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Agriculture has a responsibility for bird conservation 

The federal government has defined target and characteristic species that merit special con-
servation efforts in agricultural environments. Despite the government objectives, these 
species have undergone a marked decline. The available instruments such as biodiversity 
promotion areas and habitat connectivity projects are suitable, but need to be implement-
ed much more rigorously.

Like in most European countries, the pressure on biodiversity in 
Switzerland is particularly intense in agricultural habitats. Many spe-
cies have declined significantly since the 1950s, and so the number 
of farmland breeding birds on the Red List is particularly high RLCH. 
Great Grey Shrike and Woodchat Shrike, two typical farmland spe-
cies, have gone completely, and Grey Partridge and Ortolan Bunting 
are on the verge of disappearing.

Biodiversity promotion areas 
In the past decades, the federal government has made several in-
struments available to stop the decline and pave the way for posi-
tive trends. Since the 1990s, farmers have received direct payments 
only if they adhere to certain ecological requirements. These regu-
lations require farmers to allocate at least 7 % of farmland to biodi-
versity promotion areas (for special crops such as wine or vegetable 
growing the requirement is only 3.5 %). These are areas managed 
at low intensity to promote species diversity. They most frequently 
consist of low-intensity meadows (no fertiliser, late mowing), tra-
ditional orchards, and hedgerows. Biodiversity promotion areas are 
classified into two quality levels determined either by the occur-
rence of certain indicator plants (e.g. in the case of low-intensity 
meadows) or by habitat structures (e.g. in the case of traditional 
orchards and hedgerows). Farmers receive direct payments for des-
ignating biodiversity promotion areas. Since 2000, they can earn 

additional subsidies if they establish these areas according to a re-
gional concept. These habitat connectivity projects define quan-
titative targets regarding the number and quality of the various 
types of biodiversity areas. In 2016, farmers on average registered 
17.6 % of their farmland as biodiversity promotion areas 7. On the 
Central Plateau, this corresponds to 20 000 ha of high-quality sites 
(quality level II plus wildflower plots and rotational fallows). How-
ever, back in 1995, the Swiss Landscape Concept declared a tar-
get of 65 000 ha of high-quality habitats on the Central Plateau 8. 
That means that two thirds of the desired high-quality areas are 
still missing today.

Typical farmland species under pressure
The objective of biodiversity promotion areas is to enhance spe-
cies diversity. The farmland species selected for special protection 
are listed in the federal government’s «Environmental Objectives in 
Agriculture» (EOA) 2. Among breeding birds, 29 species are classi-
fied as target species and 18 as characteristic species. Target spe-
cies populations are to be conserved and promoted in their natural 
area of distribution – the efforts thus focus on direct conservation 
measures. The populations of characteristic species are to be sup-
ported by providing sufficiently large and well-distributed areas of 
suitable, high-quality habitat 2. Characteristic species are thus con-
sidered representatives of an ecological community.

Distribution in 2013–2016 of 47 
breeding bird species included in the 
«Environmental Objectives in Agri-
culture» (EOA). The map combines 
all species maps.
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In Switzerland, farmland birds are 
among the most vulnerable species: 
distribution change since 1993–
1996 of EOA species. The map is a 
combination of distribution change 
maps for 35 species (not including 
Corncrake, Eurasian Curlew, Com-
mon Snipe, Common Barn-owl, Eur-
asian Scops-owl, Northern Long-
eared Owl, Common Hoopoe, 
Woodchat Shrike, Marsh Warbler, 
Collared Flycatcher, Western Yellow 
Wagtail and Ortolan Bunting, for 
which no maps are available).

Wildflower plots are especially effective biodiversity promotion areas 
when it comes to the conservation of birds. The picture shows a four-
year-old, richly structured area in the foreground. The tall stems serve 
as song perches for the Common Stonechat. Further in the back-
ground, poppies dominate the patchier, one-year-old plant growth.

The combined distribution map of all EOA species in 2013–2016 
shows that the largest number of species are found in the western 
part of the Central Plateau, especially in the Champagne genevoise 
and the Seeland BE/FR. Biodiversity promotion areas have repeated-
ly been proven to have a positive impact on local biodiversity 11, 13, 17. 
Birds also benefit, especially from high-quality areas 1, 2, 4, 14, 15, 16, 19, 20. 
While certain species such as Red Kite, Eurasian Green Woodpecker, 
Common Kestrel and Common Stonechat have increased in large 
parts of the country since 1990, there has been an overall decline 
of EOA species since 1993–1996, as the map illustrating occurrence 
change since 1993–1996 shows. Gains have only been recorded in 
certain locations, such as the Orbe plain VD and the Ajoie JU. In-
terestingly, positive changes have also been reported in farmland 
areas that have undergone extensive ecological restorations in the 
past decades, such as the Geneva region 3, 12, the Seeland 5, 6 and 
the Klettgau SH 16. Species that benefit from such measures include 
Common Whitethroat, Stonechat, Red-backed Shrike and Yellow-
hammer. In contrast, the occurrence change maps show that eco-
logically enhanced grassland areas (e.g. Wauwiler Ebene LU 9, 10 or 
the Rhine Valley in the Canton of St. Gallen 18) do only slightly bet-
ter than the surrounding areas.

Further efforts are necessary
Overall, the decline of farmland birds has continued throughout the 
country. We are a long way from achieving the federal conserva-
tion goal for EOA species. Nevertheless, several positive examples 
demonstrate that the conservation of EOA species is achievable us-
ing the available instruments (biodiversity promotion areas, habitat 
connectivity projects etc.). We have failed to do so in large parts 
of the country because the importance of reaching quality level II 
on biodiversity promotion areas has been underestimated, and be-
cause the connectivity projects are insufficiently oriented towards 
the needs of target species.

Simon Birrer
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