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”Operation Corncrake” – a joined agricultural and environmental project for the meadows around the estuary of Varde River
John Frikke, Environment Centre Ribe, The Ministry of the Environment, Denmark

The river of Varde Å runs into Ho Bugt (Ho Bay) at the most northerly part of the international Wadden Sea and this area is quite unique. It is the only major waterway to the Wadden Sea which has not been altered through straightening or the construction of dikes or locks in the estuary, and  the surrounding widespread meadows constitute therefore a very special type of nature. The meadows are flooded from time to time, and for the sections near the coast, the floods contain both saltwater and brackish water. This creates conditions for a very special flora and fauna.
Because of these very particular natural conditions, the Varde Å river valley and the meadows around Ho Bugt have attracted a great deal of attention, especially with regard to nature conservation. On account of the original occurrence of a wide range of distinctive bird species and nature types, it has been designated as an EU Bird Protection Area, EU Habitat Site and a Ramsar Area.
However, the wide area of meadowland was used for a very intensive form of agriculture for more than two decades since the beginning of the 1970ies. In large areas of the meadows, grass with a very high protein content was grown, and dried and used to produce grass pellets for animal fodder. This practice had unfortunate consequences for the water environment of the river Varde Å and the Wadden Sea, and also significantly depleted the conditions for the original and very important flora and fauna in the estuary. Consequently, the populations of many of the bird species which used to be a distinctive feature of this unique valley and salt marsh landscape were significantly reduced or have completely disappeared from the area.
As a result, in 1995 the first initiatives to discuss the connection between the continued agricultural exploitation and the restoration of the original natural conditions were started. These discussions led to agricultural organisations joining forces with public authorities to establish an agricultural and environmental project in the area, and the following objectives were set:

· To secure the area as a dynamic part of the Wadden Sea with its natural flora and fauna, including breeding and resting birds,
· to reduce the leaching of nutrients into the aquatic environment, and

· to ensure compensation of the owners or users of the land for any loss of income and to give them a high level of influence.

On this basis a project were established in the years 1998 – 2002, and the area covered by the project consists of 2,800 hectares of particularly vulnerable agricultural land (ESAs) in the Varde Å river valley and around Ho Bugt, of which approx. 2,500 hectares is made up of salt marshes and meadows under the provisions of The Danish Nature Protection Act.
The overriding intention of the project is that the agricultural use of the meadows should be extensified through subsidised schemes for environmentally friendly methods. This has been achieved by raising the quality and levels of the groundwater, by stopping the use of fertilisers and pesticides, and by placing special conditions on hay harvesting and grazing.
Individual land owners participate voluntarily in the project, which is conducted on the basis of twenty year operating agreements. A special fund of nearly DKK 4 millions annually for the duration of the project has been set aside to finance such agreements. In addition to that the establishment of the project was funded by EU Life Nature Fund and the Danish Ministry of the Environment, a total of DKK 12,9 million. The project is based on more than 400 contracts with more than 250 land owners, and covers an area of almost 2,400 hectares.
The effects of the project are positive and flora and fauna is reacting to the new situation. However, the changes in the conservation status of the area have not been as effective and fast as expected. This is mainly caused by the farmer’s choice of traditional cutting and moving of grass in stead of choosing practices that involves grazing with cattle
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