Questions for LIFE project:


1.    What types of land use practices are included in the RDP agri-environment scheme and what is the objective of these different actions?

One of the most important tools in conserving species with high nature conservation value is long term favorable land use management. The primary objective of protected areas, natural parks and state owned agricultural areas is to protect natural heritage even in hostile socio-economic environments. However, the small extent of these areas hinders the implementation of regional or national standard nature friendly land use practices. 

In Hungary, Natura 2000 sites supplement protected areas, natural parks in effectively conserving natural heritage. Financing the management of these areas has to be from both common and local financial instruments and management practices have to meet a wide variety of requirements. Thus, incorporating precise habitat management practices in favour of species of high conservation value is practically impossible. 

Appart from Natura 2000 sites, a different system; the Enviormental Sensitive Areas (ESAs) supplement the large scale habitat conservation in large areas of concern. These ESAs need special pre-defined management practices from nature conservation, soil protection or water protection aspects. The National Rural Development Plan for agri-environmental measures support site requirements set out in these key regions, to serve environmental and conservation aspects in defining land use management. 

In general, land users voluntarily enter the scheme, while agreeing to comply with different applicable management package requirements. Special needs of protected species or habitats is met through designating so called zonal programs, serving the very precisely defined needs of these natural values. In Hungary the farmers could apply for the EAFRD subsidies maintaining the prescribed cultivation methods helping the conservation and augmentation of Red-footed falcon population.

Altogether 4 agricultural land use and 4 grassland management zonal programs were available on 557 thousand hectares between 2005-2009. From a species specific point of view these programs were defined to serve the requirements of the Great Bustard and the Corncracke and also provided general habitat development regulations, but neither met the habitat requirements of Red-footed falcons. 

The Falcons arriving from their wintering grounds can only forage in just a handful of low vegetation habitat types early in the breeding season (May and second half of June). 

1. Grassland management: Red-footed falcons most often forage in grassland type habitats and show preference to certain agricultural habitat types (cereals and alfalfa) in high-vole years. (Mowed grasslands or meadows, are unfavorable for foraging in this period as Red-footed Falcons since they do not hunt in tall dense vegetation.)

2. Arable crop management: Cereal fields can only be used for foraging until early May as the vegetation structure changes rapidly and thus lowers prey access. 

3. Forage legumes like alfalfa usually cover smaller areas, however important prey species like Spade-foot Toads are often found at hat areas in large densities. 

4. Fallow lands also provide large quantities of prey species.

Zonal ESA subsidy program for Red-footed Falcons (2009-2013)

The primary objective of our proposed Red-footed Falcon friendly ESA prescription package for 2009-2013 is to handle the shortage in foraging grounds during the critical May-first half of June period.

· Grassland management: 

The most obvious solution is of course increase the extent of grazed grasslands, as this management practice is the most favourable from all nature conservation aspects. There are subsidies already available aiming to increase the extent of grazed grasslands which are coherent with the needs of Red-footed falcons.

Mowed grasslands on the other hand are carefully handled due to ground nesting birds species. In general, this management type can only be carried out after the 15th of June, to protect these birds from direct mortality. These areas are the most important foraging areas for Red-footed Falcons after mowing, however changing the date would have unacceptable consequences thus can not be modified.

· Arable crop management

Cereals are limited in time as there is no possibility to harvest this crop in the critical period. This habitat type is one of the most important arable crop types in the habitat preference of Red-footed Falcons after they have been harvested, thus controlling the relative extent of crops will aid foraging success. These fields also act as reservoirs for a handfull of prey taxa, hence provide good hunting grounds in the second half of the breeding season. 

Forage legumes like alfalfa and fallow lands are also habitat types with high Red-footed Falcon habitat preference. In general the extent of these two habitat types is considerably smaller than grasslands and other arable crops in the vicinity of colonies. Increasing the extent and modifying the timing of management of these habitats offers a good opportunity in dealing with the relative foraging ground shortage of the first half of the breeding season.
The scheme includes information about how and where the RDP funds had the best effect designating the frequented red-footed falcon areas which mainly can be found on the eastern side of the country where especially large plains are located. It has importance knowing the red-footed falcons’ lifestyle habits.

The land use practice are also included and strictly controlled by the yearly required documents from the farmers.

The proposed Red-footed Falcon Arable crop zonal AEP subsidy scheme formulates the followings: 

· The exact areas within ESAs, where the above mentioned subsidy can be applied for has been designated according to the obtained information on potential foraging grounds of Red-footed Falcons and the monitoring results of the project. The designation carefully considered the known breeding sites of ground nesting bird species (especially that of Great Bustards). 

· In general, the prescriptions contain the usage nature friendly agro-technologies, chemical usage (the usage of insecticides is forbidden), nutrient supply and harvesting techniques. 

· The relative extent of cereals, forage legumes have been limited according to the following: 

at least 20% forage legumes 

at least 20% fallow land 

maximum 30% cereals 

maximum 20% other arable crops 

The harvesting of forage legumes and the mowing of fallow land has been prescribed to be carried out as following: 

· The time limit of June 15 has been deleted, mowing can and should be carried out in April and May. 

· Only 50% of the field can be harvested or mown and only later can the other 50% be harvested or mown, thus providing continuous foraging areas. 

The crtitical first half of the breeding season can be supplemented with the new provisions as these changes in arable land structure and the timing of management practices will provide concentrated and exploitable foraging areas (9. figure). With harvesting or mowing areas with smaller extent, these activities can be carried out with care and the impact on ground nesting bird species can be minimized.

2.    How did you develop the scheme to fit with the RDP?

The agri-environmental measures (AEM) were announced under the New Hungary Rural Development Programme (NHRDP) in 2009. Certain former AEM schemes have been eliminated, and new schemes have been added, such as the wind and water erosion scheme, the arable farming for wild goose and crane protection scheme, the arable farming for red-footed falcon habitat development scheme and the traditional fruit production scheme.

In the framework of the project (2006-2008), several actions and field work related to habitat use analysis was carried out on a certain study area, including land use practices and changes, foraging habitat selection and prey analysis, diet composition and foraging habitat use analysis at pre-migration autumn roost sites studied with radio-telemetry. 

Each year, a precise habitat map was prepared with the aid of remote sensing techniques. In the start-up year (2006) of the project the known Hungarian breeding population included 558 pairs and at the final of the project (2009) increased to 963 pairs.

It was Red-footed falcons most often forage in grassland type habitats and show preference to certain agricultural habitat types (cereals and alfalfa) in high-vole years.

The detailed habitat-use studies and the results of these analyses were used and served as a base for developing the ‘Arable farming for red-footed falcon habitat development’, which is part of the Agri-Environmental Scheme for 2009-2013.


3.    Did you get any advice from the RDP authority?

The RDP Authority provided us with general guidance regarding content and formal requirements and structure of the scheme. We had the possibility to continuously participate in various conciliations, open days etc.

Since the proposal for the Agri-Environmental Scheme had to be submitted in 2007 (in the initial phase of the telemetry studies) further discussions were needed in order to develop the scheme in details, which took place in a form of national level conciliation negotiations.


4.    Does the scheme include information about how and where to target the RDP funds for best effect? If so, please explain.

Yes, the zonal scheme A.4.4. with specifications for red-footed falcon (Falco vespertinus) which belongs to the agri-environmental measure 214 of the Hungarian RDP supports the regions to serve environmental and conservation aspects via defining land use management. 

With the RDP authority continuously contact was maintained.  The scheme includes information about how and where the RDP funds had the best effect designating the frequented red-footed falcon areas which mainly can be found on the eastern side of the country where especially large plains are located. In order to develop such scheme, is important to know the red-footed falcons’ lifestyle habits.
5.    Does the scheme include information about how to monitor the success of the agri-environment actions? If so, please explain.
Yes, the land use practice is also included and strictly controlled by yearly collecting documents required from the farmers. The land use requirements are described above.

The success monitoring happens by the demonstrable population growth (collaboration of LIFE project experts, National Park, farmers) presenting seasonal and year-end final reports demonstrating the results of the yearly population assessment. The territorial reports were synchronized by the Directorate of the National Park of Maros, the stakeholders and members of the MME BirdLife Hungary.



Questions for the farmer:


1.    What type of land use do you carry out to help the falcons?
The red-footed falcons do not build nets themselves, but they occupy nets built by other species eg. Magpie, corvids. It is therefore essential that there are nesting alleys or group of trees on the area. (regardless their height). The other solution is the placement of artificial nests.
The interviewee manages an alfalfa field (forage legumes), which is a great feeding table for the red-footed falcons because it can find important prey species in a high density. The harvest of forage legumes is limited both in space and in time as the first harvest can only be carried out before April 25 on 50% of a given field (this first harvest creates optimal foraging conditions for Red-footed Falcons), while the second 50% can only be harvested after June 15 or in certain ESAs after June 30. 

Alfalfa fields do not need to be ploughed for 5-6 years, therefore the rodents can infest easily. Also typically very next to the alfalfa fields there are rows of woods which are ideal/suitable for nesting.

Following the harvesting, alfalfa bales also provide good views for the birds in order to find food.

Based on the farmer’s experience, following the early morning (after sunrise) work, usually the red-footed falcons appear first in the area. Alfalfa fields are also great for the late summer and early autumn assemblies. Before the migration, different species congregating around the alfalfa fields for 3 weeks (100-200 pieces).


2.    Did you receive any training in the type of land use that you should (and should not) practice?

Yes, since one of the conditions of receiving Agri-environment measures scheme (AEMS) funding is the participation in trainings. 

These trainings are mainly focus on how to cultivate the land (time and method of mowing etc) , the usage nature friendly agro-technologies, chemical usage (the usage of insecticides is forbidden), nutrient supply and harvesting techniques etc. which are all strictly detailed in the relevant Regulation. The application of allowed land is regularly controlled and any deviation from the regulations leads to sanctions.


3.    Does the RDP money compensate for the different type of land use that you practice to conserve the falcons?

Yes, although it depends on the land use as well. There are some land use practices that bring greater benefit than the AEMS. This is the reason why many potential beneficiaries do not apply for this scheme.


4.    What type of information do you have to report to the RDP authority to show the type of falcon-friendly farming actions you have carried out? 
Every year, when submitting the area-based grant request form, it needs to be indicated that the farmer participates in the ‘arable farming for red-footed falcon habitat development’ and growing alfalfa. In addition of course by 30 November each year, data has to be provided on the land under AEMS support. Including: writing land management report each year (hand written or electronic); soil testing in certain times of the grant period (5 years); based on the soil test results for each year specific nutrient management plan must be prepared and implemented etc.


5.    Are you satisfied with the results of the agri-environment work and is it a good scheme in your opinion? Please explain why?

The farmer expressed his satisfaction, especially because prior to the use of AEMS, the Red-footed falcon population was significantly smaller. Since applying the land use methods according to the AEMS requirements, the population increased and he hopes that during the five-year cycle of the stock will further proliferate.

In any case, he considers the need to continue, because in two years the legitimacy of this type of farming has been shown, even if it is not so profitable compared to other sectors.

1. Project Title
	Alfalfa farming for red-footed falcon habitat development


2. Background 
	Based on a series of habitat-use studies on decreasing falcon population carried out by the MME Birdlife Hungary (funded by LIFE Nature 2006-2009) and consultations with various stakeholders, a new Agri-Environmental Measure Scheme was announced for 2009-2013. The project was developed in consultation with the MME BirdLife Hungary and various environment protection experts and it enhances the protection of the dramatically decreased Red-footed falcon population in Hungary and helps to maintain an environmentally sound balance of the agriculture.



3. Objective(s) 
	The Red-footed falcon (Falco vespertinus) population was steadily declining in Hungary throughout its breeding range, therefore the arable farming for red-footed falcon habitat development scheme was put in place. The project aims to encourage the farmer to introduce and maintain nature-friendly farming method and use a system of active nature conservation in agricultural land use by establishing and maintaining versatile and natural habitats and by ensuring proper places for nutrition, reproduction and rest for red-footed falcons that are considered valuable in terms of nature conservation.
Forage legumes like alfalfa and fallow lands are also habitat types with high Red-footed Falcon habitat preference. In general the extent of these two habitat types is considerably smaller than grasslands and other arable crops in the vicinity of colonies. Increasing the extent and modifying the timing of management of these habitats offers a good opportunity in dealing with the relative foraging ground shortage of the first half of the breeding season.
Roadside trees and forest patches provide nesting sites for crows and consequently to Red-footed falcons. The red-footed falcons do not build nests but use the nests built by other birds, like rookeries. Both species live in colonies. So after 2001, when  

the carrion crow placed under protection the red-footed falcon population’s living condition also improved.


4. Main Activities 
	By the following activities the farmer helped to prepare the population growth project:

•
maintance of the artificial nest sites;
•
applying required cultivation method defined in the respective regulation (intermittent mowing, arable farming, lawn installation, fence installation, tree planting)
•
every year till 30th of November the farmer has to present documents about the model of cultivation which has been applied supporting the monitoring of the falcon friendly farming.


5. Results and Benefits 
	As a result of the project, there was already an increase in the red-footed falcon population since applying the land use methods according to the AEMS requirements.

In the beginning of the project two pairs of falcon were nesting in the area and in this year already there were five pairs and hopefully by the end of the five-year cycle the stock will further proliferate.


6. Lessons Learned 
	It proved to be important to establish a good collaboration with experts and other farmers, and to exchange information on forums and trainings, monitor and control of the birds, maintain the created circumstance and economical support.
In the preparatory phase positive relationships were built with the participants of farmer forums organised from 2007 that helped to gather information and access advisory support.


7. EAFRD Measure
	214 of the Hungarian RDP– zonal scheme: A 4.4


8.  Total Project Cost
	€2 970 000 


9.  National Contribution
Put in here the total National contribution from publ.

	€118 800/year (data 2009)



10. Project duration 

	Start date (01/01/2009) 

End date   (31/08/2014)


11. Project Location
	The area of the National Park Bükk (Bükki Nemzeti Park), Plain Heves, Name of village: Hevesvezekény


12. Contact Name
	Mr. Tibor Balázs


13.  Email
	baltibb@dunaweb.hu


14.  Telephone
	Tel.: +36 30 514 6739


15.  Languages for Contact
	Hungarian


