
Does managing a farm pond improve bird diversity? 

This study compares bird numbers and diversity at managed (open) and unmanaged (overgrown) 

ponds. In general, open farm ponds proved better for birds. 

In recent decades, many farmland ponds have been lost or degraded as a result of infilling or the 

encroachment of scrub and woodland. Research has demonstrated that the removal of scrub and 

sediment from neglected farm ponds can benefit a diversity of macrophytes and aquatic 

invertebrates. Ponds are important also to terrestrial species, as the emergence of the flying stages 

of many aquatic invertebrates coincides with the nesting season of birds, thereby providing 

developing chicks with a source of high-protein food.  

A new study, conducted by University College London's Pond Restoration Research Group with 

support from the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, has examined patterns of bird activity throughout 

the year at a group of restored and overgrown farmland ponds. The study monitored 16 ponds at 

five farms in north Norfolk, in an area representative of Britain's lowland agricultural landscapes. 

Four of the five farms are in AgriEnvironment Schemes (AES) and have implemented conservation 

measures such as wild-bird cover crops and conservation headlands. All the ponds are surrounded 

by agricultural fields on loamy freedraining soils. There are grass buffers around the ponds, 

established as part of the Agri-Environment Scheme agreements. The ponds have an average depth 

of less than 1.5m, an average surface area of 300 m2, and a total average size, including the margins, 

of 2,700 m2. 

The ponds can be divided broadly into two categories, 'managed open canopy' and 'unmanaged 

overgrown', with eight study ponds in each group. A number of characteristics of each pond were 

recorded, including management status, connectivity with other semi-natural habitat features, total 

water area, open-water area, enclosed (shaded) water area, percentage aquatic-macrophyte cover, 

herbaceous margin, areas of Bramble (Rubus fruticosus) and trees, and pond permanence.  

 

 



Bird species' richness and abundance were recorded at each pond between May 2016 and April 

2017. Of a total of 66 bird species, 64 were recorded at managed open-canopy ponds, while 37 were 

observed at unmanaged overgrown ponds. The richness and abundance of bird species were 

significantly higher at managed open-canopy ponds. A number of birds, including many conservation 

priority species, showed a clear preference for open-canopy ponds. A small group of generalist 

species and several woodland birds showed a preference for the unmanaged overgrown ponds. 

Foraging and parental behaviour were observed significantly more frequently at managed ponds, 

while levels of territorial behaviour were similar at both pond types. It is suggested that the greater 

bird abundance, species richness and foraging behaviour at open-canopy ponds are a direct 

response to their higher invertebrate abundance. It was noted that pond size was not a strong 

predictor of abundance or diversity. 

Higher Bramble cover, driven by removal of a shading canopy, was found to have a near-significant 

effect on bird abundance. Bramble reduces plant diversity, but it benefits birds by providing a food 

source with its fruit and the insects that it attracts, and also by offering nesting sites and cover from 

predators. Connectivity to hedges and woodlands was shown to influence the bird species present at 

a pond, but the wider-landscape analysis found that terrestrial land-use patterns are otherwise not a 

significant predictor of bird communities at ponds.  

 

This study demonstrates the potential for open-canopy ponds on farms to increase bird diversity and 

abundance by providing the birds with increased foraging resources. It is concluded that farmland-

pond management has historically been undervalued as a conservation measure for farmland birds, 

and that future Agri-Environment Schemes should recognise the importance of ponds and 

incorporate them into their plans.  
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