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PLAN for Year 2 - 2022 

Introduction 

In 2021, the Saving Southern Maryland’s Grassland Birds project was launched as a collaboration 
of four nonprofit organizations that share an interest in promoting the wise use of natural resources 
for the maintenance of Southern Maryland’s rural character.  These organizations included Farmers 
Feeding Southern Maryland, Historic Sotterley, Inc., the Southern Maryland Audubon Society, 
and the Patuxent Tidewater Land Trust.  The project focuses on the plight of grassland birds in 
Southern Maryland, particularly birds which nest on the ground in hayfields and pastures, such as the 
Eastern Meadowlark and the Grasshopper Sparrow.    

Background 

North America is losing its birds at a shocking rate.  A recent analysis of the declines of bird 
abundance in NA found that our overall bird population had declined by one-third since 1970, 
amounting to the loss of 3 billion birds.  Grassland species were found to have suffered the worst 
declines – over half of this family of bird species has disappeared over the same time period.  This 
pace of loss is unsustainable. Habitat loss appears to be the dominant cause, as areas appropriate 
for breeding have been converted to development or cropland, and management for hay production 
has intensified through the use of more chemicals and more frequent mowing during the breeding 
season.  Hay mowing at the peak of the breeding season for Eastern Meadowlarks and Grasshopper 
Sparrows can be particularly devastating, as these species have evolved to nest only in large 
hayfields in May and June. 

Summary of Year 1 - 2021 

In Year 1 – 2021, the project produced several important products as we attempted to better 
understand the interaction of grassland bird breeding cycles with hayfield harvest mowing cycles and 
to educate interested landowners in “bird-friendly” hay management techniques.  These products 
included: 

1.  Mowing Experiments: The project undertook two mowing experiments, one on a 15-acre 
segment and another on an adjacent 25-acre section of the same field. The 25-acre section was 
mowed in mid-May, and the 15-acre section was mowed in mid-June. Both mowing dates were 
departures from the traditional Memorial Day mowing date for these fields. The mowing height was 
set at 8 inches to reduce the chances of the mowing blades making contact with nesting birds. The 
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hay was mowed using a pattern to allow for the birds to escape to nearby unmowed habitat while 
mowing continued.  

2.  Point-Count Monitoring of the Breeding Cycle: Four experienced birders conducted a 
systematic weekly count of the birds using a standard point-count method in three separate 100m-
radius circles. Counting would last 10 minutes in each circle, and breeding-bird behaviors were coded 
for “possible” breeding to “probable” breeding.   

2.  Paper Summarizing Mowing and Monitoring Findings: David Moulton has prepared a 
complete description of the mowing experiments and collection of breeding behavior data in 2021.  
“An Examination of Delayed Hay Mowing Options On Breeding Eastern Meadowlarks and 
Grasshopper Sparrows in Southern Maryland,” (still in draft; available from  
David Moulton at moulton.davidH@gmail.com.) 

3.  Website:  On November 29, 2021, the website was launched using the url “Bird-Friendly-
Farming.”  This allows our project to build a home that the public can easily access when they have 
questions about our activities or are looking for resources.   

4.  Outreach Brochure to Hayfield Landowners and Managers: We wrote and published an 
educational brochure titled “5 Modest Steps Towards “Bird-Friendly” Hay Management in Southern 
Maryland.”  In addition to promoting delaying the spring mowing, the brochure describes other steps 
that could be easily implemented by any landowner. These include sequencing the mowing of fields 
to leave the largest (and thus most likely to harbor breeding grassland birds) for last; increasing 
mowing height to 6-8 inches; using “flushing bars” on the front of the mower to give nesting birds a 
chance to avoid the blades; and leaving an unmowed “refuge” in the largest fields.  The brochure is 
available on the website, but we are also attending farm-related events to set up a table and distribute 
the brochures in person. 

 

Priorities for Year 2 – 2022  

In 2022, we intend to pursue a two-track approach to delayed-mowing in Southern Maryland.  First, 
we will repeat one version of the two delayed-mowing experiments conducted in 2021, and monitor 
the impact on the breeding birds using an edge-count technique intended to provide additional detail 
regarding confirmed breeding behavior.  Second, we will attempt to foster adoption of delayed 
mowing by Southern Maryland landowners, with the goal of generating one or more applications for   
delayed-mowing financial assistance from a federal program that has, as yet, had no applicants at all.   

The key elements of this two-track approach will be: 

1.  Research on Impact of June 15 Mowing Delay:  

In 2022 we intend to refine the mowing experiment on the breeding grounds in accordance with what 
we learned in 2021. We will eliminate experimenting with a very-early May 15 mowing date out of 
concern that the Eastern Meadowlarks in our experimental fields may be nesting as early as late 
April.  We will focus on the mid-June experiment, however, to increase our understanding of how an 
uninterrupted 7-week breeding period affects nesting success and hay production.  This period is still 
4 weeks shorter than the July 15 delayed-mowing requirement used by NRCS to be eligible for its 
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financial assistance. We continue to be concerned that asking famers to delay spring mowing all the 
way to July 15 might be the reason for the dearth of applicants for financial assistance, and thus are 
focusing our research on shorter mowing delays. 

2.  Edge-Counts, Not Point-Counts:  Our 2021 experience with 10-minute point counts in the center 
of grassland bird breeding territory was unsatisfactory.  The birds became disturbed and dispersed as 
the counting volunteer arrived and were slow to return or resettle into the routine breeding behavior 
we were seeking to observe.  Thus, in 2022, we intend to monitor breeding behavior from the edge of 
the field for at least 30 minutes.  This should provide a more robust set of “confirmed” breeding 
behavior data and will establish a baseline for judging the peaks of breeding in the future in other 
fields.   

3.  Publicity and Outreach for “Bird-Friendly-Mowing”:  

*  We will conduct a publicity campaign that generates free media about our efforts, for the 
education of both the public at large and of specific audiences: hay farmers, landowners, 
birders and other conservation audiences. About 250 brochures have already been distributed 
at two Southern Maryland hay manager events. We also will add material as appropriate to the 
website. 

*  We will also attempt to be efficient about targeting outreach directly to conservation-minded 
landowners.  Decisions regarding mowing height, flush bars, and mowing patterns can be 
made by the land managers, but the decision not to mow until late June or July is more likely to 
be made by the landowner.  We will seek data bases, land use maps and other data that will 
help us contact property owners known to be hosting breeding populations of Meadowlarks 
and Grasshopper Sparrows. 

4.  Support for Landowners Willing to Adopt “Bird-Friendly-Mowing” Techniques  

Wherever we find a landowner or manager interested in bird-friendly mowing, we will  

• work with him/her to determine whether their fields harbor breeding Eastern Meadowlarks 
or Grasshopper Sparrows. 

• recommend a conservation plan that ensures that the hay harvest is undertaken with an 
eye on protecting the breeding cycle of the birds.  Mortality from mid-May to mid-June is 
likely to be highest, so even short delays that keep the equipment out of the fields during 
peak breeding season will be beneficial.   

• For those landowners willing to consider delaying mowing until the middle of July, they may 
be fully eligible for financial assistance from the NRCS to offset some of the losses from 
delayed mowing.  The current compensation rate is $103 per acre.  Even a single 
application would have the benefit of providing the local NRCS office with the experience of 
implementing the program which would, in turn, ease the approval process for other 
landowners. 
 
 

Collaborative Project 
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As noted above, this is a collaborative project, combining the guidance and experience of four 
nonprofit organizations that share an interest in promoting the wise use of natural resources for the 
maintenance of Southern Maryland’s rural character.  These organizations included Farmers 
Feeding Southern Maryland, Historic Sotterley, Inc., the Southern Maryland Audubon Society, 
and the Patuxent Tidewater Land Trust. 

 

Coordinators of the project include:  

Bird impacts: David Moulton, field trip coordinator for the Southern Maryland Audubon Society and 
a Board Member of the Patuxent Tidewater Land Trust and the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology  

Hay impacts: Joe Goldsmith, manager of numerous privately-owned haying operations in Southern 
Maryland as well as Facilities and Farm Manager of Historic Sotterley, Inc., a National Historic Trust 
landmark, and BJ Bowling, manager of Newport Valley Farm, a cattle, vegetable and hay operation 
in Charles County. 

 

Working Group  

(In formation – names of organizations are included solely to indicate individual affiliations, not 
organization endorsement) 

 Frank Allen (President, Patuxent Tidewater Land Trust) 
Nancy Easterling (Executive Director, Historic Sotterley, Inc.)  

 Tiffany Farrell (President, Southern Maryland Audubon Society) 
Tyler Bell (Birder) 
Viviana Ruiz Guttierez (Assistant Director, Center for Avian Population Studies, Cornell Lab of 

Ornithology) 
Amy Johnson (Program Director, Virginia Working Landscapes, Smithsonian Conservation  
 Biology Institute) 
Kyle Rambo (Conservation Director, Naval Air Station, Patuxent River, MD) 
Dan Small (Natural Lands Project, Center for Environment & Society, Washington College) 

 Laura Suomi-Lecker (Director, Ag Allies Grassland Bird Program, Somerset 
County Conservation District (USDA), Skowhegan, ME) 

 Marcia Watson (President, Patuxent Bird Club)  
 
For further information, contact David Moulton at 240 278 4473, Moulton.DavidH@gmail.com. 
 
 
 
 


