
Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

• Intro to the problem 
• What’s known 
• Your ideas 



Eastern Meadowlark 

Grasshopper Sparrow 

Bobolink 

Upland Sandpiper 

Savannah Sparrow 

Vesper Sparrow 



Eastern Meadowlark 

Grasshopper Sparrow 

Bobolink 

Upland Sandpiper 

Savannah Sparrow 

Vesper Sparrow 

North American Breeding Bird Survey (USGS) 





“Populations have stabilized 
at low levels after decades of 
decline… reflecting 
significant investments made 
in grassland bird 
conservation. Reductions in 
Farm Bill conservation 
funding, however, threaten 
those investments. Eastern 
grassland birds (such as 
Eastern Meadowlark and 
Bobolink) have continued a 
steady and precipitous 
decline, associated with 
declines in pasturelands due 
to changing dairy farming 
practices and suburban 
sprawl.” 



Eastern Meadowlark 

Mass Audubon Breeding Bird Atlas 
Of 348 sites where breeding Eastern 
Meadowlarks were confirmed in 1974-1979, 
87% were no longer occupied during 2007-
2011. 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

A Complicated Picture 
Habitat Loss 
 Forest succession 

Pre-settlement forest (1700) Early Settler Clears a Homestead (1740) Height of Forest Clearing & Agriculture 
(1830) 
Farm Abandonment (1850) "Old-Field" White Pine Forest on 
Abandoned Farmland (1910) 

"Old-Field" White Pine is Succeeded by 
Hardwoods (1915) 
Vigorously Growing Forest of Hardwoods 
(1930) 

http://harvardforest.fas.harvard.edu/diorama-
series/landscape-history-central-new-england 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

A Complicated Picture 
Habitat Loss 
 Forest succession 

Height of Forest Clearing & Agriculture 
(1830) 

Farm Abandonment (1850) 
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A Complicated Picture 
Habitat Loss 
 Forest succession 
 Suburban sprawl, loss of farmlands 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

A Complicated Picture 
Habitat Loss 
 Forest succession 
 Suburban sprawl, loss of farmlands 
 Agricultural intensification 

“In a 2001 survey, more than 
70% of Vermont dairy farmers 
stated that they cut their fields 
earlier and more frequently than 
30 years ago. In fact, about 50% 
cut their fields earlier and more 
frequently than just 10 years 
ago.” (NRCS Wildlife Insight No. 
88) 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

A Complicated Picture 
Habitat Loss 
 Forest succession 
 Suburban sprawl, loss of farmlands 
 Agricultural intensification 

Grassland Bird 
Species 

Required 
minimum  
field size 

Preferred vegetation height in fields 

Bobolink 5+ acres dense grass taller than 3 feet 

Eastern Meadowlark 15+ acres dense grass and wildflowers taller than 3 feet 

Savannah Sparrow 20+ acres prefers sites with both short and tall vegetation 

Grasshopper Sparrow 30+ acres prefers sites with short, sparse grass 

Upland Sandpiper 150+ acres prefers sites with short, spare grass 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

An Action Plan for the Conservation of State-Listed Obligate 
Grassland Birds in Massachusetts 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

A Complicated Picture 
Habitat Loss 
 Forest succession 
 Suburban sprawl, loss of farmlands 
 Agricultural intensification 
Decline in Habitat Quality 
 Fragmentation 
 Invasive species 

0 0.25 0.50.125

Kilometers

Shift from Area Sensitivity 
Paradigm (manage for ‘large 
enough’ patches) to 
Landscape Paradigm 
(maintain bird-friendly 
habitats around each focal 
patch) 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

A Complicated Picture 
Habitat Loss 
 Forest succession 
 Suburban sprawl, loss of farmlands 
 Agricultural intensification 
Decline in Habitat Quality 
 Fragmentation 
 Invasive species 
Full Life Cycle Conservation 
 Breeding 
 Fall Migration 
 Winter 
 Spring Migration 





Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

Strategies 
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0 50 10025

Kilometers

Mass Audubon sanctuaries - grass
! < 15 acres

! 15 - 40 acres

! 40 - 90 acres

! > 90 acres

Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

• Adjust cutting schedules to avoid killing grassland birds. 
• Delay cuts till after August 1 OR 
• Early (pre-June 1) cut followed by late (after August 5 cut) OR 
• Frequent cuts throughout season to prevent settlement  

• Remove hedgerows and tree lines that visually fragment large fields into 
smaller units. 

• Replace non-native, cool-season grasses with native, warm-season grasses. 
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Kilometers

Mass Audubon sanctuaries - grass
! < 15 acres

! 15 - 40 acres

! 40 - 90 acres

! > 90 acres

! Protected open space - grass > 20 ha



Ideas? Questions? 
Useful Contacts? 

JON ATWOOD 
jatwood@massaudubon.org 

Mass Audubon Grassland Bird Program 











 

The problem? 

 Changes in farming practices mean that hay fields are cut earlier and more 
often. Cuts during June or July destroy nests with eggs and nestlings, and 
sometimes kill adults. And, because the southward fall migration begins in late 
July or early August, there  is not enough time for successful renesting after 
initial failures. 

Mass Audubon Grassland Bird Program 



Of 348 sites where breeding Eastern Meadowlarks were confirmed in 1974-
1979, 87% were no longer occupied during 2007-2011. 
 

The solution? 

 Model best management practices on grasslands where conservation, not 
economic return, is the primary focus. Begin these efforts on Mass Audubon 
sanctuaries and properties managed by regional land trusts, federal and state 
wildlife agencies, and civil jurisdictions. 
 

 Promote changes to agricultural practices that will give farmers a good 
financial return and allow nesting birds to successfully breed. 

Mass Audubon Grassland Bird Program 
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! < 15 acres

! 15 - 40 acres

! 40 - 90 acres

! > 90 acres 0 25 5012.5 Miles

• Use our sanctuaries as examples to 

influence neighboring landowners Mass Audubon sanctuaries 
Potential for grassland bird conservation efforts 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

1941 

1952 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

1946 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

1960 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

1936 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

1941 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

1952 



Massachusetts Grassland Bird Conservation 

1960 


