Breeding birds on mainland salt marshes - effects of changing land use
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Since the 1980s the management of mainland salt marshes along the Wadden Sea coast has changed due to the establishment of National Parks. Nowadays large parts of the formerly grazed and mown salt marshes are fallow land. These changes in land use have strong effects on structure and zonation of the salt-marsh vegetation, and hence habitat parameters for breeding birds. In order to assess the consequences of the changing land use on breeding birds, we chose four study areas with different land use schemes on mainland salt marshes along the German Wadden Sea coast of Lower Saxony. The vegetation characteristics at different land use schemes (cattle grazed, mown and fallow) were compared and the characteristics at nesting sites of redshanks (Tringa totanus) and meadow pipits (Anthus pratensis) were analysed. Furthermore we used pitfall-traps to collect potential prey and to get information about the food availability at each study area.

The vegetation structure is one of the main factors influencing the nest-site selection of the two breeding bird species. Both species need vegetation which allows them to hide the nests in the vegetation and to allow a free view and early predator protection at the same time. Because of the strong effect of land use on the vegetation structure, nest-site selection differs according to the vegetation structure available at sites with different land use schemes.

Food availability shows a strong correlation with land use: lowest amounts of potential prey were found on grazed salt marshes. During the period of chick rearing the amount of prey changed in different vegetation types differently.

With habitat suitability models we aim at identifying the most important factors for breeding success of key salt-marsh bird species. This information will be crucial for management schemes of salt marshes and for predictions of the consequences of future land use changes.

