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t's early April as | write this. Songbirds

are beginning to arrive in southern
Ontario after epic migrations and we're
beginning discussions with a small group
of farmers to learn more about their
operations and how they may be able to
improve grassland bird nest success on
their farms. Walking through the fields,
red-winged blackbirds, song sparrows,
and eastern meadowlarks occasionally
break the relative quiet of early spring.
It will be several more weeks before all
of the migrants have arrived and we can

occasion until mid-July provides an even
greater chance of successful nesting.

Delayed Haying

We studied bobolinks on two farms to
quantify nest success in hayfields where
the harvest was delayed until birds had
finished nesting. We monitored 60 nests
in 38 bobolink territories across 35
hectares of hayfield. Though many nests
were predated, as is common for ground-
nesting birds, the majority fledged young.

hear the full chorus of grassland birds.
Bobolinks, one of the star players that
will soon animate Ontario's grasslands
with their jumbling, robotic song and
helicopter-like flight displays, will arrive
in early May. Hundreds of thousands
will fill Ontario’s hayfields and pastures,
making these grasslands home for the

bobolinknest

We observed a drastic difference in the
latest fledge date on the two farms—on
the Cottrell farm the last nest fledged
young on June 27, compared to July 17
on Glen Osprey farm. Young bobolinks
can't fly when they first leave the nest
and need about a week to develop
proficient flight skills. At the Cottrell

next few months as they attempt to
raise young. But there used to be more
- many more. Bobolink numbers in
Ontario declined by 80 per cent between 1970 and 20177, due in part
to the disappearance of hayfields and pastures, changes in agricultural
practices, and habitat loss in South America, where the birds
overwinter. The list of threats is long and varied and, unfortunately,
it's a similar story for many other species. Grassland birds are facing
incredibly steep declines across North America. Conservation actions
in Ontario and across their breeding range are crucial to stemming
population declines, and farmers who create and manage hayfields
and pastures are key to bobolink conservation.

Bird Ecology and Conservation Ontario has been working with
farmers since 2016 to find ways to make space for bobolinks and
other grassland birds on farms. We recently developed three case
studies, summarized below, to demonstrate a few of our recent
collaborations and the conservation actions that were implemented to
support bobolinks.

Light Spring Grazing

We worked with a small group of cattle farmers practicing
rotational grazing in the Ottawa Valley to evaluate the impacts of
light spring grazing on nesting bobolinks. At Quarry Hill Farm, a small
number of Charolais cow-calf pairs grazed a 2.8-hectare paddock in
late May. The paddock was then rested until early July. By the end of
June, young had fledged from all five bobolink nests in the paddock.
This practice worked for bobolinks on the other farms as well;
although some nests failed due to grazing (e.g., by being trampled),
the majority were successful. Critical to the success of this project
was the timing and intensity of the spring grazing, which occurred
soon after bobolinks established territories and was light enough to
leave sufficient vegetative cover for nests. Delaying the second grazing

farm, mowing could have occurred

as early as July 4 without impacting
bobolink nests or young. The timing of
bobolink nesting varies annually based
on weather and nest predation. Delaying the hay harvest until mid-
July will avoid negative impacts on the vast majority of bobolink nests
in a hayfield. If delaying the hay harvest until mid-July is not possible
in a field targeted for conservation, delaying for as long as possible
will help to provide some young birds with the chance to fledge.

Refuge Paddocks

In rotationally grazed pasture, a nesting refuge can provide
significant conservation benefit. At Green Being Farm, a 2.5-hectare
bobolink nesting refuge was established in a 10-hectare pasture. The
area was left ungrazed until late July, protecting five bobolink nests;
four of which fledged a total of 15 young. If this area had been grazed
in June, few if any of these nests would have fledged young. Though
relatively small, the nesting refuge at Green Being Farm had a big
impact because it was strategically placed in an area where multiple
bobolink pairs were nesting. Typically, bobolinks will be more abundant
in more open areas of pasture that are farther from forest edges and
buildings.

Other grassland bird species that nest on the ground, such as
eastern meadowlarks, grasshopper sparrows, and Savannah sparrows,
also benefit from these conservation practices. However, all three
species have longer nesting seasons than bobolinks and some birds
may nest into August. Find out more about grassland birds that
nest in hayfields and pastures and how to identify them at:
grasslandbirds.ca. OB
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