COVER CROPS FOR GAME AND WILDLIFE
To create an environment in which gamebirds and other
wild birds can flourish, areas of game cover crop are
often planted to provide additional habitat. In the UK,
game shoots maintain 25,000ha of this dedicated
habitat1 which is purposely left unharvested to provide
a source of food and shelter for an array of wildlife.
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Food

Areas of cover crop are primarily planted to support
game shooting, but their existence significantly
increases the abundance of farmland birds2, many
of which are red-listed species. There are, however,
dedicated wild bird and wildflower crops, the sole
purpose of which is to increase biodiversity.
Fundamentally, gamebirds and farmland birds require
habitats which offer three key elements: food
availability, shelter and nesting cover. If you can
create a mosaic of different habitats which meet
these demands, species diversity will increase; often
this is achieved by using a variety of crop types
across different sites in conjunction with woodland
and hedgerows.
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Select crops which produce a naturally occurring
food source, and more importantly, ones that provide
seeds and grains into the late winter months. Given
that game cover crops generally require little
insecticide treatment, they can harbour a diverse
abundance of invertebrates in the spring, creating
a fantastic brood-rearing area for wild birds.
The additional food available from seed and
grainbearing crops will also help to hold gamebirds
on a shoot, keeping them busy throughout the day.
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Did you know?
A study found densities of farmland birds within
game cover crops can be up to 100 times more,
per hectare, than comparable areas of stubble,
set-aside or conventional crops. Many of the
species found are those of concern because of
their declining populations.4

Shelter
A game cover crop should provide its inhabitants
with protection from the weather and from
predation. Select crops which can stand strong
throughout the winter months and offer shelter at
a time when natural cover is low. It is important to
follow recommended drilling rates and row widths of
individual crop species; a crop which is too thick can
become impenetrable and prevent birds from using
the whole crop, preferring the perimeter instead.
Crops need to have sufficient sunlight breaking
through the canopy to allow birds to dry themselves
after periods of prolonged wet weather. Brassicas
such as kale are hardy crops which can withstand
severe weather but they typically need wide rows
(approx. 50cm) to prevent them becoming too
thick. Repeated use of brassicas can result in
clubroot problems.

Large fields can be dissected by beetle banks3 which
create additional overwinter habitat for insects.
Maintaining a high population of insects will provide
greater availability of food in the spring. Beetle banks
also offer nesting cover and provide wildlife corridors
for birds to move between hedgerows and cover
crops under relative safety from aerial predation.
Planting perennial crops can ensure that good
nesting cover for farmland birds is available in the
spring; crops such as canary grass can be used as
a windbreak to surround species prone to wind
damage, but also provide excellent nesting habitat
for small birds.

Planning

Nesting cover
While gamebirds like partridges prefer to nest within
tussocky field margins or hedgerows, after hatching
the hen will often take her brood to game cover crops
for shelter and the abundance of insects that serve
as chick food.

It is important to check your obligations, if there are
any, to agri-environment schemes, as this may
impact what planting options you have; you must
also ensure that any relevant permission or consent
is secured.
Well before any seedbed preparation takes place, it
is important to know the condition of the soil in each
earmarked location. Investing time in soil sampling
can help rule out potential issues such as nutrient
deficencies, soil compaction or unsuitable levels of
acidity/alkalinity (pH). This will pay dividends in the
long run and result in better crop growth; it is
worth seeking professional advice from specialist
seed suppliers.

Game cover which contains phacelia offers
marvellous pollinator and insect habitat

Did you know?
Decomposers such as earth worms feed on
organic matter. The tunnels created by worms
allow better water infiltration which improves
soil structure and helps to reduce erosion.
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This mixed crop contains mustard which provides quick grown and
early cover, forage rape and utopia which lasts until early spring,
and fodder radish which produces late seeds and is a good food
source for farmland birds into late winter

Choosing the right crop
The array of crop species can be daunting and
confusing. ‘Straights’ such as maize have proven
reliability in holding game, especially partridges,
but there are drawbacks. Maize can attract large
numbers of rats, badgers and deer which feed on the
cobs, damaging the maize crop itself, and increasing
the likelihood of significant damage to adjacent
areas. It also lacks tangible benefits for farmland
birds and other wildlife species, which is why maize
is not covered by agri-environment schemes. If maize
is used, it is best integrated with a wild bird cover to
provide biodiversity benefits.

Close working relationships with farmers or
contractors is imperative for successful crop
establishment – often they will be responsible for the
preparation and drilling of sites. Some crops can be
dual purpose. Stubble turnips, for example, can be
used as an alternative to conventional game crops
where winter-hardy cover is needed, but also serve
as a forage crop; after the shooting season is
finished, a field of stubble turnips can be handed
over to the farm and strip-grazed by livestock.

In contrast, mixed crops provide the greatest
diversity of subhabitat structures, as each species
will establish and ripen at different times. These
types of crop often contain brassicas (such as kale)
which provide excellent cover and seed food value.
Cover mixes which contain triticale, quinoa, millet
and linseed produce a high volume of nutritious
seed which benefits a wide range of farmland birds
throughout winter and spring – often referred to as
the ‘hungry gap’.

Chicory provides tremendous cover. From year two it offers a tall,
warm wind break with holes and tunnels in the base for birds to
move around in. It produces flowers which give a burst of colour
and attracts lots of insects

For maximum conservation benefit, a mosaic of
different crops should be planted across the shoot on
a rotational cycle. By carefully selecting a variety of
annual and perennial mixtures, a shoot can ensure
that foraging habitat, shelter and nesting cover are
maintained throughout the year.
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Late-sown mixtures can be drilled until
August/September, which allows for delayed
seedbed preparation. This enables overwintered stubbles and/or previous crops to
be left as nesting cover for farmland birds.
Weeds will inevitably grow as pioneer species
on these areas, but they provide insect habitat,
which in turn supports insect life for wild broods.
Weeds like fat-hen and redshank can also provide
a natural food source. Implementing an effective
weed control programme will create a stale-seedbed
prior to summer planting. Late-sown crops can be
used as recovery crops to thicken or replace a spring
crop which has failed.
Perennial crops can provide regenerating cover for
over five years when managed correctly; they are an
excellent option if machinery access is difficult
and/or soil type is poor. However, perennials rarely
provide sufficient cover in their first year, so a oneyear nursery crop can be sown in addition to ensure
sufficient habitat is provided. A fantastic but widely
underappreciated perennial is chicory. From year two,
chicory will grow to two metres tall with a thick base
which offers brilliant brood rearing habitat and cover
for released gamebirds.

Avoiding problems
It is important to closely monitor emerging crops.
Pests like flea beetle and slugs can cause serious
damage to brassica crops, and kale variants are
highly susceptible to attack from woodpigeons, so
a fast-growing nursey crop like mustard will provide
some protection until the kale plants establish fully.
If serious crop damage occurs due to pest bird
species, ensure the relevant general licence is
adhered to. Once crops are established, it may be
necessary to carry out some habitat management
such as ride cutting. This creates sunny areas within
the crop where birds can feed and dry themselves
after periods of wet weather.

Did you know?
Crops like quinoa can produce over two tonnes
of high protein grain per hectare.
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