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Introduction
This document provides information and guidance to farmers and agricultural advisors on the implementation 
of the Results Based Agri-Environment Pilot Scheme (RBAPS) for Breeding Waders in the Shannon Callows. 

Under the RBAPS project, a measure was trialled for the conservation of breeding wader populations. The aim 
of the Shannon Callows Breeding Wader Measure is to test whether results-based schemes can conserve and 
increase breeding wader habitat and, therefore, their population. The species of breeding waders being targeted 
are Lapwing, Redshank, Curlew and Snipe. Essential breeding habitats for these species include lowland wet 
grasslands, such as on the Shannon Callows and other habitats such as bogs and damp, rushy pastures. These 
habitats provide crucial areas for waders to nest and raise their chicks. The desired environmental outcome 
for the RBAPS Shannon Callows Breeding Wader Measure is suitable breeding wader habitat, as opposed to 
numbers of breeding pairs, though breeding populations were monitored at all sites participating in the measure. 
Each field or discrete area entered into the scheme is called a Management Unit (MU). 

Score cards have been designed so that each MU can be scored against a set of ecological indicators. These 
ecological indicators, which are influenced by past and present management, have been designed to reflect the 
quality of habitat and suitability of management for breeding waders. A MU that provides high quality breeding 
wader habitat will score high on the scoring scale and will therefore be rewarded with higher payment rates 
per hectare (in accordance with the RBAPS principles). A MU with poor quality breeding wader habitat and 
poor management will score lower and thus receive lower payment rates. As farmers are not given management 
prescriptions to follow, they will be given detailed information about the habitat requirements of breeding 
waders and continually provided with ongoing expert guidance on how to successfully manage their MUs to 
achieve the highest score possible. 

The Breeding Wader Measure therefore rewards farmers for managing their land for the benefit of breeding 
waders. As farmers are paid according to the results they achieve, they are only scored on the factors which they 
have control over, i.e. management of their MU and undertaking of capital works (where required). The scheme 
focuses on the maintenance and production of suitable breeding habitat and reduction in predator habitat.  The 
protection of breeding birds and their nests/chicks from damage by machinery and over-stocking is contained 
within the RBAPS Terms and Conditions for this measure.
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Indicators and scoring
The Breeding Wader Measure consists of seven ecological indicators under which farmers are scored. The 
rationale for each indicator is outlined in Section 3, along with illustrated advice and guidance on how scores 
are determined for each indicator and how the highest scores can be achieved. All indicators relate to the 
management of the MU and all are within the farmer’s control. 

The indicators are:

Breeding Season:
A.1 - Breeding season sward height

A.2 - Tussock abundance 

A.3 - Rush coverage*

B.1 - Wet features*

C.1 - Scrub encroachment*

C.2 - Predator habitat*

Late Season:

D.1 - Late season sward height*

*A Capital Works Programme (CWP) has been developed for these indicators and is available to help create and/or 
restore optimal breeding wader habitat within a MU (see Section 4). The costs of these Capital Works (CW) should 
be covered by the scheme and payment provided on an individual basis, depending on work undertaken. CW can 
only be undertaken when agreed between the advisor and participant farmer. 

For the assessment of some indicators (e.g. tussock abundance), the ‘DAFOR Scale’ is employed. The DAFOR Scale 
is a simple qualitative method for visually assessing the relative abundance or density of vegetation over large areas 

. The abundance of a species or feature within an area can be classified as Dominant, Abundant, Frequent, 
Occasional or Rare (hence, DAFOR). These classifications refer to the abundance or density of vegetation relative 
to other vegetation within an area. While these classes have no strict definitions, they are very intuitive and 
simple to apply, thus making this scale a useful assessment tool. Some guideline definitions of these categories 
are provided below:

- Dominant: the feature is the most common (or equally most common) feature in the area

- Abundant: while not the most common, the feature is very common in the area

- Frequent: the feature is found at several locations and in high numbers at these locations

- Occasional: the feature is found at several locations but in low numbers at these locations

- Rare: the feature is found at very few locations within an area

Note: if a feature/species seems intermediate between two categories, assign it to the lower category (e.g. if unsure if 
a feature is dominant or abundant, record as abundant). 
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MUs should be scored by the scheme designers initially, once during the breeding season and once later in the 
year. The initial scoring visit should aim to coincide with the peak period of incubation and/or chick rearing. 
Although Redshank, Lapwing, Curlew and Snipe differ slightly in their timing of breeding, it is considered that 
- within a typical year - mid-May is an appropriate time to assess the suitability of a MU for breeding waders. 
However, if weather patterns are unusual, e.g. rainfall levels in spring are exceptionally high, the timing of 
scoring will be delayed as appropriate and will be informed by the breeding behaviour of pairs at a few different 
sites. All indicators under the Breeding Season heading should be scored on this visit. 

The second scoring visit should take place during the late season (i.e. around late October or November) after 
the breeding season has ended. If Capital Works relating to indicators A3, B1, C1 or C2 were carried out after the 
breeding season, these indicators should be scored again. Thus, the final score for an MU will be a combination 
of the Breeding Season score (corrected for Capital Works, if any, in the Late Season) and the Late Season score. 
MUs will be scored on a scale 0-100 across 10 different payment bands.

Farmers should also be trained on how to score their own MUs as well, to give them a clear understanding of 
how the scoring system works. 

In order to assess the suitability of a field for breeding waders,  it is necessary to walk the full extent of the field, 
getting to within approximately 200m of all areas; the route can be determined as appropriate per field, but you 
must obtain a complete overview of the field. All wet features must be thoroughly inspected.

Where fields contain areas judged to be non-breeding habitat, farmers will not be penalised if they do not fully 
meet the criteria of A1,  A2,  A3, A4 and B1  in these areas. However, these areas should still be scored for the 
indicators C1 and C2 as these can impact on breeding within the suitable area. 
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Breeding Wader Scorecard

Farmer Code:

Management Unit (MU): Surveyor:

No. & type of stock in MU: Date:

Evidence of recent tractor operations (Y/N): Breeding waders present:

Scoring: circle the most appropriate value/description Final Score A & B & C: 

BREEDING SEASON

A. Field vegetation 

A.1 Breeding Season Sward Height
Long Mixed Short

5 15 15

A.2  Tussock Coverage

Absent Rare Occasional
Frequent, Abundant or 

Dominant

0 5 10 15

A.3 Rush Coverage: Choose the single most dominant type of rush present in MU and score this only

A.3.1 Level of Dense Rush Cover
> 50% of plot 30 - 50% of plot 10 - 29% of plot < 10% of plot

-5 5 10 15

A.3.2 Level of Sparse Rush Cover
>70% of plot 30 - 70% of plot < 30% of plot

-5 5 15

A.3.3 Level of Very Sparse Rush Cover
>75% of plot <75% of plot

5 15

B. Wet Features
B.1.  Wet Features

Damaged Insufficient Limited Sufficient Ample

Damaged / removed without 
advice

within plot 
features of appropriate slope, 
wetness and vegetative cover

but plot could be improved 
by increasing the amount / 

quality

features of appropriate slope, 
wetness and vegetative cover

-30 -15 -5 10 15

C. Other Features
C.1 Scrub Encroachment Level Describe scrub encroachment (if any)

Newly established stems. 
Mgt advised 

Very young stems. Mgt 
advised

No Stems / Maintain status 
quo 

0 5 10

C.2 Predator Habitat Describe predator habitat (if any)

Extensive; Major management 
required

Needs Management None / Maintain status quo

-5 5 15

LATE SEASON

D.1 Late Season Sward Height of ≤ 5cm

0 - 50% of MU
50-75% of MU, achieved by 

topping
50-75% of MU, achieved by 

grazing
>75% of MU, achieved by 

topping
>75% of MU, achieved by 

grazing
-5 0 5 10 15

RBAPS Shannon Callows Breeding Wader Habitat Assessment Sheet

Note: if there are extenuating circumstances relating to Indicators A.1 and A.2 in a given year (e.g. unforeseen, irregular flooding ) and these indicators cannot be scored, then 
scoring of the remaining indicators will determine the farmers payment in that year. For details on extenuating cirumstances see the Terms and Conditions.

NOTE: INDICATORS A3, B1, C1 AND C2 WILL BE SCORED AGAIN IN THE LATE SEASON IF CAPITAL WORKS HAVE BEEN UNDERTAKEN IN RELATION TO THESE INDICATORS

Comments and management recommendations (if any):

Describe wet features (if any):
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a1.  BreeDING  SeaSON  SWarD  HeIGHt
 Sward height should be mixed or short between 10 March and mid-July

Short: at least 70% of sward is short (≤5cm)

Mixed: the sward is a mixture of short (≤5cm) and medium (5-15cm) length, with at least 25% short and 
50% medium grass

Long:  ≥70% of the sward is of long length (>15cm)

Mixed sward can consist of areas of long vegetation interspersed with patches of short vegetation, or an open 
sward structure made up of long and short stems of grass.

A.1 Breeding Season Sward Height
Long Mixed Short

5 15 15

S hort sward height

at least 70% of the sward is of short 
height (≤5cm).

Score 15

Mixed sward height

at least 70% of the sward is a mixture 
of short (≤5cm) and medium (5-15cm) 
length, with at least 25% of short 
length. 

Score 15

Long sward height

70% or more of the sward is of long 
length (>15cm). 

This can occur if a site is under-grazed 
and the sward becomes lodged.

Score 5
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a.2  tuSSOCK  COVeraGe 

A tussock is a patch of vegetation at least 5cm longer than the surrounding vegetation (which should be short or 
mixed). Th e type left  by grazing cattle (ungrazed grass patches around old dug pats) are ideal, but many diff erent 
types are acceptable.  Tussock coverage in the fi eld should be of frequent or higher abundance. 

Whilst spatial distribution of tussocks does not determine the overall score, it is desirable to have tussocks 
scattered throughout the fi eld; however, if they are concentrated around the main breeding area (where it is 
known, or away from fi eld boundary’s in a fi eld where the breeding area is not known), that is also acceptable.

A.2  Tussock Coverage

Absent Rare Occasional
Frequent, Abundant or 

Dominant

0 5 10 15

  

To refl ect the revised scorecard, Late season sward height will be put in here as Indication A.3 before rush cover, with 
rush cover re-labelled as A4 and A.4.1 etc throughout this section

Tussocks are dominant, abundant or 
frequent.

Tussock abundance should be at least 
‘frequent’. 

It is desirable to have tussocks scattered 
throughout the Mu; however, if they are 
concentrated around the main breeding 
area (river, wet features and away from fi eld 
boundaries) that is also acceptable. 

Score 15

Tussocks are occasional, rare or absent

Tussock abundance may be occasional, 
rare or absent even when the sward height 
is acceptable.

Occasional: Score 10

Rare: Score 5

Absent: Score 0
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a.3 ruSH COVer 

As a general rule of thumb, rush cover over 30% is a deterrent to breeding.  However, the threshold that aff ects 
breeding  varies depending on the density of the rush. Because of this, this indicator has been split into three 
separate categories (A.3, A.3.1, A.3.2). When scoring the fi eld, the most appropriate rush category must be 
chosen fi rst, and then only that category scored.  

A.3 Rush Coverage: Choose the single most dominant type of rush present in MU and score this only

A.3.1 Level of Dense Rush Cover
> 50% of plot 30 - 50% of plot 10 - 29% of plot < 10% of plot

-5 5 10 15

A.3.2 Level of Sparse Rush Cover
>70% of plot 30 - 70% of plot < 30% of plot

-5 5 15

A.3.3 Level of Very Sparse Rush Cover
>75% of plot <75% of plot

5 15

A.3.1. Dense rush 
Dense clumps of rush, which are starting to 
spread, can be seen in this photo. Dense rush of 
>30% coverage is detrimental to breeding. 

<10% dense rush: Score 15

10-29% dense rush: Score 10

30-50% dense rush: Score 5

>50% dense rush: Score -5

 A.3.2. Sparse rush
Sparse rush cover is more open and therefore 
waders will tolerate a higher percentage cover 
compared to dense rush. However, at coverage 
of between 30-70% breeding will begin to be 

impacted.

<30% sparse rush: Score 15

30-70% sparse rush: Score 5

>70% sparse rush: Score -5

A.3.3.  Very  sparse  rush  
Very  sparse  rush  cover  has  an  open  structure,  
with  few  or  no  dense  clumps;  waders  will  
tolerate  to  quite  high  levels.

<75%  very  sparse  rush:  Score  15  

>75%  very  sparse  rush:  Score  5w
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B.1 Wet FeatureS 

It is very important that there are ample good quality wet features within the plot, suitable for chick feeding. 
These can take the form of gently sloping open vegetated river margins, drains, pools, wet areas or areas of the 
field  with a high water table (ground that is moist or wet underfoot). 

Where there are banks, they must be gently sloped – a slope of no more than 35 degrees; with sparse open 
vegetation, allowing the chicks easy access to the wet muddy areas and the invertebrates they feed on. Rank 
and overgrown margins are of little value. They should be accessible by cattle, as this prevents vegetation from 
becoming rank and increases the area of wet mud (slightly poached is ideal).

Within lowland wet grassland sites it is likely that some features will dry out as the season progresses, however it 
is important that the plot contains some features or areas that retain water until early July. 

Where there is a lack of natural features, or existing features dry out early (in a year with normal weather 
patterns), wet features can be artificially created. These should be scored in the same way.

Some examples of wet features are shown below. The score given will depend on the quantity and combination 
of these.

B. Wet Features
B.1.  Wet Features

Damaged Insufficient Limited Sufficient Ample

Damaged / removed without 
advice

within plot 
features of appropriate slope, 
wetness and vegetative cover

but plot could be improved 
by increasing the amount / 

quality

features of appropriate slope, 
wetness and vegetative cover

-30 -15 -5 10 15
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C.1 SCruB eNCrOaCHMeNt LeVeL 

Th e scrub encroachment indicator takes account of newly establishing scrub / trees (circa less than 15 years 
old). In some cases this can be as minor as small bushes / trees becoming established in drains and on fi eld 
boundaries, and which may pose little immediate threat to breeding; however, if left  will potentially pose a threat 
in future years. In other cases, it includes young trees and bushes which are starting to become predator habitat. 
Depending on the quantity and location of these, they may be classifi ed as (established) predator habitat instead 
and score under C.2. In some cases, even where some encroachment is occurring it may be acceptable to leave 
it and “maintain the status quo”. Th is will largely depend on where it is - the closer to the main breeding habitat 
and wet features the more of an impact it will have on breeding.  

C.1 Scrub Encroachment Level
Newly established stems. 

Mgt advised 
Very young stems. Mgt 

advised
No Stems / Maintain status 

quo 
0 5 10

Very young stems

Seen on the centre and foreground of this 
photo; although seedlings or young saplings 
(< 1m in height) have little impact on breeding, 
they will potentially pose a problem in future 
years. Management is advised while they are 
small and easy to control.

Score 5

Newly established stems (over 1m and 
less than 2.5m high)

Seen on the left side of this image. these are 
more likely to impact on breeding, because 
they can provide perching posts for avian 
predators such as Hooded Crows and 
Magpies. removal will be advised.

Score 0

Newly established stems (over 1m and 
less than 2.5m high)

While these bushes are still very young, 
because a number are located together, if 
left unmanaged, they would soon become 
predator habitat.  removal will be advised.

Score 0
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C.2 PreDatOr HaBItat 

Th e predator habitat indicator, takes account of trees/ bushes, generally over 15 years of age and which are 
considered to have the potential to impact on breeding wader success through the provision of nest sites/
perching areas for corvids. However, it also takes account of small clumps of trees or bushes and clumps of 
younger trees and bushes, all of which can provide cover for mammalian predators. 

Removing predator habitat can help reduce predation levels and increase the amount of available wader breeding 
habitat. However, not all predator habitat in the fi eld will need to be removed. Its aff ect on breeding is infl uenced 
by its location in the fi eld (how close it is in relation to the main nesting and chick rearing areas) and the predator 
pressure on site (which may be an unknown factor). Some examples of predator habitat are given below. 

C.2 Predator Habitat

Extensive; Major management 
required

Needs Management None / Maintain status quo

-5 5 15

Maintain status quo

In some cases, it may be 
appropriate to maintain the status 
quo (for example, as in this photo, 
the predator habitat is located 
suffi ciently far from breeding and 
chick rearing areas).

Score 15

(This can be revised to “needs 
management” at a later date if 
appropriate.)

Needs management

this dense area of Whitethorn, 
Blackthorn and Willow of varying 
ages, along with the establishing 
Blackthorn, provides both perching 
posts for aerial predators and 
excellent cover for other predators 
such as fox and mink. It should be 
removed.

 Score 5
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Needs management

In some cases, small clumps of 
trees and bushes will constitute 
predator habitat and need 
removing. this will largely depend 
on their location and the predator 
pressure on the site.

Score 5

Extensive predator habitat; 
major management required.

Where, due to a lack of 
management scrub and trees have 
been allowed to colonise a large 
area, signifi cant management will 
be required. as well as limiting 
breeding habitat it will also provide 
cover for predators. 

Score -5
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D.1 Late SeaSON SWarD HeIGHt < 5CM IN HeIGHt 

Sward height should be 5cm or less across the fi eld by 30 November or the onset of winter fl ooding (whichever 
comes fi rst). Th is should ideally be achieved by cattle grazing at the end of the breeding season (July onwards) 
ahead of fl ooding, though topping is permitted.

D.1 Late Season Sward Height of ? 5cm

0 - 50% of MU
50-75% of MU, achieved by 

topping
50-75% of MU, achieved by 

grazing
>75% of MU, achieved by 

topping
>75% of MU, achieved by 

grazing
-5 0 5 10 15

Note: In years when abnormally late spring or early autumn fl ooding or excessive rainfall occurs, farmers may 
not be able to deliver on scoring criteria A.1, A.2 or D.1.  In such years, these criteria will be omitted and scoring 
will be determined by the remaining criteria. 

NOte: INDICatOrS a3, B1, C1 aND C2 WILL Be SCOreD aGaIN IN tHe Late 
SeaSON IF CaPItaL WOrKS HaVe BeeN uNDertaKeN IN reLatION tO tHeSe

Sward height of ≤5cm, achieved 
by grazing:

>75% of Mu has a sward height of 
≤5cm in height: Score 15

50-75% of Mu has a sward height 
of ≤5cm in height: Score 5

0-50% of Mu has a sward height of 
≤5cm in height: Score -5

Sward height of ≤5cm, achieved 
by topping:

>75% of Mu has a sward height of 
≤5cm in height: Score 10

50-75% of Mu has a sward height 
of ≤5cm in height:  Score 0 

0-50% of Mu has a sward height of 
≤5cm in height:  Score -5
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This document has been prepared by Birdwatch Ireland as part of the RBAPS project (www.rbaps.eu).  If you 
have any comments or queries, please contact the Banagher Office of Birdwatch Ireland on (057) 9151676.  

The RBAPS project is funded by the European Commission with co-funding provided by project partners and 
with support from The Heritage Council, Teagasc and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine.  

Information provided in this document does not necessarily reflect thoughts or opinions of the funders.

See also a separate document on RBAPS Breeding Waders - Best Practice 
Guidelines for farming for conservation on the Shannon Callows.


