance.

The study area was located in the open farmland
plains around Falkdping (between Falképing and
Gudhem) in south Sweden (58° 10’ N, 13° 33’ E)
where stonewalls are key features in the open land-
scape. The stonewalls varied from “clean” stone-
walls with no trees, shrubs or large herbs to almost
overgrown stonewalls (i.e. with a tree or shrub
layer and a tall surrounding field layer; see Appen-
dix). Trees were defined as taller than four meters;
shrubs as one to four meters tall.

Common trees were fruit trees (apples Malus
spp, cherries Prunus spp), Salix spp, ash Fraxinus

excelsior and aspen Populus tremula, whereas the
shrub layer was mainly young Salix spp., ash and
aspen. The stonewalls were also surrounded by nar-
row strips (0.5-2.5 m wide) consisting of grasses,
herbs and raspberry Rubus spp. The total degree
of overgrowth was estimated by the total cover of
trees, shrubs or field layers that covered the stone-
wall (both dead or living species). All censused
stonewalls (N = 11, total length 2.3 km) were lo-
cated between open crop fields (rape, rye, wheat,
oats, grain or cultivated pasture) and the nearest
distance to non-crop habitat was more than 75 me-
ters. I chose each stonewall to be as homogeneous
as possible with respect to degree of overgrowth.
Thus, each stonewall was judged to be only one
type of habitat. All bird species defending a terri-
tory or nesting site were censused by a line-transect
technique at three occasions (29 and 31 May, 4 June
2004). I walked slowly along the stonewall noting
on maps all birds seen or heard at, or within 50 m
of the stonewall. The time spent censusing per me-
ter was the same for all stonewalls. All counts were
done between sunrise and four hours later. Several
stonewalls were censused the same morning but in
different sequence to avoid temperature and time
dependent activity affects. The censuses were not
conducted in adverse weather i.e. rain or heavy
wind. The number of breeding pairs was estimated
by taking the maximum number of pairs displaying
territorial behaviours (singing, feeding young, giv-
ing alarm calls, or building nest) at any of the three
occasions.

A total of 10 species and 26 pairs (i.e., 11.3
breeding pairs per km stonewall) were judged to
breed (Table 1). Two (Chaffinch and Willow War-
bler) were woodland species whereas the other
eight were farmland species. The number of breed-
ing species showed no significant association with
the length of the stonewall (regression analysis,
R?=0.03, p>0.05). Overgrowth was an important
factor associated with the breeding bird commu-
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Table 1. Bird species judged to be breeding in the stonewalls, their density, and population trends. Population

trends from Svensson & Lindstrom (2004).

Fagelarter som bedomdes héicka i stenmurarna, deras titheter och trender. Populationstrender dr firdn Svensson

& Lindstrom (2004).

Pairs/km stonewall
Par/ km stenmur

Populationtrend
Populationstrend

Partridge Perdix perdix

Wheatear Oeananthe oeananthe
Whitethroat Sylvia communis

Tree Sparrow Passer montanus

House Sparrow Passer domesticus
Greenfinch Carduelis chloris
Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella
Linnet Carduelis cannabina

Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus
Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs

0.44
0.88
2.19
2.63
0.44
1.31
1.31
1.31
0.44
0.44
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Figure 1. The association between the density of the breeding
pairs and the total overgrowth in the stonewalls (regression
analysis, y=0.248x + 2.88, n=11, R?=0.706, p<0.01).
Férhallandet mellan titheten av hickande par (par/km sten-
mur) och den totala igenviixningen i stenmurarna (regres-
sionsanalys, y=0,248x + 2,88, n=11, R’=0,706, p<0,01).

nity as both the density of breeding pairs (Figure
1) and number of breeding species (Figure 2) in-
creased with increasing degree of overgrowth of
the stonewalls. Unfortunately, the sample size was
too low to test whether abundance of single species
was associated with the amount of overgrowth.
My results show that many bird species may use
stonewalls as a breeding habitat in the farmland.
As for hedges (Hinsley & Bellamy 2000) my data
suggest vegetation structure to be an important
factor determining the bird community in linear
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Figure 2. The association between number of breeding spe-
cies (species/ km stonewall) and the total overgrowth in the
stonewalls (regressionsanalysis, y=0.261x + 1.68, n=11,
R?=0.797, p<0.01).

Forhallandet mellan antalet arter i stenmurarna (arter /km
stenmur) och den totala igenvixningen i stenmurarna (reg-
ressionsanalys, y=0,261x + 1,68, n=11, R*=0,797, p<0,01).

habitat elements. This may be especially true in
landscapes where shrubs and trees are scarce, as
in my study area. The fact that the degree of over-
growth of stonewalls was positively related to bird
species richness and abundance is in conflict with
the present management prescriptions of farmland
stonewalls. Today, farmers get financial support to
manage old farmland stonewalls from the Swed-
ish Board of Agriculture. However, this support is
linked to the management prescription of remov-
ing all overgrowth except for older trees and fruit



trees. Clearly, such a management is not beneficial
for many farmland bird species. In highly intensive
agricultural plains with almost no residual habitats
and edge zones, stonewalls with a tree and shrub
layer are important for the local farmland bird com-
munity. Whether this management prescription of
removing the vegetation along the stonewalls also
is a partial cause to the observed general, national
decline of farmland birds remains to be shown.
Because of the results from this study, a simple
management recommendation to favour farmland
birds would be to let some of the stonewalls be un-
managed.
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Sammanfattning

Under de senaste 50 aren har jordbrukslandskapet
genomgatt stora fordndringar. Samtidigt uppvisar
ménga fagelarter som ar knutna till jordbruksland-
skapet negativa populationstrender. Flera under-
sokningar visar att obrukade habitat i odlingsland-
skapet dr viktiga for fagelfaunan.

Denna studie undersoker fagelfaunan i stenmu-
rar mellan odlade filt och om vegetationen i sten-
murarna paverkar fagelfaunan. Syftet med studien
dr att ta reda pa vilka fagelarter som utnyttjar sten-
murar som hickplats och om vegetationsstrukturen
1 stenmurarna paverkar artsammanséttningen.

Elva stenmurar inventerades med avseende pa
fagelfaunan. Inventeringarna utférdes 29, 31 maj
och 4 juni 2004. Alla stenmurar ir beldgna i ett
omride norr om Falkdping (mellan Falkdping och
Gudhem). Landskapet priglas av akermark med
stenmurar mellan de olika skiftena.

Vid inventeringarna gick jag langsamt ldngs
stenmuren och alla figlar noterades i och omkring
stenmurarna. Alla observationer fordes in pa kartor.
Vid inventeringarna noterades dven typ och hdjd
av vegetation i och omkring stenmuren samt typ av
groda pa omkringliggande odlingsmark. Den totala
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igenvaxningen rdaknades ut for varje stenmur. Totala
igenvixningen var hur mycket som triad, buskar och
féltskikt i procent tickte av stenmuren. I igenvéix-
ningen inkluderades bade ddda och levande véxter.
For beskrivning av stenmurarna se Appendix. An-
talet hackande par for varje stenmur var lika med
maximala antalet revirmarkerande féglar (séng,
varning, matning, bobygge etc) vid nagot av de tre
inventeringstillfillena. Ovriga fagelobservationer i
stenmuren bedémdes som ej hickande faglar.
Totalt observerades 10 figelarter som med
26 par bedomdes hécka i stenmurarna (Tabell 1)
(medeltdthet 11,3 hickande par per km stenmur).
Inget samband fanns mellan antalet arter och lingd
stenmur (regressionsanalys, R?=0,03 , p>0,05).
Den totala igenvidxningen av stenmuren pdver-
kade bade antalet hickande par och antalet arter.
En stenmur med mycket igenvixning hade fler
antal hdckande par per km stenmur (Figur 1) och

Appendix.
Some habitat characteristics of the stonewalls.
Ndgra egenskaper hos stenmurarnas biotoper.

fler antalet arter (Figur 2) &n en stenmur med lite
igenvixning.

Resultatet av denna undersokning visar att manga
fagelarter utnyttjar stenmurar for deras hickning.

Idag kan lantbrukare fa stod for skotsel av sten-
murar. Enligt stodet ar ritt skotselmetod av stenmu-
ren att igenvixning skall undvikas. Denna skdtsel
ar inte gynnsam for alla figelarter. For majoriteten
av de fagelarter som patrédffades i denna studie var
en igenvéxt stenmur mer attraktiv. Huruvida bort-
tagning av vegetation langs stenmurar kan vara en
bidragande orsak till den allménna, nationella ned-
gangen bland jordbruksfaglar dterstar att utvardera.
Min studie visar dock att en enkel étgird for att
lokalt gynna faglar i jordbrukslandskapet &r att lata
vissa stenmurar bli igenvéxta.

Erik Linnarsson, Nygatan 7B, 521 42 Falkoping
erik.linnarsson@srv.se

No.  Length Field Shrub Trees Total Height Width Crops,
layer overgrowth grass! grass’ height 3

Léingd Falt- Buskar Trdad Total Hojd Bredd Gréda,

skikt igenvuxet gras'’ gras’ hojd®

(m) (%) (%) (7o) (%) (cm) (m) (cm)

1 259 8 6 14 27 30 1,0 V20, V30
2 133 37 27 4 57 30 1,5 V20, V30
3 196 64 32 11 90 30 0,5 V15,V20
4 217 11 3 28 42 30 1,5 V20, V20
5 241 28 4 7 39 >30 2,0 V30, V20
6 258 16 5 5 26 30 2,5 V15,V20
7 140 10 1 2 13 30 1,5 V15,V20
8 420 10 1 8 19 >30 2,0 V20, V20
9 154 6 0 5 11 30 1,5 H30, V5
10 133 0 0 8 8 30 1,5 V5, H30
11 133 11 0 5 16 25 1,3 V10, V5

! Height Grass: The average height of the grass strips around the stonewall. Hgjd gris= medelhdjden pa grds-

remsorna som omger Stenmuren.

2 Width Grass: The total width of the grass strips around the stonewall. Bredd grdis= Totala bredden pd grisrem-

sorna som omger stenmuren.

3 Crops, height: Type of crops (V=spring or H=autumn ) and the height of the crops on both sides of the stone-
wall. Gréda, hdjd = typ av gréda och héjd pd grédan som omger stenmuren pd respektive sidor, V=vdrsadd,

H= hostsadd.
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