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Valuable and rare bird species  
on farmlands
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The birds on fields and meadows and where do they come from
(definition and origins of the agricultural landscape avifauna in Poland)

The transformation of the original European landscape depended strongly on the appear-
ance of agriculture. Man cut down trees creating more and more open land covered with 
low vegetation. This was the time, when meadows, pastures and farmlands emerged.  
The changing landscape required the adaptation of many species, including birds. If a spe-
cies was sufficiently flexible to find an environmental niche in the new conditions, it mana- 
ged to survive. Finally, as a result of the transformation of original wood environment,  
the agricultural landscape appeared which provided and still provides, in many places, birds 
with the optimum place to live.

The birds that are found today in the agricultural landscape used to inhabit:
•	 low non-forest vegetation, i.e. steppes, natural meadows (today found on fields and 

meadows); 
•	 edges of forests (today still live at the edges of forests using the adjacent open farming 

land as their feeding grounds);
•	 waterlogged and wet lands, i.e. peatlands, alluvial meadows, tundras (today this group 

is still associated with waterlogged lands, riverside meadows and pastures).

Currently, in the European agricultural landscape over 100 breeding bird species can be 
found. Currently this the most threatened group of birds, numbers of which decrease signi- 
ficantly year to year. The reason for this unfavourable trend are changes in farming leading 
to elimination of habitats, food bases, refuges and nesting grounds.
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How are the birds in the EU and in Poland?
FBI – a "tool" for assessment of population trends of birds of fields and meadows

Currently, the Farmland Bird Index (FBI) is one of the most important indicators for the 
assessment of changes in the number of common nesting species in the agricultural land-
scape. It is also one of the officially used environment assessment indicators in the Member 
States of the European Union.

The FBI is an integrated popula-
tion condition index of 37 bird 
species typical for EU agricultural 
landscape habitats (in Poland, 22 
species were selected for assess-
ment). It is treated as a “health” 
indicator for ecosystems used for 
agriculture representing a signi- 
ficant percentage of the area of 
the European Union.

Unfortunately, this “health” is ge- 
tting worse in the EU. The FBI is 
systematically decreasing since it 
was calculated for the first time. 
In the last three decades, over 
a 50% decrease in this indicator 
has been observed. This is the 
worst trend among all the stu- 
died groups of birds. For exam-
ple, all the common nesting birds 
in the EU (148 species) showed  
a 13% decrease in the same peri- 
od of time, while forest birds (33 
species) showed a 3% increase.  
For EU farmland birds, the population drop applies to 22 species, 6 are stable, and other 6 
shows an increase, with the trend for the remaining being undetermined. 

Regular monitoring of birds covered by the FBI started in 2000. In 3 years, the value of the 
index dropped by approx. 15%. The subsequent years up to 2008, saw a return of the FBI 
value to the original state of 2000. Whereas, in the years 2008–2012, a significant decrease 
in the number of these birds was observed.

In the last four years, the decrease trend slowed down and stabilized at level of 0.85,  
i.e. 15% less than in the starting year. Generally, the decreasing tendency applies to at least 
10 of the 22 species population indices of which are included in the FBI. This shows unfa-
vourable living conditions for a large group of birds inhabiting the farmlands that are approx. 
60% of Poland’s land mass. 
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The FBI for the birds of the Polish agricultural landscape 
(http://www.monitoringptakow.gios.gov.pl/ptaki-krajobrazu-rolnego)
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Selected species from the FBI package*

* The FBI covers 22 bird species in Poland.

White stork (Ciconia ciconia)
Photo by J. Krogulec

Common kestrel (Falco tinnunculus)
Photo by J. Choroś

Northern lapwing (Vanellus vanellus) 
Photo by J. Krogulec

Hoopoe (Upupa epops)
Photo by J. Krogulec 

Barn swallow (Hirundo rustica)
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Western yellow wagtail (Motacilla flava)
Photo by J. Krogulec

European stonechat (Saxicola rubicola) 
Photo by J. Krogulec 

Red-backed shrike (Lanius collurio)
Photo by J. Krogulec

Common starling (Sturnus vulgaris)
Photo by K. Piekarska

Eurasian tree sparrow (Passer montanus)
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Common linnet (Linaria cannabina)
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Yellowhammer (Emberiza citrinella)
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Corn bunting (Emberiza calandra)
Photo by J. Krogulec

Black-tailed godwit (Limosa limosa)
Photo by J. Krogulec 

Whinchat (Saxicola rubetra)
Photo by G. Leśniewski
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Measures taken to mitigate negative intensification effects
(from set-aside and MacSharry’s reform, through agro-environmental program  
up to greening)

After the WW2, in the 1950s in the countries associated in the European Communities,  
a concept of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) was born. It was an answer to the pro- 
blems related to food shortages, or even famine, which occurred quite often during the war 
and in post-war years. Therefore, this policy promoted an increase in production in order to 
ensure an affordable supply, while ensuring profitability of the agricultural industry at the 
same time. 

The CAP proved to be very efficient in its assumption, leading the development of efficient 
large-scale farming. Unfortunately, this turned out to disadvantageous environmentally 
forms of farming – land consolidation, creation of monocultures, high mechanization and 
chemicalisation of farming.

After achieving high productivity in Western European agriculture, in the late 1980s, 
increasingly more attention was paid to deteriorating environmental conditions in rural 
areas. Therefore, new measures were implemented aimed at mitigating the negative effects 
of the intensive farming. One of the first measures to that end was a set-aside scheme, 
allowing to voluntarily set-aside land for financial compensation.

In another one of MacShar-
ry’s reforms (after the name 
of the Commission member 
responsible for agricultural 
issues) in 1992, setting-aside 
become a condition for ob-
taining support in the form 
of direct payments. Arable  
land that was set aside  
became important refuges 
of biodiversity in the vast 
monocultures. They were 
also used by birds.  At the 
same time other measures 
mitigating effects of inten-
sive farming and protecting 
natural habitats.

In 1980s some of the EEC Member States initiated implementation in their territories of agri-
environmental programmes that from 1992 have been included to the CAP. With another 
large CAP reform under the name “Agenda 2000”, agri-environmental programmes became 
part of the Rural Development Program. They have been functioning in Poland in this form 
since 2004.

Corn bunting (Emberiza calandra)
Photo by C. Korkosz
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Change in number of meadow pipit in Gdańsk Pomerania in the years 2002–2009
in relation to the percentage change in the area of grasslands and set aside arable land.

The dotted line indicates lack of change in numbers of this bird.
(Sanderson F.J., Kucharz M., Jobda M., Donald, P.: Impacts of agricultural intensification and abandonment  

on farmland birds in Poland following EU accession. Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment, 2013, 168: 16-24)
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Another important change occurred in 
2015. According to the Regulation of the 
European Union on establishing new pro-
visions on direct subsidies for the farmer, 
the Common Agricultural Policy was to be-
come more “green”. The greening of the 
CAP means that farmer subsidies, includ-
ing direct subsidies are subjected to the 
fulfilling additional environmental protec-
tion requirements. Thus, the subsidies are 
only granted to these farmers who provide 
everyone such public goods as clean water, 
varied landscape or high biodiversity.

One of the additional requirements that must be met by large group of farmers applying for 
direct subsidies is preservation of “ecological focus areas”, the area cannot amount to less 
than 5% of the farm acreage. Ecological focus areas include balks, trees, woodlots, ponds, 
i.e. all the landscape components, which presence plays essential role for presence of many 
farmland birds. These components even today are a significant percentage of areas of Polish 
farms.

Whinchat (Saxicola rubetra)
Photo by B. Ebertowska
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An important element of agricultural scape are balks, in-field ponds, woodlots 
 that promote increase in the diversity of ornitofauna

Balk
Photo by J. Krogulec

Pond
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Woodlot on field
Photo by B. Ebertowska



8 9

The role Poland in the protection of agricultural landscape birds
(size of domestic population in comparison to the EU)

Poland is of special important for total of 106 species in the EU Member States, by support-
ing over 5% of their breeding population. This clearly shows the special importance of our 
country for many bird species of high protection priorities at the continent scale. This can be 
clearly seen in the rural areas. They cover 61.2% of Poland’s territory, and therefore, as well 
as due to the relatively extensive farming, they play an essential role in the European Union 
as the refuge of agricultural landscape birds. 

Poland plays also an important role as a breeding area for number of previously common 
bird species. The flagship species is certainly currently the most numerous bird in Poland 
– skylark with population estimated at 11.1–13.6 million pairs. Just below half of its en-
tire population in the European Union (41.3% in UE27) is nesting in Poland! Red-backed 
shrike is another important species for which Poland serves as an important refuge. 
Its population is estimated to be 0.74–1.1 million pairs, which means it is almost a fifth 
(17.9%) of the EU population. The entire bunting group is very well represented in Poland.  
Their domestic populations count in millions of pairs. Yellowhammer population estimat-
ed at 3.9-4.4 million pairs, which is 26% of the EU population, while for corn bunting it is  
10% of UE27 (1.6–1.9 million pairs). The less numerous Polish species are also highly re- 
presented in terms of representation – for ortolan bunting (200-300 thousand pairs) it is 
23.7% of the EU population, and for common red bunting – 20.3% (430-590 thousand pairs).  
This means that every fourth, fifth bunting in the UE lives in Poland.

A large part of vast swamp and meadow areas in the past was in agricultural use, some  
still is. It is a place where many species threatened globally can be found. Flagship species 
of peatlands, which until the 1970s kept their open character due to extensive mowing,  
is the aquatic warbler. Apart from Lithuania and Germany where small aquatic warbler  
populations are present, Poland is its main refuge in the EU with 99.3% of the population. 
This is an enormous responsibility for Poland in terms of the entire community. For another  
threatened species, preying on the open peatlands – greater spotted eagle, the Polish  
population is 62.5% of the EU population. The list is completed by the white stork with the 
highest population in Europe estimated at 51.7-53.9 thousand pairs and corresponding to  
a third of the EU population (33.2%).

Agricultural landscape birds are in a serious 
decline in the countries of so-called “old 
Union” (EU-15). This means that effective 
bird protection in Poland may not only help 
to preserve them in our country, but also in 
the entire EU or even in the world. Due to 
their attractive appearance and high reco- 
gnisability, agricultural landscape birds of-
ten serve as so-called “umbrella species”, 
i.e. species protection of which helps to 
protect populations of other species.

White stork (Ciconia ciconia)
Photo by J. Krogulec
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Selected species of agricultural landscape birds

WHINCHAT (Saxicola rubetra)

WHINCHAT

Species status numerous
% of population present in Poland
European population 15%
EU population 34.8%
Domestic population 1,000,000-1,500,000 pairs
Domestic density 3.05 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) -2%
Trend PL moderate decrease
Protection status
IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection 
Journal of Laws 2014,  
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The whinchat is smaller than a house sparrow being 12–14 cm long.  
The breeding plumage shows sexual dimorphism. The male has a characteristic black mask 
encircled by a white supercillium and malar strip. Throat and breast have orange-buff  
colour. The females have less contrast colouration, buff supercillium and brown back with 
black strips, while the coverts are rimmed white. In winter females and immature birds look  
similar to each other (resembling females).

Breeding ecology. This monogamous species starts to breed after return form win- 
tering. The nesting takes place in the second half of May. The nest is built from plant mate-
rial (grasses, herbs) and located on the ground – on the edge of a ditch or slope, hidden in 
dense vegetation. The female lays approx. 4 to 6 turquoise eggs and starts to incubate them 
after laying the last one (12–15 days). The whinchat usually have one brood a year. In case 
of losing the first brood, they start another. Young stay in the nest for 12 to 19 days and are 
fed by both male and the female. After leaving the nest, they stay for another month under 
care of their parents.

Habitat. This species prefers wet, open permanent grasslands, including alluvial meadows 
with scattered small bushes that create small islands. The whinchat can be also found along 
the ditches, edges of ponds or on humid barrens. Sometimes they are also observed on 
balks, roadsides, cutting areas, in young forests and on railway embankments.

Threats. The species is threatened by draining waterlogged areas (waterlogged, alluvial 
meadows) and overgrowing the preferred habitats by trees, bushes, reeds, etc.

Whinchat (Saxicola rubetra) 
Photo by G. Leśniewski
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RED-BACKED SHRIKE (Lanius collurio)

RED-BACKED SHRIKE

Species status numerous
% of population present in Poland
European population  8.5%
EU population 17.9%
Domestic population 740,000-1,100,000 pairs
Domestic density 2.06 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) 1%
Trend PL moderate increase
Protection status
IUCN Red List LC
Strict species protection 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The red-backed shrike is slightly larger than a house sparrow being 16–18 cm 
long. The breeding plumage displays clear sexual dimorphism. As all the shrikes, it has massive 
hooked beak. A distinctive feature of the male is a wide black mask running through the eye 
reaching the beak base. It has white throat, light pink breast, whereas the back is chestnut.  
The female also has a mask resembling large brown spot, located just behind the eye. The breast 
and lower breast are whitish with feathers colouring forming intensive scale-like pattern. Young 
even after their first moulting are similar in their appearance to the female, but are slightly 
redder.

Breeding ecology. Representatives of this territorial species usually have one brood per 
season, although broods are quite often repeated. The female builds the nest. It is located 
inside a thorny bush, close to the ground. The nest is in the form of massively structured open 
basket. Roots and small sticks serve as a building material. The inside is lined with small roots  
and hair. The female starts to lay eggs (5–6) in the second half of May. Only the female takes 
care of egg incubation (10-14 days). The male brings the food to the female during the entire 
egg incubation period. Young stay in the nest for 13-19 days. Then they are under their parents’ 
care for approx. 30 days.

Habitat. This bird can be found in open, mostly dry agricultural areas (meadows, pastures, 
arable fields, barrens, etc.). The essential component of the preferred habitat are thorny bushes 
such hawthorn, blackthorn, dog rose, juniper used as an “open air pantry”. The red-backed 
shrike impales the caught prey (mainly insects) on thorns and spikes. The prey gathered in 
this manner is used as food. It can be also found in the woodlots on fields, on forest edges,  
parks, etc. The red-backed shrike can be often observed as it stays on a vigil in a visible location 
(tops or external branches of bushes, poles, wires).

Threats. The main threat for the red-backed shrike is the homogenization of agricultural 
landscape by removal of trees, bushes, balks and woodlots and land consolidation and 
introduction of monocultures on large areas.

Red-backed shrike (Lanius collurio)
Photo by J. Krogulec
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CORN BUNTING (Emberiza calandra)

CORN BUNTING

Species status numerous
% of population present in Poland
European population 7.2%
EU population 10%
Domestic population  1,600,000-1,900,000 pairs
Domestic density 2.82 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) 2%
Trend PL moderate increase
Protection status
IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The corn bunting is slightly larger than a house sparrow. Its body is 16-19 cm 
long. The plumage of both sexes is almost identical. Their backs in grey-brown and whitish 
underparts. The breast, throat and side have irregular dark spots. The tail is uniform, with-
out white. Massive beak, with lower part coloured pinkish/yellowish. The females usually 
sing in exposed spots with a straightened posture.

Breeding ecology. This species breeds once or twice a season (end of April – early July). 
Corn buntings are usually monogamous. The female builds a rather massive nest. It uses 
for construction stalks, small roots, couch grass rhizome. The inside is lined with hair and 
small roots. The nest is usually located on the ground or directly over it, among the thick  
vegetation. The female lays about 4-5 eggs. The female solely broods and takes care of the 
young. The young leave the nest after 9 to 12 days, when they gain the ability to fly.

Habitat. The corn bunting is a species of 
open agricultural landscape with clear do- 
minance of farmlands. It cannot stand fore- 
sts, shrubby areas and orchards. It also usu-
ally avoids all types of wet areas (pastures, 
meadows, waterlogged areas). It is a typical 
thermophilous and xerophilous species. 

Threats. The threat for this species is 
unification of the landscape, introduction 
of monocultures and removal of woodlots 
from fields, bushes and balks.

Corn bunting (Emberiza calandra)
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Corn bunting (Emberiza calandra)
Photo by G. Leśniewski
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YELLOWHAMMER (Emberiza citrinella)

YELLOWHAMMER

Species status very numerous
% of population present in Poland
European population 18.3%
EU population 26%
Domestic population 3,900,000-4,400,000 pairs
Domestic density 7.94 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) -2%
Trend PL moderate decrease
Protection status
IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The bird is the size of a house sparrow (15.5-17 cm). Plumage of this species 
has olive-brown back with black streaks. The male changes its plumage from breeding to 
wintering. The male’s breeding plumage have brightly yellow underparts and a head with 
dark pattern on crown and cheeks. Black tail with white edges. Plumage between the tail 
base and the back is rusty brown. The female has very similar plumage as males, however 
they have duller shade of yellow. Young are brown-grey. 

Breeding ecology. This species has two broods in the season (the first one in late 
April and early May, second in the second half of June). The nest is located at the slope 
of ditches camouflaged under bushes or in grasses, often on the ground or just above it,  
among grasses and herbs. The building material is grass and herbaceous vegetation. 
The inside is lined with hair. In the first brood, the female lays approx. 5 eggs, in the second 
3-4. After 12-14 days of brooding, shared by both parents, the young hatch. The chicks stay 
in the nest for 12-14 days.

Habitat. The yellowhammer prefers open areas with small woodlots. This species avoids 
heavily urbanized areas, with dense settlements (villages, towns and cities), waterlogged 
areas, and dense forests. They prefer much more agricultural landscape with varied mosaic 
of trees and bushes.

Threats. The serious threat for this species is removal of woodlots, trees and bushes from 
the agricultural landscape and harmonisation of large monoculture areas.

Yellowhammer (Emberiza citrinella)
Photo by C. Korkosz
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BLACK-TAILED GODWIT (Limosa limosa)

BLACK-TAILED GODWIT
Species status very scarce
% of population present in Poland
European population 1.4%
EU population 3.1%
Domestic population 1,500-2,000 pairs
Domestic density no data
Trend PL (%) 0%
Trend PL no data
Protection status
Berne Convention  
– Appendix III yes

Bonn Convention 
– Appendix II yes

IUCN Red List NT
Strict species protection 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The black-tailed godwit is slightly smaller than a pigeon. Its body is approx. 
37-42 cm long. It has long thin legs, coloured dark grey. It has long, straight, slightly bent 
upwardly, orange at the base, black at the end beak. It has rusty head and back with darker 
back of the head with a lighter supercillium over eye. The breast has rusty shade with darker 
streaks and white abdomen. The back of the body is grey brown and heavily spotted. Its 
winter plumage it has brown-grey without red shades. The beak at the base is pink coloured. 
In flight, it is unmistakable with any other species. Its colour pattern has strong contrast. 
Wide white strip along base of the wings is clearly visible. Tail base and rump are white con-
trasting the black tail. The white rump is square and does not form a wedge between the 
wings as in other Charadriiformes. The toes can be clearly seen behind the tail base.

Breeding ecology. This species prefers 
nesting in clusters with other birds from its 
species or with company of common red-
shanks and northern lapwings. It is terri- 
torial in the vicinity of the nest. The birds 
in their second year of life usually start 
to breed. They arrive at breeding are-
as from the second half of March where 
they join in monogamous pairs. The birds 
usually have one breeding per year, and in 
case of loss they repeat it. The nest is in the 
form of a pocket. It is located in a clump of 
sedges surrounded by water. The male pre-
pares several such potential sites for the 
nest and the female chooses the correct 
one and they finish it together. After laying 
2-5 eggs there is an incubation period that 
takes 21-24 days. 

Black-tailed godwit (Limosa limosa)
Photo by C. Korkosz

Black-tailed godwit (Limosa limosa)
Photo by J. Krogulec
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The chicks hatch at the same time and after few hours leave the nest and are led away from 
the nest by both parents. In case of late breedings, the male look after the offspring, as the 
females start their migration to the wintering grounds earlier. The young become fully inde-
pendent after 24-30 days.

Habitat. They prefer waterlogged meadows, wetlands and peatlands with depressions pe-
riodically filled with water alternating with streaks of taller and lower vegetation, so they 
have all the places for feeding, shelter, and nesting. Regularly (twice a year) mowed mead-
ows of varied spices composition adjacent to pastures with low livestock density are ano- 
ther optimum habitat. It can be also found on dry grasslands, but only when there are opti-
mum feeding grounds near (silty shallows, marshy depressions). It is a timid species, there-
fore it avoids areas near heavily used roads.

Threats. The black-tailed 
godwit, just as a number 
of other Charadriiformes is 
threatened with extinction. 
Its serious threat by the loss 
of habitats due to draining of 
waterlogged areas, or their  
discontinued use (regular 
mowing), which leads to eco- 
logical succession. The appe- 
aring tall vegetation and then 
bushes and trees makes the 
black-tailed godwit retreat 
from its previously optimum 
habitats.

Biebrza river valley – area with numerous black-tailed godwits
Photo by K. Piekarska

Habitat of the black-tailed godwit
Photo by K. Piekarska

Habitat of the black-tailed godwit
Photo by K. Piekarska
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NORTHERN LAPWING (Vanellus vanellus)

NORTHERN LAPWING

Species status moderately numerous
% of population present in Poland
European population 4.4%
EU population 7.9%
Domestic population 73,000-105,000 pairs
Domestic density 0.34 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) -5%
Trend PL moderate decrease
Protection status
IUCN Red List NT

Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The bird is the size of a pigeon, but with much longer legs. The differences 
between male and female appearance are small. The back plumage of this species is dark 
with light greenish metallic tint. The underparts are white, and it has the white tail with dark 
spot visible in flight, the dock is light-brown tinted orange. The head has white-and-black 
pattern and characteristic long black crest. The males in the mating season have longer 
crests than females, uniformly coloured breast and larger part of the wing.

Breeding ecology. The northern lapwing is a territorial species. Often one male mates 
with multiple females. The birds usually have one breeding per season. If the first brood is 
lost, they lay eggs again. The period of laying eggs varies from March to June. They nest in 
a form of shallow hole prepared by the male and is located amongst the low vegetation.  
Its inside is scarce lining made of dry grasses. The female lays 2 to a maximum of 5 eggs 
that are incubated for period of approx. 26-28 days. The young hatch at the same time.  
They are covered with thick, patterned fuzz. This is typical precocial species leaving the 
nest few hours after hutching. The young follow the parents and can feed by themselves.  
When faced with danger, they diverge in different directions. The young become indepen- 
dent after approx. 31-40 days.

Habitat. Northern lapwings’ optimum habitat is waterlogged agricultural areas with low 
vegetation, i.e. alluvial meadows, pastures. The bird can be also found on arable fields,  
e.g. with emerging corn or on barrens. The northern lapwing prefers rather flat areas pro-
viding good visibility, i.e. free of hills and mounds, trees and bushes. Such habitats give the 
lapwing a sense of security providing good visibility over greater distances.

Threats. This species is threated by loss of habitats due to draining the waterlogged areas 
or discontinued use of such areas. This leads to overgrowing, which decreases the range 
of open areas. Farming intensification and replacing spring crops with the winter ones also 
have negative effect.

Northern lapwing (Vanellus vanellus)
Photo by M. Kowalewski
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COMMON SNIPE (Gallinago gallinago)

COMMON SNIPE

Species status moderately numerous
% of population present in Poland
European population 1.3%
EU population 9.5%
Domestic population 33,000-71,000 pairs
Domestic density 1.8-3 pairs/10 ha
Trend PL (%) 6%
Trend PL moderate increase
Protection status
Berne Convention  
– Appendix III yes

Bonn Convention  
– Appendix II yes

IUCN Red List LC
Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. This species is the size of a thrush. Its body is approx. 25-29 cm long.  
The common snipe is a short-legged stocky bird with a disproportionately long straight bill. 
The back plumage is dark brown with light strips and small spots. On their head they have 
wide cross-wise stripes. Buff supercillium over the eye, dark eyeline and slight malar strip. 
Whitish abdomen is delicately darkly striated. Moderately long bill, greyish green at the 
base and black at the tip. The bird in flight can be recognized by its rusty rump. Ends of feet 
slightly stick outside the tail line. They keep their head relatively high and it blends with 
corpulent body. The wings are wide and rounded. During flights, the males produce charac-
teristic bleating sounds due to the vibrations of air caused by the extreme rectrices.

Breeding ecology. This species usually has no monogamous pairs, the males can mate 
with several females. The males arrive at the breeding grounds followed by the females.  
The birds have one brood per year. The nest is hidden in clumps of sedges surrounded by 
water (15-25 cm deep). The inside of the nest, which is a pocket in the ground, is lined 
with dry plant material, usually with sedges. The female usually in April lays 2 to 5 eggs.  
The chicks hatch after 18-20 days. The parents share the care of offspring. The male takes 
care of the two oldest ones, younger ones being left for the female. The common snipe is 
precocial species. For the first few days the young chick is fed by its parents that give it food 
directly to its bill, and then starts to obtain food by itself. The young become independent 
after 19-20 days from hatching and gain their reproductive function only the next spring,  
or even in the second year of life. 

Habitat. During breeding, this species inhabits open areas of waterlogged meadows, peat-
lands, edges of water reservoirs, river valleys, alder and riparian forests clearings. These 
waterlogged areas can have scarce stand-alone trees and bushes. For its feeding grounds it 
uses humid areas with soft soil covered with vegetation up to 10-20 cm tall. The optimum 
water level for breeding grounds must be 15-25 cm. If the water table lowers, the common 
snipe leaves the given habitat. During autumn migration it stops on marshy areas (edges of 
water reservoirs, emptied fish ponds, humid meadows) to hunt for prey.

Common snipe (Gallinago gallinago)
Photo by M. Kowalewski
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Threats. This species is 
threatened by the loss of op- 
timum habitats serving as  
breeding and feeding gro- 
unds due to the draining of  
waterlogged areas (river val- 
leys, oxbows, meadows, etc.)  
and river regulation preven- 
ting inundation of adjacent 
areas in spring. Another im- 
portant factor is discontinu- 
ed use of meadows (mow-
ing), which results in over-
growing of the habitats.

Common snipe habitat 
in the Biebrza river valley
Photo by K. Piekarska

Common snipe habitat in the Biebrza river valley
Photo by K. Piekarska

Common snipe habitat  
in the Narew river valley

Photo by K. Piekarska
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CORN CRAKE (Crex crex)

CORN CRAKE

Species status moderately numerous
% of population present in Poland
European population 2.3%
EU population 14.8%
Domestic population 30,000-48,000 pairs
Domestic density 10   /100 km2

Trend PL (%) 0%
Trend PL stable
Protection status
Berne Convention  
– Appendix III yes

Bonn Convention  
– Appendix II yes

IUCN Red List LC
Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The corn crake is the size of a pigeon being 24-30 cm long. This species has 
stocky body and rather long neck. The body plumage is grey-yellow-brown with supercillia 
and breast sides blue-grey. Such colours help it hide in the grass. The male has slightly 
different plumage than female in terms of colour intensity. The young have no blue-grey 
stripes on head and neck with stripes on the side being buff-brown. The bill, pink in adults, 
on juveniles is grey-brown.

Breeding ecology. The corn crake is a territorial species. It has two broods in the season 
(first: May-June, second: June-July). The female builds the nest on the ground hidden in 
the tall vegetation. It uses grass, moss and sedges as a construction material. The female 
lays 8-11 eggs in one-day intervals. After the brooding period lasting 16-19 days, chicks 
covered in black, thick fuzz hatch. Typically for precocial species they quickly leave the nest. 
They stay under their parents’ care for 34-38 days, being able to fly after 50 days of life.  
The density of this species in northern and eastern parts of Poland is higher than in southern 
and western Poland. In their optimum habitat, the corn crake may reach the density up to 
10 males covering an area of 100 ha.

Habitat. The corn crake’s habitats are waterlogged meadows and sedge communities with 
dense vegetation and bushes, as well as pasture and farmlands with ponds. The corn crake 
prefers also humid farmlands located near humid grasslands.

Threats. The corn crake is an umbrella species – protecting its habitats means protection 
of other valuable species. Its numbers are most threatened by the loss of natural habitats.  
This occurs to the decrease in the areas of meadows and pastures, drainage of waterlogged 
areas (meadows, peatlands, river valleys) or abandonment of lands, which is overgrow 
as a result of ecological succession. Other threats include too early mowing dates using 
mechanical equipment, as well as mowing method – from edges to the centre. The corn 
crake does not like large monocultures and single-species meadows.

Corn crake (Crex crex)
Photo by C. Korkosz

– symbol representing the male
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AQUATIC WARBLER (Acrocephalus paludicola)

AQUATIC WARBLER

Species status scarce
% of population present in Poland
European population 28.9%
EU population 96.3%
Domestic population 3,200-3,250 
Domestic density 1.0-10.9 /10 ha
Trend PL (%) 13% +/- 2%
Trend PL moderate increase
Protection status
Berne Convention  
– Appendix II yes

Bonn Convention  
– Appendix I and II yes

Birds Directive  
– Annex I yes

IUCN Red List VU
Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014,  
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The bird is smaller than a house sparrow being 13 cm long. The aquatic 
warbler is very similar to the sedge warbler. It can be distinguished by visible light crown 
strip and light (white or light yellow) supercillium that contrasts with a dark strip separating 
crown from the supercillium, which widens behind the eye. It has heavily streaked back with 
clear black streaks alternating with light ones. Two wide strips on the back are clearly visible. 
In adults, the breast below is lightly streaked. Backside and plumage above tail are reddish 
with clear, thin streaks widening towards the tail. No sexual dimorphism.

Breeding ecology. The aquatic war-
blers do not make pairs. They are promis-
cuous in their reproduction. There are 
no social relations between the sexes.  
Only the female builds the nest and 
raises the chicks. It gives two broods in 
a season. The nest in the form of a shal-
low basket is usually built in a clump of 
sedges that serve as its roof and pro-
tection. Density and location of nests 
depend on the richness of habitat that 
represents food availability. The breed-
ing takes place in late May. The female 
lays 3 to 6 eggs. The chicks hatch after 
14-16 days.The young stay in the nest 
for 14-17 days. They become fully inde-
pendent after 19-23 of leaving the nest. 
The estimates indicate that approx. 25% 
of global population of singing males of 
this species can be found in Poland.

Aquatic warbler (Acrocephalus paludicola)
Photo by R. Siek

Comparison of heads of the aquatic warbler (bottom)  
and sedge warbler (top)

Photo by J. Krogulec

– symbol representing number of singing birds  
   (their number can be only estimated,  
   as the species is not monogamous)
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Habitat. This species is present mainly in fens located in the river valleys. In aquatic warbler 
habitats, fields of clumped sedges can be found with some reeds and isolated clumped 
willow thickets. On the Natura 2000 site, Torfowiska Chełmskie, its optimum habitat are 
dense fields of saw-sedge with a shallow layer (5-20 cm) of stagnant water. In Poland,  
this species nests at three sites: The Biebrza Basin with Narew river valleys, fens and 
peatlands of the Lublin region (Polesie Natural Park, Chełmskie Torfowiska Węglanowe) and 
in the Western Pomerania. There can be also found small local sites with a small number  
of singing birds.

Threats. This species is threatened by sedge fields being overgrown by reeds, willow and 
birch. The occurring ecological succession leads to division of sedge fields and its gradual 
disappearance. There is also a negative impact of lowering the water table leading to 
the drainage of vast wetlands. This rarest of passerine birds of the continental Europe is 
threatened with global extinction. Threat extinction status in Europe – E, which means 
highly endangered species.

Fields of saw-sedge (Cladium mariscus) 
 – habitat of the aquatic warbler
Photo by J. Krogulec

Aquatic warbler (Acrocephalus paludicola)
Photo by Z. Morkvenas
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BARN SWALLOW (Hirundo rustica)

BARN SWALLOW

Species status numerous
locally very numerous

% of population present in Poland

European population 5.0%

EU population 6.9%

Domestic population 1,600,000-2,200,000 pairs

Domestic density 6.11 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) 0%

Trend PL stable

Protection status

IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The bird is 17-21 cm long. Both sexes have almost identical plumage.  
The barn swallow has dark, almost black back with a blue gloss. Underparts are buff-white. 
A distinctive feature is the rufous throat and forehead. The birds have sharp wings and 
forked tail, with long, thin extreme rectrices that are longer in the males. This bird has  
a small beak with rather deeply opened mouth, which increases the capturing surface.  
The juveniles have rusty-buffy or brown-pink forehead and throat with a very slight blue 
gloss on the back. The extreme rectrices are short and blunt.

Breeding ecology. The barn swallow has two broods a year in the same nest, which is 
prepared properly before the second brood (cleaned, expanded, if necessary). The nest is 
a semi-open cup made of mud with addition of dry plant material (grass, straw) glued with 
a sticky saliva. The nest inside is lined with small feathers. The construction of this intricate 
nest takes 10-14 days and both the male and the female. The birds usually, for their nest, 
choose insides of livestock buildings (cowsheds, piggeries, stables) rather than placing it  
under bridges, sluices, etc. The female lays 2 to 7 eggs. The incubation takes 12-18 days, 
after which the offspring hatches within 1 to 2 days. Young nestlings are warmed by the 
female for their first days of life, while the male brings the food. Then both parents take 
care of feeding. The young leave the nest after 19-23 days. They become fully independent 
within two weeks of leaving the nest.

Habitat. This species is closely connected to humans; it nests in the rural areas inside live-
stock buildings. It requires vast open area for feeding.

Threats. The biggest threat to the breeding area is the modernization of livestock build-
ings, which leads to the elimination of barn swallows’ nests. Also changes in the farming 
manners (discontinuation of cattle breeding and meadow mowing) have negative impact on 
them. Another serious threat are changes in the wintering grounds and resting places used 
during the autumn migration.

Barn swallow (Hirundo rustica)
Photo by C. Korkosz
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WHITE STORK (Ciconia ciconia)

WHITE STORK

Species status moderately numerous

% of population present in Poland

European population 22.4%

EU population 33.2%

Domestic population 51,700-53,900 pairs

Domestic density 8-10 pairs/100 km2

Trend PL (%) -1%

Trend PL stable

Protection status

IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The large bird of white plumage and black feathers on the wings. The adults 
have red legs and red beaks, while for the young the colour is duller. The adult body length 
varies from 95 to 110 cm, while the wingspan can reach up to 218 cm.

Breeding ecology. The nests of this species can be very large – the newly built have ex-
ternal diameter of 80 cm and height of 20-40 cm. Over time, as they are each year repaired 
and expanded – their diameter and height increases and can reach even up to 2 m. The main  
building material are branches and sticks. The inside is lined with hay and other plant ma-
terials, as well as with paper, plastic bags, rags, etc. The nest can be used every year or with 
breaks even for dozens of years. The nests are located mainly on poles and buildings as well 
as trees, particularly poplars, alders, 
oaks and lindens. The nesting occurs 
in the period between the first half 
of April and the second half of May, 
while 80% of pairs breeds at the simi-
lar time – in second and third decade 
of April. There were also observed 
individual broods around 5-7 July, 
which also delayed greatly leaving the 
breeding grounds (by almost a month 
in comparison to the majority of 
storks). The date of arrival and start-
ing breeding affects the size of brood 
and its success. The first broods are 
usually attempted by 4 and 5-year-old  
birds, very rarely 3-year-old ones. The 
female lays 2-6 eggs (usually 3 to 5) 
once a year in 2, rarely 3 day intervals. 

White stork (Ciconia ciconia)
Photo by G. Leśniewski

White stork (Ciconia ciconia)
Photo by B. Ebertowska
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The egg brooding takes 30-34 days with the 
participation of both partners. The chicks 
hatch asynchronously for even 3-4 days. 
From the time of hatching the young require 
54-68 days to gain flying ability, and 80-105 
days to become fully independent. For the 
first 2-3 weeks, one of the adults protects 
it constantly against predators and adverse 
weather conditions. The young are fed by 
both parents until they leave the nest.

Habitat. The birds of this species choose 
nesting locations in human settlements, 
usually near water. The white stork feeds 
mainly off meadows and pastures, in fields 
of legumes, balks, as well as streams, shal-
low rivers, oxbows, drainage ditches, fish 
ponds and swamps. Much less often on 
farmlands.

White stork (Ciconia ciconia)
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Threats. The main threat for this species is human activity. This includes mainly drainage 
works resulting in lowering of the water table, transformation of permanent grassland into 
farmlands, as well as use of plastic cords in farming and change of roof covers, which makes 
the storks relocate to operating power pylons. All these actions result in decrease of feeding 
ground areas, increase mortality of chicks and lose of nesting places.

White stork (Ciconia ciconia)
Photo by B. Ebertowska

White stork (Ciconia ciconia)
Photo by J. Krogulec
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HOOPOE (Upupa epops)

HOOPOE

Species status scarce

% of population present in Poland

European population 1.5%

EU population 1.9%

Domestic population 22,000-35,000 pairs

Domestic density 1-200 pairs/100 km2

Trend PL (%) 5%

Trend PL moderate increase

Protection status

IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The bird is smaller than a pigeon, orange-buff with black-and-white stripes 
on rounded wings and with a crest he can unfold. Its tail black with white band. The hoo-
poe’s bill is thin and long, slightly bended downwards and is 5-6 cm. The adult body length 
varies from 25 to 29 cm, while the wingspan can reach up to 48 cm.

Breeding ecology. The hoopoe as a hollow-inhabiting species that nests in tree hollows, 
breeding boxes, piles of branches or stones, in steep escarpments, abandoned lairs, burrows 
under roots, as well as in rabbit holes. In their optimum habitats, the birds can inhabit the 
same nest for several seasons. It usually inhabits nests located at height from dozens of cen-
timetres to 12 m, with an opening of 50-80 x 60-105 mm or even smaller (55 mm). They re-
turn to the breeding grounds for the first and second half of April and the eggs are laid from 
end of April to mid-May, although broods in the last decade of May also occur. This species 
on average has one 1 brood per year, but if it is destroyed, it can repeat it. The female lays 
6-8 eggs in one-day intervals. The female incubates the eggs for 15-16 days, while the chicks 
hatch asynchronously. The young leave the nest after 26-29 days, but stay with their parents 
forming flocks and are fed by parents for at least another 14 days.

Habitat. The hoopoe is strongly connected to the varied agricultural landscape composed 
of mosaics of fields, meadows, pastures, woodlots and rural buildings. The most important 
component of hoopoe habitat are sandy areas in some places overgrown with vegetation, 
present mainly in edge zone of the river valleys, where it looks for its food. Sometimes, it can 
be found also on vast glades or clearings in the dense forests and on the forest edges near 
dunes, heaths and pastures, as well as on military training areas and edges of gravel pits.

Threats. Ploughing pastures, withdrawing grasslands from grazing and forestation of river 
valleys cause loss of breeding habitats of hoopoe. Actions involving removal of hollow trees 
reduce number of nesting sites and application of insecticides decreases their food base.

Hoopoe (Upupa epops) 
Photo by R. Siek
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WESTERN YELLOW WAGTAIL (Motacilla flava)

WESTERN YELLOW WAGTAIL

Species status numerous

% of population present in Poland

European population 13.3%

EU population 26%

Domestic population 1,400,000-2,000,000 pairs

Domestic density 4.67 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) -2%

Trend PL moderate decrease

Protection status

IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The species is of the house sparrow size, but it has slender, elongated posture. 
Its body is 15-16 cm long. The back is olive, while underparts in males is bright yellow.  
The females have paler underparts. It has long black legs. The wings are brown-grey with 
thin, light yellow or whitish cover stripes. In the spring, the male has grey head and yellow 
throat, while female has duller colours – olive head and whitish throat. In the autumn, the 
plumage changes its colour to grey-brown with red breast. The young are olive-brown on 
the back with buff-white underparts and the breast shows clear black strip.

Breeding ecology. The western yellow wagtail has one or two broods per year. The fe- 
male lays 4 to 7 eggs (not less than 3, not more than 8). The nesting starts in mid-May, but 
the last broods can happen in July or even in August. The female builds the grass nest lined 
with hair in a pocket in the ground hidden in the dense vegetation. The eggs are incubated 
by both male and female for 11-13 days. Also both parents feed the chicks, until they leave 
the nest, i.e. not until 11-16 days of hatching.

Habitat. The western yellow wagtail is connected to meadows and pastures. It can be also 
found on arable land, in rapeseed or root crops. It is also present in on riverside alluvial 
meadows, and sometimes on barrens. The presence of moderately grazing ungulates 
promotes nesting of the western yellow wagtail.

Threats. A significant effect on the number of wagtails, including their brood success,  
is due to earlier dates of mowing the grasslands. As the area of cultivated corn increases,  
the western yellow wagtail has a limited possibility of having the second brood. Therefore,  
it is recommended to maintain regularly mowed wet and waterlogged meadows, and pre- 
serve farmland mosaic with proper number of farm animals.

Western yellow wagtail (Motacilla flava)
Photo by G. Leśniewski
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SKYLARK (Alauda arvensis)

SKYLARK

Species status very numerous

% of population present in Poland

European population 20.8%

EU population 41.3%

Domestic population 11,100,000-13,600,000 pairs

Domestic density 23.5 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) 0%

Trend PL moderate increase

Protection status

IUCN Red List LC

Strict species protection, 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The skylark is slightly larger than the a house sparrow. Its plumage is grey- 
-brown with back and grey breast streaked. The pattern ends sharply above the cream white 
lower trunk. It has a short crest on its head. The adult body length varies from 16 to 18 cm. 

Breeding ecology. The skylarks build their nests in low grass vegetation, sometimes in 
cereals or other crops. The nest is in the form of shallow pocket filled with stalks, roots and 
hair. The nesting period is from April to August. In this time, they have 2 to 3 broods, during 
which they lay 2 to 5 eggs. The eggs are incubated by the female for 13-14 days. After hatch-
ing, the chicks are fed by both parents and stay in the nest for 9 days. The young skylarks 
leave the nest without the ability to fly.

Habitat. The skylark is a bird of agricultural farmland, particularly with fields of cereals, 
meadows, pastures and barrens. Sometimes, it can be also found in the river valleys and on 
vast peatlands and swamps. It can be also found in forest clearings or young pine forests.

Threats. The farming intensification has a negative impact on skylark population. This due 
to replacing spring cereals with winter varieties, increasing areas of rapeseed, as well as the 
use pesticides and excessive number of agrotechnical treatments.

Skylark (Alauda arvensis)
Photo by C. Korkosz
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MEADOW PIPIT (Anthus pratensis)

MEADOW PIPIT

Species status numerous

% of population present in Poland

European population 3%

EU population 6.5%

Domestic population 270,000-480,000 pairs

Domestic density 1.13 pairs/km2

Trend PL (%) -6%

Trend PL moderate decrease

Protection status

IUCN Red List VU

Strict species protection 
Journal of Laws 2014, 
item 1348

yes

Appearance. The meadow pipit is the size of the house sparrow, from the posture resem- 
bling the wagtail. Its plumage is grey-brown tinted olive and clearly streaked on the back,  
breast and side (the juveniles has no streaked sides). The lower body is buff-white or whit-
ish. The tail is dark with white edges. There is a short, often fuzzy supercillium above the 
eye. Its beak is slim and from a distance it seems to be all dark. It has pinkish legs. The dis-
tinctive feature of the meadow pipit is long (10 mm), slightly curved claw. Its body is approx. 
14-15.5 cm long.

Breeding ecology. The pipit builds its nest on the ground in open spaces with scarce 
bushes, usually in a pocket under a clump of grass. The main component of the nest is dry 
grass and hair. The female lays in total 12-14 eggs in two broods in the period from April 
to mid-July. The eggs are incubated both by the male and the female. The chicks hatch at 
the same time and are fed by both parents. The young leave the nest after 11-13 days of 
hatching. They stay for another two weeks under care of their parents.

Habitat. The pipit prefers areas with large amount of peatlands and waterlogged grassy 
meadows and pastures. It can be also found in spruce and pine forests, in mountains on 
alpine meadows, windfalls and fresh reforestations. The birds of this species can be also 
found in humid depressions covered with grass or sedges, less often on barrens and cereal 
fields with humid soil.

Threats. The area of habitats eagerly occupied by the pipit decreases to drying and drain- 
age of peatlands and waterlogged meadows. The decline in the population of this species is 
also due to the transformation of meadows into arable land.

Meadow pipit (Anthus pratensis)
Photo by C. Korkosz
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Wintering grounds for the birds and migration-related risks

Typical wintering grounds of the Polish agricultural landscape birds spread from central and 
western Europe (where Polish tits and crows tend to winter) through south-western Europe 
and northern Africa (skylarks, pipits, starlings). Another important wintering ground is in 
Central Africa, where whinchats, common and lesser whitethroats fly from Poland. Some 
species fly even further to the south of Africa. This is a regular wintering spot for Polish 
swallows and white storks.

The thousands of kilometre long migrations, flying over areas unusable for rest is a big  
challenge for the birds. In the Middle East there is a habit to shoot the migrating birds – for 
sport and to improve shooting skills.

The migrating birds can meet also other local threats. For example, white storks may en-
counter dry, sandy khamsin wind blowing from Sudan to Arabia. It stops the bird migration, 
which then becomes an easy prey for predators or are killed by people. Till this day many 
African tribes hunt the storks. Some birds winter south of Sahel border, on savannas, in the 
Congo basin, while some continue their travel and reaches Zambezi and Limpopo basins  
or even South Africa. Thus, the maximum length of white stork migration may exceed even 
10 thousand kilometres.

White storks (Ciconia ciconia) during autumn migration
Photo by J. Krogulec
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European golden plover (Pluvialis 
apricaria) – species encountered  
in Poland on fields and meadows  
only during migration
Photo by B. Ebertowska

Migrating northern lapwings  
(Vanellus vanellus)
Photo by C. Korkosz

Cranes (Grus grus) during return to 
the breeding grounds

Photo by J. Krogulec
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The wintering grounds of farmland birds

white stork
Some birds winter south of Sahel border, on savannas, 
in the Congo basin, while some continue their travel and 
reach Zambezi and Limpopo basins or even South Africa. 

South-eastern Africa 
including South Africa

hoopoe Sahel zone in the Western Africa. Sahel (Western Africa)

skylark They winter in the Mediterranean Sea basin or in the 
Western Europe. In Africa they stay north of Sahara. 

Mediterranean region, 
Europe and North Africa

meadow pipit They winter in the Mediterranean Sea basin or in the 
Western Europe. In Africa they stay north of Sahara.

Mediterranean region, 
Europe and North Africa

western yellow 
wagtail

It winters by the Mediterranean Sea or even more  
south on the African savannas.

Mediterranean region, 
Europe and North Africa

barn swallow It winters in Africa, in a strip between the equator  
and southern end of the continent.

South-eastern Africa 
including South Africa

whinchat It winters in Central and Eastern Africa,  
south of the Sahara. South-eastern Africa

red-backed 
shrike

The European populations migrate to tropical  
and southern Africa.

South-eastern Africa 
including South Africa

corn bunting Generally a resident species, some birds migrate  
from north more to the south.

Resident, Central and
Western Europe

yellowhammer Generally a resident species, some birds migrate  
from north more to the south.

Resident, Central and
Western Europe

black-tailed 
godwit

They winter in the Mediterranean Sea basin,  
Sub-Saharan Africa and in the Middle East.

Mediterranean region, 
Europe and North Africa

northern 
lapwing

They winter in the Western Europe, on the Eastern 
Atlantic islands, in the Southern Africa, Mediterranean 
Sea basin or in the Middle and Far East.

Western Europe and
Mediterranean region, 

Europe and North Africa

common snipe
They winter in the Western Europe, on the Eastern 
Atlantic islands, in the Southern Africa, Mediterranean 
Sea basin or in the Middle and the Far East.

Western Europe and
Mediterranean region, 

Europe and North Africa

corn crake It winters in Africa, south of Sudan. Sahel (Western Africa)

aquatic 
warbler Sahel zone in the Western Africa. Sahel (Western Africa)
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