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This book sets out to summarize the exten-
sive body of research on farmland bird
conservation in Britain. It opens with a chap-
ter on the history of agriculture in Britain,
from the beginnings of woodland and
shrubland clearance by Neolithic farmers,
through the devastation caused to wetlands
and open semi-natural habitats by drainage
and enclosure, to changes in agricultural
practice since the Second World War. All of
these changes have had profound effects on
the birds that managed to colonize, persist
and even in some cases prosper in agricul-
tural habitats. In the first of three main
sections the authors describe in detail the
bird communities of fields and field bound-
aries, as well as those of grazed semi-natural
habitats such as heathland and downland.

The meat of the book is in the next two
sections, summarizing the findings of half
a century’s research into the patterns and
mechanisms of change in farmland bird
populations. These include chapters on
population trends, demographic responses
to agricultural changes and practices, and
16 detailed species case studies, supported
by helpful summary tables. With almost
1,000 references the book provides an
exhaustive compendium of current knowl-
edge. I found it a telling catalogue of both
the power and the limitations of science.

On the one hand the case studies of
corncrake, stone curlew and cirl bunting
show how detailed research, followed by the
testing and deployment of targeted meas-
ures, has successfully reversed population
declines. On the other, these are only a frac-
tion of the thousands of plant and animal
species inhabiting the countryside, and de-
spite decades of research and billions of
Euros in agri-environment subsidies, wider
deterioration of the populations of birds and
other species has hardly been dented. I can’t
help feeling that we need a more ambitious
approach to conservation, to augment that
of species-specific tinkering.

There is a brief discussion of the objec-
tives of conservation, which dismisses
large-scale re-wilding as impractical and
proposes the more modest aim of reversing
the declines of species which were, until
recently, familiar farmland species. I would

have liked more thoughtful discussion on
this topic. There are good arguments for
conserving recently-declining species: for
their cultural and aesthetic values and
for their usefulness as indicators of a healthy
environment. However, there are also
compelling arguments for more ambitious
baselines: for restoring a few large-scale
examples of the wet and wooded landscapes
that would have characterized the British
Isles before agriculture, for example. Might
re-wilding in some places, and ‘sustainable
intensification’ in others (Godfray et al.,
Science, 327, 812–818) be more effective than
trying to combine crop production and
conservation in the same fields?

Although their focus is largely on the
latter approach, the authors raise this and
other questions in the final chapter, laying
out what they see as three key research
areas for the future. What are the likely
trade-offs and synergies between biodiver-
sity conservation, food production and
ecosystem service provision? To what ex-
tent, and at what spatial grain, should we
aim to separate land for production and
land for conservation? How will climate
change affect our answers to those ques-
tions? These are important and multifac-
eted questions to which as yet there are few
clear answers.

A further challenge is to integrate local,
national and global conservation issues and
priorities. The food we eat in Britain, the
biofuel feedstocks we grow or import, and
the land-use choices we make here, have
direct and indirect effects on birds and
other species in agricultural lands far be-
yond these shores. Grappling with global-
ization is largely beyond the scope of this
book but for those looking for a thorough
summary of what is known about conserv-
ing birds in British farmland Bird Conser-
vation and Agriculture will be an important
reference.
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The discourse on the links between the
environment and development, between
conservation and poverty, has a long his-
tory. The so-called people and parks debate
on the purpose of conservation emerged as
early as the 1950s, centred around the
question of whether national parks should
be established to protect species or to benefit
people. International conservation policy
was based on wildlife conservation through
the establishment of protected areas that
excluded people, or at least severely re-
stricted their access to natural resources.

An increased focus on social justice in
conservation emerged in the 1970s and,
since the 1980s, attempts to address these
issues have been made through community-
based natural resource management and
integrated conservation and development
approaches. Debate on social impacts has
largely centred on protected areas but has
implications for a wider range of conserva-
tion initiatives.

Concern for social impacts has both
ethical and strategic dimensions: ethical
based on concern for human rights and
social justice, and strategic because of links
between social and conservation outcomes.
For example, positive benefits from natural
resources can act as an incentive to sustain-
able management and negative social im-
pacts can reduce support for conservation at
local and international levels.

There is therefore a clear need for, but
dearth of, robust empirical evidence on the
cultural and socio-economic effects of con-
servation initiatives. Aggregation and spa-
tial and temporal comparisons are also
hampered by the absence of a consistent,
objective approach to identify and measure
such impacts.

This publication is intended to be a first
step in addressing the need for standard
methods by reviewing more than 30 tools,
methods and methodologies that have been
used in a wide range of different contexts. It
draws on the expertise of a number of major
international conservation organizations and
researchers brought together though a series
of workshops, meetings and discussions un-
der the Social Assessment of Protected Areas
initiative.

The core narrative is readable and con-
cise. Over half the content comprises refer-
ences and useful appendices, including an
overview of the tools and methodologies
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