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The decline of a common farmland bird

The grey partridge originated as a grassland bird on the open, largely treeless,
steppe. It nests on the ground, hidden in thick grass, and after the eggs hatch the
hen partridge takes her brood of chicks to forage among the tall grasses or cereals
for caterpillars, beetles, plant bugs, and aphids. As they mature these chicks begin to
feed, like their parents, on young shoots and seeds.

Its steppe origin has allowed the partridge to adapt easily to cereal farmland.
Thick vegetation at the base of a hedgerow makes an ideal nest site, and wheat and
barley crops provide perfect cover from predators while the young brood is
searching for insects.

Cereal fields are the primary habitat for the grey
partridge in Britain. Its future depends on farming.
(David Mason)

A once flourishing gamebird 

We can never know how many partridges existed in medieval England or earlier
but they were well distributed and in reasonable numbers. Farming was mixed and
arable crops full of insects and weeds. Nevertheless predatory birds and mammals
were common and mortality to these must have been high1.

In the 19th century, numbers of partridge dramatically increased following the
period of land enclosure - with the patchwork quilt landscape and quick-set hedges
that we cherish today. After the agricultural revolution there was increased interest
in managing game for sport and, by 1911, there were about 25,000 gamekeepers
nationwide protecting gamebirds1.At this time we estimate from bag data that there
must have been more than a million pairs of grey partridges breeding in Britain1.

In the 1950s a sharp decline in partridge numbers followed the introduction of
herbicides into modern cereal-growing systems1,2,3.This was exacerbated by a loss
of hedgerows and the employment of fewer gamekeepers. In the early 1990s there
were around 145,000 partridge pairs but on-going monitoring suggests that
numbers have halved since then.

The decline in numbers of partridges shot highlights
the dramatic drop during the 1950s and the very
low numbers at present. 
(Data from 12 English sporting estates from 
The Game Conservancy Trust’s National
Gamebag Census)

The life-cycle of the grey partridge. The main pairing and breeding seasons of the bird (orange) are
shown in relation to the growth of cereals (green) and the shooting season (red).
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A safe place to nest - plenty of tussocky grass

By the end of February most pairs have formed and, when the weather is dry, the
pairs start prospecting for likely nest sites.They will pick their way around the bases
of hedgerows assessing the ground vegetation and cover. Nest sites tend to be on
free-draining soil on a slope preferably facing south and with shelter from the
prevailing wet weather4. Nests are a shallow scrape concealed in dense vegetation
such as rank tussocky grass, herbaceous perennials and the crops themselves4.

DOS AND DON'TS FOR FARMERS

� Construct beetle banks* across large arable fields to increase the amount
of nesting cover.

� Manage the grass beside hedgerows so that there is always old dead grass
from the previous year available for nesting.

� Keep the hedge trimmed (preferably after the berry crop has finished) to
under six foot in height to avoid them being used as look-out posts by
avian predators.

� Make judicious use of set-aside strips to create grassy nesting cover next to
cereal crops and conservation headlands*.

� Don't plough up to the hedge line. Leave at least a one metre grass strip
at the base of the hedge.

� Don't allow fertilisers or herbicides to drift onto the hedge or fence bank-
they will damage vegetation used as nesting cover.

� Never spray out fence-rows with herbicides. Fence-rows are the only
nesting habitats left in many areas.

� Don’t allow livestock - especially sheep - to graze out and damage the base
of hedges when adjacent fields are in grass. Some light grazing every few
years may be beneficial.

* Grant aid is available for these under some Agri-environment Schemes.

The profile of an ideal partridge nesting hedge - note the raised bank which provides sheltered well-
drained nest sites hidden amongst dense ground cover.

A beetle bank is a raised ridge across the middle
of an arable field and planted with tussock-forming
grasses like cock’s-foot. Designed primarily as
habitat for ground beetles, which help control
aphid numbers in the adjacent crop, they are also
good gamebird nesting cover. (Stephen Tapper)

Good ground cover on the hedge bank is important
for nesting partridges. It should be a mixture of
perennial herbs and tall tussock-forming grasses such as
cock’s-foot.Trim down this vegetation to stop scrub
invading. Partridges need the old grass stems and dead
leaves from the previous year for nest construction.

Cereal crop, preferably spring
sown, with the margin managed as
a conservation headland to provide
an insect-rich foraging area for
broods in June.

A narrow cultivated
strip stops weed
invasion from the
hedge bank into the
crop and gives a
useful drying out
area for chicks.

The hedge, not strictly essential for partridge
nesting, does provide a wind break and
habitat for many other farmland birds. Don’t
trim too often, but allow the natural berry
crop to be eaten by wildlife over the winter.

The hedge is on a
wide bank which is
perfect for partridges.
It enables them to find
well-drained and
sheltered nest sites.

Partridges are vulnerable during nesting time so, as
well as providing good nesting cover, their breeding
success will be improved if numbers of carrion
crows and magpies, which steal eggs, and foxes,
which kill the sitting hen, are reduced. Properly
used, the Larsen trap is a legal and effective way
of dealing with crows and magpies in the spring
and summer. (Stephen Tapper)

Game Conservancy Limited’s Advisory
Service can help design appropriate
predation control strategies - see back page.
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Chick survival - insect food is crucial

During the first few days after hatching, partridge chicks need to feed on insects in
order to grow and feather-up quickly. Without this protein-rich diet the chicks
become stunted and die. Unfortunately insect numbers are much reduced in cereal
crops because herbicides and insecticides have broken the natural food chain.
Agricultural pesticides rarely poison the birds directly.

Since the early 1980s The Game Conservancy Trust has developed techniques
to help put the insects back into cereal crops and increase chick survival in ways that
are compatible with modern agriculture5,6.

DOS AND DON’TS FOR FARMERS

� Use conservation headlands* along the edges of cereal crops. The key
features are:- 

Spring herbicides and summer insecticides are not applied on
cereal crops along a six to 12 metre strip along the field margin.

Fungicides can be applied as normal.

Some selective autumn herbicides and grass weed-killers can be
applied to combat cleavers, black grass and other noxious weeds.

On heavy land nitrogen levels are best reduced.

� Plant set-aside strips with cereal mixtures (Wild Bird Cover Option) next
to nesting cover.

� Use set-aside allocations to their maximum effect around the farm,
combine nesting cover (sown grass) with brood-rearing cover (cereal mix)
within the same strips.

� Leave some bare soil between the hedge bank and the crops. It prevents
weed infestation of the crop and provides a drying-out/dusting area for
partridge broods.

� Don’t apply summer insecticides to cereals unless there is no other choice.
The deleterious effects of a large-scale application can last for several
years. If treatment is necessary, use a selective product such as pirimicarb,
or leave the outer 12 metres unsprayed.

* Grant aid is available for these under some Agri-environment Schemes.

The chick food chain. Weeds in cereal crops are
the food for caterpillars, beetles and bugs, which
partridge chicks need for healthy growth.
Herbicides and insecticides break this food chain.

Peter Thompson of The Game Conservancy
Trust can give detailed agronomic advice
on managing conservation headlands.
Telephone: 01425 652381

Sawfly larvae - green caterpillars - are the ideal
chick food and are most abundant in mid-June
when partridges hatch. (Nicholas Aebischer)

Peter Thompson inspecting a conservation headland. Annual weeds have been allowed to develop in
the crop edge to provide the food base for the insect fauna on which partridge chicks depend.
(Stephen Tapper)
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Surviving winter and spring - food and cover

Modern farmland is a hungry place for birds.The combine harvester leaves little spilt
grain for seed eaters and early cultivation for winter crops means the rest of the
grain, along with any weed seeds, is quickly buried. Further, many farms are now
specialised arable enterprises and partridge coveys have lost the opportunity to
share food provided for livestock wintering outdoors. Nevertheless, the young
shoots of winter corn are themselves a source of food.

Much modern farmland is not only hungry, it is bare too. Partridges need some
cover, not only as shelter from the worst of the winter rain and gales, but also to
hide from predators.

This kale strip, in its first season, has been planted
under the Wild Bird Cover Option of set-aside. It
makes ideal cover for partridges in winter.
(Stephen Tapper)

DOS AND DON’TS FOR FARMERS

� Plant seed-bearing game crops* such as kale or quinoa in open areas
where partridges are likely to be and not close to woodland.

� Leave stubbles as long as possible before ploughing*. Stubbles following an
undersown crop are particularly valuable because they remain
uncultivated through the spring within the ley.

� Put out bird feeders designed for partridges in places where coveys like to
over-winter. Place them near cover or create cover nearby using piles of
brush.

� Use the Wild Bird Cover Option of set-aside with a kale-quinoa mixture
left for two years. In winter and spring this provides food and protection
from predators.

� Don’t spray stubbles indiscriminately, but consider selective herbicides that
will knock out noxious weeds while leaving the others as partridge food.

� Avoid planting new woodland in open areas suitable for grey partridges.

* Some grant aid may be available for these under some Agri-environment Schemes.

A partridge pair in a field of winter corn. Provided with food and cover partridges can withstand the
cold - they survive very well, for example, on the Russian steppe and Canadian prairies where
temperatures are extreme. The characteristic cross-barring on the scapula feathers of the hen can be
seen on the bird in the foreground. (Chris Knights)

An old drum set up as a partridge feeder. Whole
wheat is used as food and the partridges have to
reach up and peck the grains out through a fine
mesh. The whole is suspended on wire to prevent
small rodents from gaining access. The feeder
should be sited on open ground well away from
woods and trees but near some ground cover such
as stubble or set-aside. (Dick Potts)
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The grey partridge was in the first group of species to be given priority under the
Government’s Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) in 1995.The plan aims to stabilise grey
partridge numbers by 2005 and ensure that the breeding population is above 150,000
pairs by 2010. It recognises that the key to achieving this will be to shift the emphasis
in agricultural subsidies and to improve Agri-environment Schemes.The plan does
not propose the protection of special sites nor the protection of the species.

Our analysis at The Game Conservancy Trust (see map above) suggests that the
total quantity of habitat available is easily sufficient to meet the BAP targets. Indeed
were partridges to be distributed at even modest densities across the existing
farmland there is adequate land available for over 500,000 pairs.

The Government is committed to improving the status of birds like the grey
partridge and it is one of the 20 farmland species of bird being used as a “quality of
life” indicator.We expect part of this commitment to be shown through the addition
of arable conservation options within the Countryside Stewardship scheme.

Measures taken to improve grey partridges will improve the numbers of other
species of farmland bird.

A Biodiversity Action Plan

SIGN UP TO HELP THE GREYS

As part of its role as lead partner of
the grey partridge Biodiversity
Action Plan,The Game Conservancy
Trust is helping landowners conserve
their grey partridge stocks.The Trust
guides farmers through the basics of
management, putting the emphasis
on regular counts and calculations of
breeding success. This monitoring is
essential to judge the success of
habitat improvement.

Contact:
The Partridge Count Co-ordinator on
01425 652381

Partridge habitat in Britain. The yellow is optimum habitat for grey partridges with a high proportion of
arable farmland. Green is less optimal ground where livestock rearing out-weighs arable farming in
importance. Grey areas are unsuited to grey partridges for a variety of reasons.(From CEH Land
Cover and OS Geographic Reference maps)

Counting grey partridges in late summer to
assess breeding success. (Stephen Tapper)

“EVERY ONE COUNTS”
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The grey partridge is no longer the prolific gamebird it once was. In most districts
it is now either absent or uncommon. In these circumstances partridges should not
be shot.The only exception is where careful management has produced a shootable
surplus. Some properties still produce these surpluses in good breeding years and,
provided not more than 30% of the autumn population is shot, the harvest is
sustainable.

Unless carefully managed, the shooting of released red-legged partridges can
have a devastating effect on wild greys at a low density because of the risk of over-
shooting. Precautions must be taken to avoid this.

Grey partridges and shooting

A wild partridge shoot on Salisbury Plain where
numbers reached over 70 birds per 250 acres with
effective predation control7. (Stephen Tapper)

SIX GOLDEN RULES FOR GAME SHOOTERS

1 Do not shoot wild grey partridges if you have fewer than 20 birds per
250 acres (100 hectares) in the autumn. Below this level the population
has little ability to compensate for shooting losses.

2     Stop shooting wild grey partridges as soon as the threshold of 20 birds
per 250 acres (100 hectares) is reached, for the same reason.

3 Avoid shooting grey partridges after the end of December. Birds pair up
in the new year and shooting at this time reduces the breeding stock.

4 Never shoot at grey partridges that are in pairs.

5 With driven redleg or pheasant shooting, take special precautions to
ensure that wild greys are not shot at the same time.

Warn the guns if grey partridges are likely to be on the drive.

Tell the guns to watch out for higher birds in tight coveys that
might be greys.Tell them, if in doubt, not to shoot. Perhaps fine
them if they shoot greys!

Arrange a system of whistles for beaters to warn guns that greys
have been flushed - their distinctive call also helps to identify
them. Have observers in the line of guns to do the same.

6 DO NOT SHOOT GREY PARTRIDGES AT ALL UNLESS YOU ALSO
TAKE STEPS TO CONSERVE THEM.

Partridge management for shooting

Knowing the number of partridges on the ground is the minimum requirement
for shooting.

The autumn count is carried out immediately after harvest by driving across
stubbles in the early morning or late evening and recording the size of all coveys
encountered. Refinements are to age and sex the birds, and to count the pairs
in spring.

Unmanaged land should hold an average 4.5 breeding pairs on 250 acres (100
hectares). With annual losses of 55%, this implies that 20 birds per 250 acres are
required in the autumn just to maintain numbers. At lower densities shooting
should not take place.

Restocking with grey partridges reared on a game farm almost always fails as a
means of restoring stocks. Most, if not all, are killed by predators within a few weeks
of release. Essential components of conserving wild partridge stocks are habitat
management and legal predation control.

Redleg partridges like these have become popular
to rear for shooting. Provided wild grey partridges
are not over-shot, redlegs will do no harm to the
native species. (David Mason)
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This initiative is
supported by the
Farmland Bird
Species Action
Plan Steering
Group which
includes, as well
as The Game
Conservancy Trust:

British Trust for Ornithology
Countryside Council for Wales
Department for Environment, Food 
& Rural Affairs
English Nature
Joint Nature Conservation Committee
Northern Ireland Executive
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds
Scottish Executive
Scottish Natural Heritage
Syngenta

FOUR COMMON QUESTIONS:

Q: If partridges are scarce why not protect them? A: It is a fact that
partridges are most abundant in the places where they are conserved for
shooting. This is not because shooters go to where they are most
common, but because on these places partridges are managed carefully so
that they breed and survive better than elsewhere, giving more partridges
because of, not despite, shooting.

Q: Sparrowhawks seem to be killing small birds of all kinds - are they to
blame? A: Certainly where partridges are scarce and sparrowhawks are in
good numbers, predation by birds of prey could be a limiting factor and
this is the subject of current research. However, under the pre-1960s
traditional farming methods, both birds were common. Partridges declined
most severely in the 1960s and 1970s, when sparrowhawks themselves
were almost wiped out by organo-chlorine pesticides.

Q: Surely what we want is more gamekeepers keeping foxes and crows in
check? A: Foxes and crows undoubtedly suppress partridge numbers and
we have proved that effective predation control by a gamekeeper can
easily treble a partridge population in a few years7. So, having more
gamekeepers reducing foxes and crows will help. However, with adequate
nesting and winter cover, as well as sympathetic farming systems which
improve chick survival, a partridge stock should maintain itself, albeit at a
low density, even in the presence of predators.

Q: Why can’t we solve the problem by releasing game farm birds?
A: For two reasons. First, the partridge has declined primarily because arable
land has become inhospitable through agricultural intensification, so restoring
the habitat should always be the priority. Second, hand-reared partridges do
not behave naturally in the wild and are very vulnerable to predators. Even
those that do survive usually fail to breed in subsequent years.

Common questions; References

Game Conservancy Limited’s
Advisory Service will give
professional advice on all aspects of
game management including grey
partridges.

For information contact:
01425 651013
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Fact sheet 6

Environmental Stewardship:
Making the most for grey partridges

Introduction
There are a wide range of options available
within the Entry Level Scheme (ELS) and
the Higher Level Scheme (HLS) to benefit
the grey partridge. When considering how
to target these options to maximise the
potential for grey partridges on a given
area of land, remember to think of their
needs for the whole year. The three key
themes to provide are:

Nesting cover
Ideally, grey partridges need long linear
strips or small patches of tussocky grass
that have not been cut in the previous year.
Large areas of tussocky grass, however,
are not suitable and should be avoided.
Partridges will only use the edges of the
bigger blocks of grass. The following options
can be used to deliver suitable cover for

Nesting cover
Brood-rearing cover
Winter and early spring cover

If these three important factors can be
provided across the farm and coupled
with predator control during the breeding
season, there is no reason why grey
partridges should not thrive.

grey partridges to nest in:
• Buffer strip options: EE 1, EE2, EE3, EE4,

EE5, EE6
• Field corner management: EF1, EK1
• Beetle banks: EF7

These same options are also available
under the HLS.

Why should you
read this leaflet?
This series of fact sheets
explains how to restore wild grey
partridges on your farm, based
on the results of our practical
research. Restoring these birds on
farmland will help us to achieve
Biodiversity Action Plan targets
for this and other BAP species,
including other ground-nesting
birds and rare arable wildflowers.
It will also allow you to achieve the
best out of your wild gamebirds.

 

Contact
The Game Conservancy Trust
Fordingbridge
Hampshire
SP6 1EF

Tel: 0142 5 652381
Fax: 0142 5 655 848
Email: info@gct.org.uk

www.gct.org.uk 
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Brood-rearing areas
An ideal area for partridge chicks to forage
for insects should consist of a sparse
overhead canopy – such as a thin cereal
crop, to protect from avian predators. It
should have a scattering of broad-leaved
weeds in the base of the mix, so that
insects are attracted onto these weeds and
are available for small chicks to gather.

The following options under ELS can be
chosen to deliver good brood-rearing areas:

Winter/spring cover
There are two sorts of cover – the type
that just acts as cover and the type that
supplies a food source as well. Cover only
options are:
• Buffer strips: EE 1, EE2, EE3, EE4, EE5, EE6
• Field corner management: EF1
• Beetle banks: EF7

Ideally, cover should also provide food
during the winter and spring time. The
options that offer food are:
• Wild bird seed mix: EF2
• Wild bird seed mix on set-aside: EF3
• Wild bird seed mix in grassland: EG2
• Brassica fodder crops: EG5
• Over-winter stubbles: EF6
• Cultivated margins: EF11 (only if they

are left uncultivated until the spring)

The HLS includes all of the above and
offers further chances to deliver food and
cover for grey partridges. The following
supply both cover and food, although with
fodder crops it depends to some extent,

• Conservation headlands: EF9, EF10
• Undersown spring cereals: EG 1

The wild bird seed mix, EG2, EF2, EF3
may also be used at six metres wide and
planted with a mixture such as cereal,
li nseed and mustard. When choosing this
option do not fertilise, and use a low seed
rate so that the area does not become
too thick. Chicks need to be able to move

on how much weed has grown within
the crop:
• Enhanced wild bird seed mix: HF12
• Unharvested conservation headlands:

HF14
• Reduced herbicide in cereals preceding

over-wintered stubble: HF15, HF18
• Fodder crops: HG6

Where possible, choose some mixtures
for the wild bird seed option that include
kale so that the crop can last for two
years. This will mean that the second year
kale will provide important cover for grey
partridges in early spring when they break
up from their coveys, because this is a time
when they are particularly vulnerable to
predation. If all your wild bird seed mixes
are annual crops, the cover is all removed
to be replanted at just the wrong time.

Set-aside: Remember that you still have set-
aside land that can be used to benefit grey
partridges, not only by using the wild bird

around in the crop and they will struggle if
it is too thick at the base. This latter option
can be left over-winter to supply food and
cover for partridges and can be renewed
in the spring each year.

The HLS offers further options over
and above ELS, and they are as follows:
• Reduced herbicide in cereal crops:

HF15, HF18
• Low input option in spring cereals: HG7

cover option within set-aside but also there
are some options under the ELS and HLS
that can be carried out on set-aside land:
• EF3 – wild bird seed mix on set-aside

land – remember that set-aside can be
dropped to six metres when positioned
next to an environmental feature, such
as a hedge or beetle bank, so this option
could be used for brood-rearing cover

• HLS offers reduced herbicide in cereals
preceding set-aside: HF18

• Unharvested conservation headlands
preceding set-aside: HF19

Grey partridge habitat requirements for
all seasons are now catered for in these
new environmental schemes, so make
good use of them and help this glorious
bird become a common sight once again
on our farmland.

   

A good
example of
2nd year

kale grown
alongside
brood-rearing

cover 

More information
The Advisory Services of Game
Conservancy Limited can provide
further advice on feeding systems for
gamebirds, and on all aspects of game
management. For information, please
contact Lynda Ferguson on
01425 651013. 
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Late winter and spring feeding
of pheasants and partridges

Why feed gamebirds after the shooting season?
The leanest time for gamebirds are the late
winter and early spring months. By January
most of the harvest-spilt grain and weed
seeds have been gleaned by birds and
small mammals, leaving only green shoots
and leaves for gamebirds to feed on.

Once the shooting season finishes, feed
hoppers are often allowed to run out,
leaving gamebirds, which have been used
to being well fed, with a potential shortage
of food. Table 1 below shows the results
of dissections of several hundred crops of
wild grey partridges in the 1930s. It clearly
shows how little grain and weed seeds are
left by late winter and this was at a time
when agriculture was far less efficient than
it is today.

When looking at this table it should be
noted that one gram of wheat provides the
dry weight food value of 24 pecks of green
leaves! Getting enough food quickly enables
gamebirds to maintain condition, to have
more time to watch out for predators and,
because they are in good condition, react
to a potential attack faster.

Research has shown that gamebirds
lose weight and condition during these
lean months so that come the breeding
season in April and May, when hen birds
have to produce and incubate eggs, and

when this causes them to lose weight
naturally, many are simply not in good
enough condition to breed successfully.

The Game Conservancy Trust has
shown in extensive feeding trials that when
pheasants are fed wheat in their breeding
territories, the density of territorial cocks
and hens can increase by up to 50%. Fed
hens can maintain body condition
throughout the nesting period and, if they
lose a nest, are much more likely to re-nest
compared with unfed birds. On average,
around 85% more chicks are produced to
fledging when spring feeding is employed.

In the Aisne region of northern France,
Jacques Hicter has developed and
successfully put into practice a feeding
system for wild grey partridges. He has
managed to achieve spring populations of
80 pairs per 100 hectares and, perhaps
even more encouragingly, has inspired up to
50 other land managers to follow his lead.

There are some differences between
feeding partridges and pheasants so this
fact sheet has dealt with each separately.
However, both partridges and pheasants
often feed from the same hopper, as
indeed do many small birds such as
yellowhammers and corn buntings.

Why should you
read this leaflet?
This fact sheet explains the need
for feeding gamebirds into the
spring and suggests ways, based on
on the results of practical
research, of achieving the best out
of your wild game populations.
Feeding grey partridges could also
help restore populations on
farmland and help us to achieve
Biodiversity Action Plan targets for
this species.

Contact
The Game Conservancy Trust
Fordingbridge
Hampshire
SP6 1EF

Tel: 0142 5 652381
Fax: 0142 5 651026
Email: info@gct.org.uk

www.gct.org.uk

Table 1
Crop contents of wild grey partridges in the 1930s - % volume

Food Sept Oct-Nov Dec-Feb Mar-May June-Aug Mean % for year

Grass, clover & leaves 9.9 26.5 68.0 92.2 14.3 42.2
Flowers & buds 0.9 0.2 0.0 6.0 28.7 7.2
Roots (sugar beet, etc) 0.4 16.4 13.3 0.5 0.0 6.1
Seeds (grasses & weeds) 1 1.9 34.5 17.8 1.2 38.5 20.8
Grain (wheat, barley, oats & buckwheat 76.3 22.4 0.7 0.1 6.5 21.2
Animal food (mainly insects) 0.6 0.04 0.0 0.02 11.8 2.5

No reproduction without permission. All rights reserved. © The Game Conservancy Trust, January 2004
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Feeding pheasants
After the shooting season, identify good
nesting areas.These are usually shrubby,
scrubby areas beside woodland edges or
rides within woods; also by hedges, with
tussocky grass margins and field corners.
Place feed hoppers beside them. Late
winter/spring feeding areas may be
different from the winter feeding sites as
the latter may be unsuitable for nesting.
Hoppers should be spaced at intervals, 50
to 75 metres apart. Many small hoppers

Feeding grey partridges
Hoppers for grey partridges should be put
out well before the coveys split up (often
in December in mild winters).They should
be placed near suitable nest sites such as
tussocky grass margins, either on their own
or next to a fence, wall or hedge. Divisions
between crops and beetle banks are also
good places.

Put out at least one feeder per pair that
you expect to see. If in doubt, place one
where you see partridges regularly or where
you thought they may have nested previously.

It is also advisable to put out extra
hoppers, as they may attract pairs into your
area. Research shows that hoppers help to
‘fix’ pairs of grey partridges and there is a
strong link between hopper position and
nest site, usually within 20 metres.

The hopper itself should be between
20-40 litres in size and set at a height of
around 20-25 centimetres (8”-9”) from the
ground.Wheat is the ideal grain to fill them
with. As with pheasants, wheat is currently
our recommended feed until we test
alternatives. French keepers often cover
them with fir branches, which may offer
some protection from predators. It is also
helpful in finding the hopper again once the

are better than few large ones, as they
encourage birds to spread out, which stops
dominant cocks from keeping large feed
hoppers to themselves.

The type of hopper to choose will vary
depending on your preference, but is
usually 25-50 litres capacity with slits in the
base or a spiral attachment. Pheasants use
either style, although non-game species
such as rats and squirrels can access grain
more easily from the spiral system.The

crop has grown up around it – hoppers
and fir branches are not ideal materials for
the combine!

Many keepers, including The Game
Conservancy Trust’s Malcolm Brockless,
have designed their own cage-like structure
around the hopper (see picture).This
seems to help keep raptor predation to a
minimum. Crows and jackdaws can
sometimes take a lot of grain from
hoppers, but weldmesh structures help to
stop many of them as well – they are too
suspicious to enter. It doesn’t, however,
seem to stop partridges once they have
become accustomed to it. Mesh (size
20x20cm or 8”x8”) keeps both deer and
badgers at bay - both can be extremely
destructive. If the structure is also
supporting the hopper (as in the picture) it
can easily be moved to keep the ground
beneath it ‘clean’.

Each time the hopper is moved any rat
holes can be baited to reduce their numbers.

Hoppers should be kept full until the
end of May and then slowly allowed to run
out. However, in France a year-round hopper
system is employed and feeders can be seen
out on the stubbles even after harvest.

height of the hopper should be set 40-45
centimetres (16”-18”) from the ground.

We consider wheat to be the best
grain with which to fill hoppers, as trials
have shown that pheasants prefer it to
other cereals. However, we have yet to test
other supplemental feeds.

Ideally the hoppers should be checked
and filled regularly and not allowed to run
out until at least mid-June.

More information
The Advisory Services of Game
Conservancy Limited can provide
further advice on feeding systems for
gamebirds, and on all aspects of game
management. For information, please
contact Liz Scott on 01425 651013.

Rat control at feed hoppers

Follow runs from hoppers back to the holes where rats are living. Anticoagulant rat
poisons can be used. As meal-based poisons spoil easily, it may be easier to use wax block
baits.These should be pushed down the holes, which should then be sealed. Check daily
for holes being re-opened, and top up and re-seal as appropriate. Also, check the local area
for dead rats.These, and bait remains, should be cleared up and burnt or buried deeply to
minimise the risk of secondary poisoning.



ID guide

Spring

How to identify grey partridges
This guide explains how to sex and age
grey partridges. To gain experience, practice
sexing birds throughout the year before
you need to count them.

When determining sex and age, try to
look at the full body with a clear view of
the head and neck. In the field this is often
not possible as birds are commonly found

in cover. Therefore the identification can take
place by concentrating on head features.

Common features
Characteristically grey partridges are
rotund birds with streaked grey-brown
upperparts, grey underparts, chestnut
flank bars and rusty tail. Both sexes have

an orange-brown face and a more or less
well marked dark brown horseshoe on
the belly. From a distance the sexes appear
si milar to each other, but several features
that can separate males and females are
listed below.

Head details

Male
The cock bird’s head will generally appear brighter owing to its bold orange-brown face and red wattle below and behind the eye
(spring). The orange-brown area extends further onto the neck than in female birds.

Autumn Spring

Female
The hen bird’s head will generally appear lighter owing to a pale, whitish strip of feathers edging the orange/brown face, the colour of
which is often less intense than in the male. The pale edging is most prominent across the forehead, around the eyes and around the sides
of the face. The neck and upper breast will also appear browner in the females.



Male O
Single cream streak along shaft

Female
Transversal stripes ‘Cross of Lorraine’

Body
Male (top)
From the side the male facial pattern
appears more defined than in the female
or juvenile bird.

A male bird may also readily adopt
an alert posture as opposed to the
crouching hen.

Female (bottom)
The paler head and browner neck make
the females appear less contrasting.

As many females have horseshoe
markings on the belly, this is not a reliable
method of sexing birds.

Shoulder feathers
A further method of sexing grey partridges arises from one or more light transversal the feather shaft. Although the technique
is to examine the shoulder feathers and stripes present only on the female. The is accurate it is usually useful only when
look for the ‘Cross of Lorraine’. This feature male has a single cream streak overlying observing birds at close range.

Juveniles (autumn only)

Other considerations
When examining coveys in the autumn
it is important to identify all birds in a
covey and not to automatically assume
there is one male, one female and the rest
are young! Single adults or barren pairs
commonly attach themselves to other
coveys or group together to form an
‘adult covey’.

Sexing and aging is a task which takes
time and patience to learn. It is therefore

Juvenile birds can be identified up to
the age of 12 weeks, by which time the
transition to adult plumage is largely
complete. In full juvenile plumage, the head,
back and under-parts are largely buff or
beige, with an obvious size difference in
young birds.

The birds also display a darker beak
and yellowish legs. As the juvenile moult

essential that opportunities are taken to
practise whenever possible. Keep a pair of
binoculars handy when driving or walking
as this may provide opportunities to
practise if you come across partridges. Our
website will also be hosting a selection
of videos and still pictures to test your
identification skills. (Details in future
Partridge Count Scheme newsletters.)

progresses, the head and upper neck are
often the last parts of the body to retain
the buff-beige colour. In poor light, it is not
always easy to distinguish them from pale
headed adult females.

The Game & Wildlife

Conservation Trust

For over 75 years our scientists have
been researching why species like the
grey partridge, water vole, corn bunting
and black grouse have declined. We are
continually developing practical measures
to reverse these declines.

Our aim is simple - a thriving countryside
rich in game and other wildlife.

We are an independent charity reliant
on voluntary donations and the support
of people who care about the survival of
our natural heritage.

No reproduction without permission. Al rights reserved. © Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust, 2007 (formerly The Game Conservancy Trust). Registered charity no. 1112023.



71Review of 2006

40, Julie Ewald compares how insects have been affected by pesticides use in 
Sussex and at Loddington.

The National Gamebag Census is another long-running project. Analysis of its bag 
data shows some fascinating trends in mammals and birds. In this Review, we report 
on waterfowl (see page 78) and brown hare (see page 82). 

Partridge and biometrics research in 2006

Project title Description Staff Funding source Date

Grey partridge recovery Restoration of grey partridge numbers:  Malcolm Brockless, Tom Birkett, GC-USA, Research Funding 2001-2008
project (see page 74) a demonstration project Stephen Browne, Roger Draycott, Appeal, Core funds
  Julie Ewald, Nicholas Aebischer,
  Kate Driver

Partridge Count Scheme Nationwide monitoring of grey and red- Neville Kingdon,  Core funds 1933 - on-going
(see page 72) legged partridge abundance and breeding Nicholas Aebischer, Julie Ewald,
 success Nina Graham, Dave Parish

Partridge releasing Determining best release methods as a tool Nicholas Aebischer, Francis  Westminster Overseas 2004-2007
experiment (see page 76) for restoring grey partridges in the UK Buner, Stephen Browne,  Fellowship, GC-USA,
  Des Purdy Payne-Gallwey Charitable Trust

National Gamebag Monitoring game numbers with annual bag Nicholas Aebischer, Core funds 1961 - on-going
Census (see page 78) records Gillian Gooderham, Peter Davey,
  Julie Ewald, Nina Graham

Trends in mammal Analysing mammalian cull data from the Nicholas Aebischer, Jonathan JNCC 2003-2010
bags (see page 82) National Gamebag Census under the Reynolds, Gillian Gooderham
 Tracking Mammals Partnership

Trends in bird bags Developing a tool for improving hunting bag Nicholas Aebischer, Peter Davey Defra, SEERAD 2006-2007
 data of huntable and ‘pest’ bird species (with BASC)

Sussex study Long-term monitoring of partridges, weeds, Julie Ewald, Nicholas Aebischer, Core funds 1968 - on-going
 invertebrates, pesticides and land use on  Steve Moreby,
 62 square kilometres of the South Downs Dick Potts (consultant)

Impact of pesticides Developing an indicator of the impact of Nicholas Aebischer, Julie PSD, Environment 2005-2006
(see page 40) pesticides on farmland wildlife Ewald, Nina Graham Agency, English Nature

Monitoring East Lothian Monitoring effects of LBAP measures on bird  David Parish, Various charitable trusts 2001 - on-going
Local BAP populations in East Lothian Hugo Straker

Unharvested crops and Large-scale field experiment investigating  David Parish SEERAD 2004-2008
songbird populations the impact of winter feeding on songbird 
 populations

Monitoring SEERAD’s  Camparing biodiversity on in- and out-  David Parish SEERAD 2004-2008
agri-environment schemes scheme farms across Scotland Non-GCT collaborators

Management of grasslands  Studies of granivorous birds in intensive Dave Parish (with SAC and SNH, Core funds 2006-2009
for game and wildlife  agricultural grasslands of SW Scotland Glasgow University) 

The genetics of the   Comparison of partridge genetics for Dave Parish (with LandCatch LandCatch Natural  2005-2006
grey partridge  populations from different regions of England  Natural Selection) Selection

PhD: Released partridges  Comparing flora and fauna on high density  Sarah Callegari English Nature 2002-2006
on NNR chalk grassland partridge release sites on chalk downland  (Supervisors: Rufus Sage;  Research Funding Appeal
 NNR with similar chalk downs Graham Holloway/Reading Univ)

PhD: Oxfordshire  Quantifying the fate of released grey  Elina Rantanen Private individual, 2006-2008
partridges partridges in Oxfordshire  (Supervisors: Francis Buner;  Core funds, various
  Prof D McDonald/Oxford Univ) charitable trusts

PhD: Bobwhite quail  Investigating the ecology of bobwhite   David Butler Tall Timbers Research 2005-2007
(see page 62) quail chicks  (Supervisors: Rufus Sage;  Station
  John Carroll/Georgia Univ
  Simon Dowell/John Moore Univ, Liverpool)

Key to abbreviations: 
BASC = British Association for Shooting & Conservation; Defra = Department for Evironment, Farming and Rural Affairs; JNCC = Joint Nature Conservation 
Committee; PSD = Pesticides Safety Directorate; SEERAD = Scottish Executive Environment and Rural Affairs Department; SNH = Scottish Natural Heritage.



Chick food favourites

The chicks of farmland birds need to grow quickly, and to help them they need a rich source of protein. So it is
no coincidence that chick hatching is timed to coincide with the spring and summer flush of protein-rich insects.

These are the top eight insects for farmland chicks.

Bugs (Heteroptera)
D 2-10mm. Bugs feed on plants and insects, and are equipped

with a long piercing mouthpart called a rostrum to suck
juices through. Juveniles look like small adults, but without wings.

P Found in late spring to early autumn. Many over-winter in
hedgerows and on grasses, often as eggs.

Hoppers (Homoptera)
2-6mm. Hoppers also have a rostrum (see bugs). Aphids
and species that produce cuckoo spit to protect their young
are all part of this group.

D Hoppers over-winter in hedgerows as eggs, emerging in late
spring as wingless nymphs. Adults found in summer.

Caterpillars (Lepidoptera)
D Larvae of moths and butterflies.They have small heads, three

pairs of front legs and five pairs of stumpy hind legs.
ID The larvae are found in the summer with the pupae

over-wintering in soil or hedgerows.

Sawfly larvae (Symphyta)
Look like caterpillars, but have more pairs of hind legs and a
prominent head capsule with obvious black eyes.
Frequent grasses/cereals, broad-leaved weeds and hedgerows.
Adults emerge in April, larvae on plants in May and June. In
July they pupate and over-winter in the soil.



Roger Key

Ground beetles (Carabidae)
2-25mm. A large family of beetles (350 British species),
mostly carnivorous, helping to control pests such as aphids.
Frequent open ground in fields and margins.
Found throughout the year, but mostly from spring to
autumn.They over-winter as larvae underground and as
adults in tussocky grasses and hedge bottoms.

Click beetles (Elateridae)
D 4-12mm. Long, dark coloured beetles. They have a joint

between the abdomen and thorax that enables them to
throw themselves backwards out of danger with a loud ‘click’.

0 Frequent flowering plants, particularly umbellifers and
grasses, as they are pollen and plant feeders.

9 Found from May to June when pollen and nectar are plentiful.
Over-winter as larvae in the soil.

Weevils (Curculionidae)
D 1.5-10mm. Also known as snout beetles as they have short

and broad, or long and narrow snouts from which their
elbowed antennae protrude.

D They are mainly plant feeders, including some pest species,
but are also found in fields and hedgerows.

D Found from spring to autumn. Over-winter as larvae either
in soil or inside their food plant.

More information: Birds prefer the above insects but also
eat a wide-range of other species including young grasshop-
pers, spiders, flies, especially the slow moving crane flies, and
other beetles.
How you can help: All these insects need good habitat,
and we recommend conservation headlands, beetle banks,
grass margins, undersowing options and wild flower strips.
All of these options can be funded by the Entry Level and
Higher Level Stewardship Schemes.

For more information on these insects visit
www.gct.org.uk and www.buglife.org.uk

Leaf beetles (Chrysomelidae)
0 1.5-10mm. Often shiny and brightly coloured, rounded in

shape with chunky legs.
0 Frequent hedgerow plants, weeds and crops. Some are pest

species, for example, flea beetles on brassicas.
P Found from spring to autumn. Over-winter as pupae at the

base of plants in grassland, hedgerows and beetle banks.

Contact details
The Game Conservancy Trust,
Fordingbridge,
Hampshire, SP6 1EF.
Tel: 0142 5 652381
www.gct.org.uk

Registered Charity No: 1112023.
© The Game Conservancy Trust Limited, May 2006.
No reproduction without permission.
All rights reserved.
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Fact sheet 2

Providing nesting cover for
wild grey partridges

Introduction
Grey partridges form pairs in late winter
following the break-up of their winter
covey. Pair formation usually depends on
the weather and during cold weather
in late winter a ‘covey’ can reform for a
short while. In some years, pairs form as
early as mid-January. The birds are always
monogamous and in the spring the hen
seeks out suitable cover in which to nest.

The nest is made on the ground and
is usually a scrape lined with grasses. Such
scrapes can be found before the end of
March. The first eggs are laid a few weeks
later. The incubation of first clutches can
begin as early as the end of April, although

mid-May is usual for most hens. Hens lay
between 10 and 20 eggs (average 15 eggs
per clutch) at one to two-day intervals. No
other wild bird lays more eggs than a grey
partridge! Incubation takes 23-25 days
and the chicks leave the nest within hours
of hatching.

The hen is on her nest for between 38
and 55 days, at this time she is vulnerable
to a range of predators and to the nest
being flooded during heavy rain. The choice
of a good nest site is vital if she is to survive
this crucial period and hatch off her chicks.

Why should you
read this leaflet?
This fact sheet explains the need
for providing nesting cover for
wild grey partridges, based on
the results of practical research,
to achieve the best out of your
wild game. By creating nesting
cover you could help restore game
numbers on farmland and help us
to achieve Biodiversity Action Plan
targets for this and other ground-
nesting BAP species.

What do grey partridge hens look for?
Hens nest in thick grassy cover, typically
found at the base of a field boundary
(hedgerow, fence line, etc), on low banks or
in the crops themselves, particularly when
suitable non-crop sites are not available.
Research has shown that the two crucial
elements of a successful nest site are the
amount of residual dead grass present and
the height of the nest above the general

field level. In wet weather, nests on banks
drain more freely and are less likely to
become water-logged. Water-logged nests
are abandoned and the eggs chill quickly
and die. Many nest sites are therefore
on south-facing slopes or banks, on free-
draining soils sheltered from the prevailing
wet weather. Research has shown that sites
on a bank and surrounded by dead grass

are more likely to be selected for nesting,
and that the nests are less likely to be
predated and more likely to hatch a brood
than sites or nests on level ground (Figure
1). Hedges with more than 10 trees per
kilometre of hedge are avoided because
they contain too many look-out posts for
birds of prey, crows and magpies.

Contact
The Game Conservancy Trust
Fordingbridge
Hampshire
SP6 1EF

Tel: 0142 5 652381
Fax: 0142 5 655848
Email: info@gct.org.uk

www.gct.org.uk

No reproduction without permission. All rights reserved. © The Game Conservancy Trust, June 2005



More information
The Advisory Services of Game
Conservancy Limited can provide
further advice on feeding systems for
gamebirds, and on all aspects of game
management. For information, please
contact Lynda Ferguson on
01425 651013.

Page 2

Creating nest cover for grey partridges
If you still have strips of perennial grassy
cover at the edges of fields (up to
two metres wide ideally), please look
after them. This can be done by regular
maintenance and following the advice
below on dos and don’ts, many of which
are part of cross-compliance.

Avoid regular annual cutting of grassy
margins to allow the correct grass structure
to develop. Rotational trimming every two
or three years may be necessary to avoid
scrub encroachment, especially if blackthorn
is present, but always leave some margins
uncut in any given year across the farm.

Strive to maintain the competitive,
perennial, non-invasive grasses eg. cock’s-
foot, and keep out the weeds such as
cleavers and barren brome.

Do
• Keep all agrochemicals in the field.
• Fence livestock out of hedge bottoms.
• Keep the plough at least one metre

away from the edge of the hedge.
• Create a hedge cutting plan.

Don’t
• Spray herbicides into hedge bottoms.
• Let herbicides drift into hedge bottoms.
• Misplace fertiliser so it is dumped into

hedge bottoms.
• Plough so close to the hedge that the

grass strip disappears.
• Let livestock graze hedge bottoms.
• Cut the hedge so it grows out and

shades out the grassy bottom.
• Cut the perennial grassy cover at the

base of your margins every year.

If you have lost these grassy strips and you
want them back, consider the following:
• Sow them (at least one metre wide)

next to field boundaries and short thick
hedgerows.

• Use a high proportion of tussocky
perennial grasses, such as cock's-foot.

• Newly sown strips should be cut up to
three times in year one to discourage
weeds, but thereafter only every three
years to allow the tussocks to form.

These grassy strips can be created as either
two, four or six metre strips under Entry
Level Stewardship (ELS) and Higher Level

Stewardship (HLS) in England, and the
Rural Stewardship Scheme (RSS) and the
Land Management Contracts (LMCs) in
Scotland. For specific advice, please consult
your local GC advisor (see details below).

Beetle banks. These are raised grass
strips sown across (not around) arable
fields. Raise up a bank across the centre
of large fields (more than 16 hectares) by
ploughing in a furrow from each direction
and sow it with a perennial tussocky grass
mixture. Do not connect the beetle bank
to the existing field boundaries at either
end because this will encourage predators
to patrol along the edge of your beetle
bank. Establishing and managing beetle
banks is the same as for a grass margin. As
beetle banks, these strips are grant-aided
under both ELS and HLS in England, and
LMCs and RSS in Scotland.

Nesting cover on set-aside. Manage
your set-aside to create nesting cover.
Fields in permanent set-aside can be
managed to create good nesting habitat for
grey partridges by leaving part of the field
uncut. Remember that 25% of any set-aside
field can be left uncut without a derogation.
Ideally, leave a linear strip around the field
rather than one large block of uncut grass.
Permanent set-aside strips can now be
reduced to six metres in width next to
a water course or hedgerow (10 metres
next to other boundaries). If these are
planted with grass they can become ideal
habitats for nesting. Once again, always try
to leave up to 25% uncut in any given year
to allow tussocks to form. A minimum of
20-metre wide permanent set-aside strips
can also be established across the centres
of large fields. These can include tussocky
grass mixtures for nesting and could also
have both brood-rearing cover and winter
cover established alongside using the
wild bird cover option. These in-field set-
aside areas are greatly favoured by grey
partridges throughout the year.

How much nesting cover is needed?
To stabilise the population of wild grey
partridges (ie. to achieve the first BAP
target of halting the decline) without
predator control, you will need 4.3

kilometres of nesting cover per square
kilometre of farm (seven miles/square mile
or four miles/1,000 acres).

To recover the population to the 2010
BAP target (150,000 pairs in the UK)
without predator control, you will need
6.9 kilometres of nesting cover per square
kilometre of farm (11 miles/square mile
or seven miles/1,000 acres) to achieve this
target. You also need 5% of your arable area
to be managed as insect-rich brood-rearing
habitat (conservation headlands, wild bird
seed mixes, wild bird cover on set-aside,
etc (see Fact sheet 3)). Remember to
try and site your nesting cover close to
some insect-rich brood-rearing cover to
maximise the benefits of both.

Fact sheet kindly sponsored by



Fact sheet 3

Providing brood-rearing cover
for wild grey partridges

Introduction
Once hatched, partridge chicks walk away
from their nests following their parents
in search of food. They are not fed at the
nest like skylark or blackbird chicks. At this
stage the parents lead their chicks into
brood-rearing covers such as cereal fields,
waste ground and unimproved pastures
that provide both food and shelter from
predators. Chicks need to feed on insects
(perhaps 2,000 each per day) to grow and
feather up quickly. Without this protein-
rich diet in the first two to three weeks
of life, chicks fail to grow and thrive. They
become much more susceptible to cold
wet weather and can quickly die.

Insects are a vital part of a chick’s
diet in the first two weeks of life. Chicks
reared artificially grow and feather more
quickly when insects are added to a diet
of plant matter. In the wild, chicks show a
clear preference for sawfly larvae (which
feed on cereal and grass leaves), moth
larvae (which feed on grasses and weeds),
larger bugs, weevils, leaf-beetles, small
ground beetles and cereal aphids. They
do not take insects that are very small

(eg. thrips), very large (eg. larger ground
beetles), swift-flying insects or those found
below the soil surface.

Chicks begin to hatch in early June, but
the peak hatch date is in the third week of
June, usually coinciding with Royal Ascot.

Historically, thinner weedier cereal
crops made up such brood cover and
supported large broods. Unfortunately
insect numbers have fallen because both
insecticides and herbicides have broken the
food chain and modern intensive crops are
thick, weed-free and contain few insects.

Food chain

Why should you
read this leaflet?
This series of fact sheets
explains how to restore wild grey
partridges on your farm, based
on the results of our practical
research. Restoring these birds on
farmland will help us to achieve
Biodiversity Action Plan targets
for this and other BAP species,
including other ground nesting
birds and rare arable wildflowers.
It will also allow you to achieve the
best out of your wild gamebirds.

What makes good brood-rearing cover?
Above all, brood-rearing cover needs to
be full of slow-moving, soft-bodied insects
to feed young chicks. However, other
attributes of brood cover are also needed.
Some insect-rich covers are ignored if their
structure is not correct.

Brood habitats need to provide cover,
a protective canopy of tall vegetation into
which broods can be taken safely, away
from prying, predatory eyes. The cover
should not be too thick or too dense at
the base because tiny chicks need to be

able to move through it easily. If the cover is
too thick at the base this does not happen
and, after rainy weather, the vegetation stays
wetter for longer. This can be a problem for
small chicks that can quickly chill and die.
Remember that brood cover needs to be
sited close to the nesting cover because
young chicks, although active, do not move
far in the first few days after hatching.

So, brood cover needs to be insect-
rich, within a protective canopy of taller
vegetation, that is not too thick at the base.

Contact
The Game Conservancy Trust
Fordingbridge
Hampshire
SP6 1EF

Tel: 0142 5 652381
Fax: 0142 5 655848
Email: info@gct.org.uk

www.gct.org.uk
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More information
The Advisory Services of Game
Conservancy Limited can provide
further advice on feeding systems for
gamebirds, and on all aspects of game
management. For information, please
contact Lynda Ferguson on
01425 651013.

Page 2

How to create brood-rearing cover on the farm
1. Use conservation headlands along the

edges of cereal crops.
The key features are:
• Some herbicides and summer

insecticides are not applied on cereal
crops along a six to 24-metre strip
along the field margin.

• Fungicides can be applied as normal.
• Some selective herbicides and grass

weed-killers can be applied to
combat cleavers, black-grass and other
noxious weeds.

• On heavy land reduce nitrogen levels.

2. Using the new Environmental
Stewardship Schemes (ESS).

Brood-rearing cover can be created under
the new ESS in England, and the Land
Management Contracts (LMCs) and Rural
Stewardship Scheme (RSS) in Scotland. It
should be based on a cereal with two other
crop types added, probably linseed and
mustard. These mixes can be planted from
six-metres wide, up to half a hectare in size.
A six-metre wide strip of brood-rearing
cover placed next to good nesting cover, will
enable newly-hatched chicks easy access to
a rich foraging area. The low input option
is a particularly good one for brood cover.
Brood-rearing crops are usually planted in
March so that they are well established by
June. The crop can then be left to over-
winter and this will provide an extra food
source. However, under the new rules this
option is limited to half a hectare in every
20 hectares of land.

3. Cover crops on set-aside.
Brood-rearing cover can also be grown
on set-aside under the wild bird cover

option following set-aside guidelines. A
mixture of two crop types, which could
include a cereal and a brassica, can be
planted. To work well, the cereal needs to
predominate. The payment received will
be substantially reduced from the rates in
the ESS, but there is no limit to the size of
area planted.

4. Summer insecticides.
Don’t apply summer insecticides to
cereals unless there is no other choice.
The deleterious effects of a large-scale
application can last for several years. If
treatment is necessary, use a selective
product such as pirimicarb, and leave the
outer 12 metres unsprayed.

5. Grassland areas.
In grassland areas, grey partridges would
benefit from the introduction of any form
of arable cropping, to provide insects
and brood cover. Grey partridges are
often found on unimproved and semi-
improved pastures that provide a greater
diversity and abundance of invertebrates.
Such grasslands should be managed to
maintain this interest. Even on improved
grass, allowing the margin to grow and
seed without grazing or cutting may
create nesting and feeding habitats. The
diversity of plants and invertebrates will be
improved by not fertilising or re-seeding
these margins. Cutting or grazing between
September and February will prevent the
encroachment of the hedge. This should
be undertaken on a rotational basis once
every two or three years to allow a
tussocky margin to develop.

How much brood-rearing cover is
needed? To stabilise the population of
wild grey partridges (ie. to achieve the first
BAP target of halting the decline) without
predator control, 3% of the arable area
needs to be insect-rich brood-rearing
habitat (conservation headland, wild bird
cover, ESS type cover).

To recover the population to the
second BAP target (150,000 pairs in the
UK) without predator control, brood-
rearing cover would need to be 5% of
the arable area. You will also need 6.9
kilometres of nesting cover per 100
hectares of farm (11 miles/square mile or
seven miles/1,000 acres) to achieve this
target (see Fact sheet 2).

The effect of the weather. In general
terms, insect numbers in crops are
determined by the weather in April and
May. A cold, wet spring leads to fewer
insects. In such years, insect-rich brood
cover becomes all the more valuable.

Cold, wet weather after hatching also
leads to lower levels of chick survival
and small brood sizes. Again, insect-rich
brood covers can mean that when the
weather improves, a plentiful supply of
food is readily available and the effects
of bad weather on chick survival can be
minimised. We cannot control for poor
British summer weather, but we can provide
chicks with the best chances of survival by
providing abundant food in easy reach.

Good brood-rearing

cover for grey

partridges
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Fact sheet 4

Providing winter cover and
food for wild grey partridges

Introduction
For birds like the grey partridge, farmland
in most parts of the UK is not the habitat
that it used to be. The patchwork of small
weedy fields on farms with a diverse range
of crops has been replaced by intensively
managed large blocks of single crops. Today,
farmland can be a hungry place for birds,
especially in winter. Fewer spring crops
(and therefore autumn stubbles), efficient
weed control practices (both chemical
and cultural), more efficient combines
and food safety regulations governing
the cleanliness of grain stores, have all
reduced the amount of winter food (weed

seeds and spilt grain) in the countryside.
Grey partridges have evolved to deal
effectively with cold weather but they do
not cope well if food is not abundant. So,
the manager seeking to increase numbers
of grey partridge, must make provision
to provide food right through the winter
and to provide shelter from the worst of
the winter rain and gales. Increasingly, the
importance of winter predation means
that a place to hide from winged predators
is also important, especially in February and
March when cover left over from winter is
often ploughed up.

Why should you
read this leaflet?
This series of fact sheets
explains how to restore wild grey
partridges on your farm, based
on the results of our practical
research. Restoring these birds on
farmland will help us to achieve
Biodiversity Action Plan targets
for this and other BAP species,
including other ground-nesting
birds and rare arable wildflowers.
It will also allow you to achieve the
best out of your wild gamebirds.

What makes good winter cover?
Good cover needs to be sufficiently high
by the start of the winter weather (30 cm),
it must stand throughout the season and
not succumb to the first frost and flop over.
It must be food rich, producing a steady
surplus of small nutritious seeds all winter
(it’s no good if they run out in November
if February/March are the really hungry
months). The food must also be readily
accessible. Many a partridge has got neck-

ache staring up at sunflower seeds being
eaten by the finches.

Winter cover works best in relatively
small parcels scattered around the farm
rather than one or two large pieces. Grey
partridges have territories and home
ranges, so you will need adequate winter
cover in each covey’s patch. A long strip
of cover could provide for the needs of
several coveys.

Contact
The Game Conservancy Trust
Fordingbridge
Hampshire
SP6 1EF

Tel: 0142 5 652381
Fax: 0142 5 655848
Email: info@gct.org.uk

www.gct.org.uk
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How to create winter cover on the farm
In existing crops: Leave stubbles
as long as possible before ploughing.
Stubbles following an undersown crop are
particularly valuable because they remain
uncultivated through the spring within
the ley. Some grant aid will be available
for this under the new Environmental
Stewardship Schemes. Don’t spray
stubbles indiscriminately, but consider
selective herbicides that will knock out
noxious weeds while leaving the others as
partridge food.

If you are growing fodder crops, try
to leave them as long as possible before
grazing them off. Winter oilseed rape
provides valuable cover in February/March,
at a time of year when other forms of
cover are ploughed up for spring drilling.
Try to scatter this crop around the farm in
smaller rather than large blocks.

Wild bird seed mix: Plant seed-
bearing crops in open areas (not close
to woodland) where grey partridges are

li kely to be foraging. These should be based
on a mixture of three crops such as kale,
quinoa, linseed, cereals, millet or rape.
These can be planted in patches from six
metres wide, to half a hectare in size under
the new Entry Level Stewardship (ELS)
and Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) in
England, and Land Management Contracts
(LMCs) and the Rural Stewardship Scheme
(RSS) in Scotland. However, in England
crops such as maize and sorghum are
not allowed and you will only be entitled
to claim grant for half a hectare of such
cover in every 20 hectares of your land.
Remember that mixtures of winter cover
left uncut at the end of the season and
allowed to reseed in a second year can
make excellent brood-rearing cover the
following year. This is especially true if kale
was in the original mixture.

Planting cover crops on set-aside:
Winter cover can also be grown on set-
aside under the ‘wild bird cover option’ in

the set-aside guidelines. A mixture of two
crop groups which could include maize
and kale could be planted in England, kale
and triticale in Scotland. The grant aid is
less on set-aside than under ELS or HLS,
LMCs or RSS, but there is no limit to the
amount you plant within your set-aside
entitlement. Try and create strips of winter
cover alongside your brood-rearing cover
and/or up against your nesting cover so
that birds can find all their needs, all year
round, in close proximity to each other.
In blocks of set-aside you could site strips
of nesting cover, brood-rearing cover and
winter cover side-by-side within a single 20
metre wide piece.

Feeding: Extra food can be provided in
feeders and is probably needed at least
from late winter. A separate fact sheet on
this practice has been produced entitled
Late winter and spring feeding of pheasants
and partridges.

Good winter cover for grey partridges

More information
The Advisory Services of Game
Conservancy Limited can provide
further advice on feeding systems for
gamebirds, and on all aspects of game
management. For information, please
contact Lynda Ferguson on
01425 651013.
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Fact sheet1

Restoring wild grey partridges
to your farm

Introduction
The Game Conservancy Trust is leading
the way in restoring sustainable numbers of
wild grey partridges to the UK’s farmland.
We are the Government’s appointed lead
partner to see that the targets to restore
grey partridges are achieved by the 2010
deadline. These published Government
targets are:
1. To halt the decline by 2005.
2. Ensure the population is above 150,000

pairs by 2010.
3. Enhance the current geographical

range of this species, where
biologically feasible.

Full details of the grey partridge (Perdix

perdix) action plan can be found at
www.ukbap.org.uk

We are acutely aware that delivery of
these targets can happen only with the full
co-operation of farmers, land managers
and gamekeepers. To help encourage
them, we have produced a series of fact
sheets to help create and improve habitats,
provide food and shelter, and protect
partridges from predators.

Why should you
read this leaflet?
This series of fact sheets
explains how to restore wild grey
partridges on your farm, based
on the results of our practical
research. Restoring these birds on
farmland will help us to achieve
Biodiversity Action Plan targets
for this and other BAP species,
including other ground-nesting
birds and rare arable wildflowers.
It will also allow you to achieve the
best out of your wild gamebirds.

Contact
The Game Conservancy Trust
Fordingbridge
Hampshire
SP6 1EF

Tel: 0142 5 652381
Fax: 0142 5 655848
Email: info@gct.org.uk

www.gct.org.uk/partridge
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More information
To join the Partridge Count Scheme
contact Neville Kingdon on 01425
651066 or email: nkingdon@gct.org.uk

The Advisory Services of Game
Conservancy Limited can provide
further advice on feeding systems for
gamebirds, and on all aspects of game
management. For information, please
contact Lynda Ferguson on
01425 651013.

Page 2

What do you need to do?
Grey partridges need certain resources
(food, habitats to live in, to be free of
predator pressure) at crucial times of the
year. Each fact sheet gives you a simple
guide to what is needed and how it can be
achieved. Some of the issues addressed are
more important than others, but all should
be considered if you want to restore grey
partridges to your land.

The habitats you will need to create on
your farm are:
1. Nesting cover.
2. Brood-rearing cover for food and shelter.
3. Winter cover for food and shelter.

You may also choose to:
4. Control predators.
5. Provide additional winter and

spring food.

Information on all these issues is
covered in the fact sheets, but if you
require more detail, a professional, on-farm
Advisory Service is available, that can give
one-to-one advice about the best way
forward on your individual farm. To book
a visit, please call Game Conservancy
Limited’s Advisory Services on
01425 651013.

• Don’t rush into releasing reared birds
until you have explored the idea of 1.
increasing your wild stocks. Releasing 2.
will probably do more harm than good.

• The Trust is working on ways to release
reared greys to re-stock farmland for 3.
those who have no wild stock left
– watch this space for more details
in 2006.

Points to remember
If you have a wild stock (even at a
low density) you should strive to
increase this stock by implementing the
measures outlined in these fact sheets.
If you have only two pairs per 100
hectares, very soon you could have
four, then six and so on. With enough
people doing their best we will soon
achieve the national target. Remember,
every one counts!
The grey partridge lays more eggs
than any other British bird. The average
number of chicks hatched is 14.
Therefore the ability of this species to
recover quickly is huge. You only need
a few more successful coveys or a few
more chicks per covey to increase
your partridge densities greatly. Small
changes can make big differences.

Steps to take
Join the Partridge Count Scheme.
Get a target for your farm (just send us
a map of your farm, we will send you
your personal target).
Get advice (see details of the GC
advisor covering your area).

4. Start managing for grey partridges.
5. Let us have the data.
6. Good luck and remember,

every one counts!

Also remember, the prescriptions for
the sympathetic management of farmland
to encourage grey partridges (provision
of food, shelter, habitats etc) will benefit
a whole range of other farmland wildlife
including many other BAP species, so the
good you do will be of immense value. Be
proud of your achievements!

Count your birds
If you do get started and try to restore
your grey partridges, please join our
Partridge Count Scheme (PCS) and let
the Trust have your count data. If we are
to report in 2010 on the state of grey
partridges in the UK we will need good
quality data from as many contributing
farms as possible.

Fact sheet kindly sponsored by



Grey partridges at Royston in Autumn
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Fact sheet 5

Using predation control
to increase wild grey

partridge numbers

Introduction
All farmland birds are subject to losses by
predators. Ground-nesting species like the
grey partridge seem especially vulnerable
because they are susceptible to a greater
range of predators than those which nest
above the ground, in trees or around
buildings. To provide suitable safe nest
sites and sufficient food resources, habitat
management is a key element in producing

Over more than 30 years, The Game
Conservancy Trust’s work on the Sussex
study area revealed the importance of
predator control, where nest losses to
predators were monitored over decades
on farms with and without keepering.

Then, during the 1980s, we conducted
a controlled scientific experiment where
we compared grey partridge population
dynamics on similar areas of farmland that
were and were not keepered. Over eight
years on Salisbury Plain we showed that
predator control:

more partridges, but the reduction in
losses to predators can also greatly
increase their numbers.

Predation is most important and
causes the largest losses when hens are
nesting. Incubating hens and their eggs are
especially vulnerable during this period.

• Increased the production of young birds.
• Increased numbers in August by 75%

each year.
• Resulted, over three years, in a 3.5-fold

increase.
• Increased breeding stock in spring by

35% each year.
• Resulted, over three years, in a 2.6-fold

increase.
In our current demonstration project
at Royston, the effects of keepering and
predator control are clear.

Why should you
read this leaflet?
This fact sheet explains the need
for predation control to increase
wild grey partridge numbers,
based on the results of practical
research, to achieve the best out
of your wild game. By controlling
predators you could help restore
populations on farmland and help
us to achieve Biodiversity Action
Plan targets for this species.

Contact
The Game Conservancy Trust
Fordingbridge
Hampshire
SP6 1EF

Tel: 0142 5 652381
Fax: 0142 5 655848
Email: info@gct.org.uk

www.gct.org.uk

The scientific background
to predator control
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Principles of predator control
Predator control can be expensive and
ti me-consuming. Therefore, if predators are
to be removed, you must ensure that the
effort is effective and legal. Before starting
out on a predator control programme you
should consider the following principles:

1. Only species that are allowed legally to
be taken should be killed.

2. Protected species must not be targeted.
3. Only legally approved methods should

be employed.
4. The objective is not to eliminate every

predator. Your aim should be to reduce
predator pressure during the crucial
nesting and chick rearing seasons to
allow birds to breed more successfully.

5. Even on the best keepered land, birds
are lost to predation, both by protected
species (badgers and sparrowhawks)
and by common species (foxes and
crows). On the Trust’s demonstration
farm at Loddington, in Leicestershire,
where we achieved a wild gamebird to
the acre during the period when our
keeper was following these principles,

we still lost 40% of our sitting hens to
predators. The point is that without
the keeper this rate of loss would have
been more than 80%.

6. Our research has shown that predator
control can be specifically targeted to
the breeding period. A pair that has
lost its first clutch will re-nest, so this
period is from April to harvest time.
Predator control should therefore be
focused from late February to mid-July.

Main predators
Many different predators take hens sitting
on the nest, eggs or both. Full details and
advice about how to implement a predator
control programme on your farm or estate
are available from Game Conservancy
Limited’s (GCL) Advisory Services (see
box below). Some key points are as follows:

Foxes: The fox is the major predator of
sitting hens. Foxes can be controlled by
lamping and snaring from February to July.
The GCL Advisory Services also run a
one-day fox snaring course.

Corvids (crows, magpies, etc) - egg
and chick predators: These are best
controlled using specialist traps designed
for and perfected to catch corvids during
the breeding season, eg. the Larsen trap.
Our free fact sheet entitled Hints for using

Larsen traps describes best practice, and is
available from Mike Davis (see box below).

Mink: Using the GCT Mink Raft on ponds
and watercourses is an excellent and
effective way to remove mink. Guidelines
for their manufacture and use are available
from the Trust’s website.

Smaller ground predators (stoats, rats
etc): A system of tunnel traps along all
hedges and nesting cover around the farm
will ensure that these species are controlled.
Remember, the law requires that all snares
and traps must be checked at least once
a day.

Protected species: A recent study
has shown that of all the raptors, the
sparrowhawk was the most important

predator of grey partridges, inflicting most
kills on adults in February/March when
the pairs are formed. Rates of loss were
about 17%, but were less important when
breeding densities of partridges were high
(more than five pairs per 100 hectares).
The use of cover crops, strategically planted
around the farm (see Fact sheets 2 and
4) can provide escape cover in early
spring and help reduce losses during this
vulnerable time.

We have little up-to-date information
about the effect of badgers on nesting
partridges, but we have been able to
produce good densities of partridges when
badgers were present. We can tolerate
some predation from badgers but we do
not know whether the densities of badgers
on our study areas where we produced
partridges, are high or low.

More information
Further details on predator control
are available in our Green Guide. The
Trust’s shop can also supply plans and
springs for the manufacture and use of
Larsen Traps. For more details contact
Mike Davis on 01425 651003.

For further advice on predator
control please contact the Advisory
Services on 01425 651013.
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Some farmers believe that the extinction of the grey partridge on the Sussex Downs 
is inevitable. However, successful breeding on the Duke of Norfolk’s estate near 
Arundel suggests this need not be the case.

The basics of wild grey partridge management have been known for a genera-
tion. We have known the importance of controlling nest predators, providing nesting 
cover, having sufficient insect food for the chicks and appropriate rates of shooting. 
More recently, we have come to believe that we need to provide more food for adult 
birds and more protection from birds of prey. Following experiences in France, we 
advocated the use of grain hoppers for adults from autumn to summer and, from 
research in France, Sussex and Norfolk, including the work of Mark Watson (see 
Review of 2003, pages 64-67), we also think we need to create umbrella-like cover 
(eg. kale or thorns) as protection from harriers, buzzards and sparrowhawks, as well as 
bare areas for roosting (to avoid foxes).

Providing habitat such as beetle banks, hedges and conservation headlands is 
expensive, but fortunately costs can be recovered either through the Entry Level 
Stewardship or, preferably, Higher Level Stewardship operated by Natural England. 
However, the landowner still needs to pay for the essential gamekeeper.

This is a formidable list of recommendations but, since the 2003/04 cropping 
season, one part of the Sussex study area, Norfolk Estate, has taken up the challenge 
with spectacular results (see Figure 1). Autumn densities of grey partridges on the area 
with new management have gone from 1.2 birds per 100 hectares in 2003 to 64.0 in 

Grey partridge management area

Rest of Sussex study area

The Sussex study area, where grey partridges are 

now making a recovery. © Dick Potts

Grey partridges on the
Sussex Downs

KEY FINDINGS

 Management for grey 
partridges on part of the 
Sussex study area has resulted 
in the highest chick survival we 
have yet observed and autumn 
densities near those at the 
start of the study.

 The management prescrip-
tion included in-field measures 
such as beetle banks and low-
input conservation headlands; 
the least favourite ELS/HLS 
options.

 We urge land managers on 
farmland throughout the 
country to use those ELS/HLS 
options most suited to increas-
ing grey partridge numbers.

Dick Potts
Julie Ewald

Nicholas Aebischer

September densities of grey partridges on the 

Sussex Downs study area

Figure 1

The red line indicates the situation in the 1,000-

hectare area that began to be managed in 

2003/04, the yellow is the remaining 2,200 

hectares.
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2008, whereas on the remaining area the densities were 4.6 per 100 hectares in 2003 
and 5.2 in 2008.

In 2008, partridge breeding success on the managed area was the highest we have 
known with a young-to-old ratio of 4.5. It was 0.4 on the rest of the Sussex study area. 
Large grey partridge broods were found on the managed area, but not elsewhere (see 
Figure 2).

Low-input conservation headlands are key ingredients to this new management as 
they provide the invertebrate food for chicks in the summer months.

It is a sad fact that the precursors of conservation headlands were in place 40 
years ago on the study area, but conservation headlands remain one of the least 
popular management options available in stewardship; fewer than 5% of farmers or 
landowners in Entry Level Stewardship have put them in.

7-8

1-2

Grey partridge coveys counted on the Sussex 

study area in autumn 2008

Figure 2

Brood size (number of chicks)

Note the higher breeding 

success on the managed 

area (within the orange 

boundary).
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Managed area

Local farmer, Christopher Passmore, Steve Moreby 

(with D-vac) and Julie Ewald sampling for insects on 

the Sussex study area. © Dick Potts

covey with no young
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