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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT  
 

In France, we consider two major 
populations, one sedentary in the 
Mediterranean region (Provence 

and Languedoc) and the other migratory on the 
edge of extinction in the cereal plains of west-
central France. The migratory population 
numbers has decreased significantly from 6800 
to 400 singing males between 1978 and 2000, 
which means a decline of 94% of the population 
in 22 years. It survives only in three regions of 
field crops: Poitou-Charentes (400 males), 
Centre (40-50 males) and Pays de la Loire (20 
males). 
 
The purpose of LIFE programme was to prevent 
the extinction of the Little Bustard in the cereal 
plains, increasing the population level by 
releasing birds raised in captivity and protection 
of nests in situ. Meanwhile, actions have been 
implemented to encourage the establishment of 
Agro-Environment Scheme (AES). 
In this aim, the LPO, beneficiary, joined with two 
partners: the Museum National d'Histoire 
Naturelle (MNHN) and the Sociedad Española de 
Ornitologia (SEO / BirdLIFE). The scientific 
monitoring programme was provided by the 
Centre d’Etudes Biologiques de Chizé (CEBC), a 
CNRS unit. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This project included the establishment of a 
breeding centre for chicks and a captive 
breeding. Along with breeding in captivity, a 
leading population monitoring has been carried 
out on five Special Protection Areas (SPA) of 
Poitou-Charentes in order to, firstly, locate and 
protect nests in the natural environment and, 
secondly, to collect some eggs in each laying to 
artificially increase the productivity of females 
(cause of declining population) by releasing 
young bustards. 
These breeding centres, associated with 
protection work in the field, were designed to 
incorporate every year one hundred of young 
bustards in wild populations.  
The SEO has the responsibility to search in 
Spain for research the bustards released in 
France. 
The LIFE Nature with a total  budget of € 1 583 
220, was co-funded by public and private 
partners, of which the main ones are European 
Union (55%), the French ministry of Environment 
(MEEDDM) via DIREN Poitou-Charentes (14%), 
the Conseil Régional de Poitou-Charentes and 
the Conseil Général des Deux-Sèvres (11%), the 
LPO and its partners (20%). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Location of areas studies related to the project 

Plaine du Mirebalais : FR 541 2018, 37 430ha 
Plaine de Niort Sud-Est : FR 541 2007, 20 760ha 
Plaine de Villefagnan : FR 541 2021, 9 531ha 
Plaine de Barbezières à Gourville : FR 541 2023, 8 108ha 
Plaine de Néré à Bresdon : FR 541 2024, 9 261ha 
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Specific objectives 
 

 

The programme aimed at preventing extinction 
in the short term of the Little Bustard in the five 
project sites which hosted 35% of the migratory 
population of France in 2004. 
 
The project included three components : 
1) Releasing of birds during the summer on 3 
to 4 sites (from eggs collected from nesting 
areas in Spain and France, and also 
from a conservatory of breeding stock to 
create). 
2) Accelerating the signing up of AES 
on project sites to restore the habitat of 
Little bustard. 
3) Monitor and evaluate the results of 
reinforcement on dynamics of the 
French population of migratory Little 
bustards. 
 
The facilities provided  were classified in 
seven categories: 
 
�  Creation of a conservatory stock of Little 
bustard for breeding in captivity (30 males 
and 30 females producing 80 chicks in 
2008). 
 
� Building of a breeding centre for raising  
Little bustard chicks hatched from eggs 
collected in nature or eggs laid by 30 
females in captivity (target of 100 chicks 
per year released on the project sites from 
2006). 
 
� Specific management of cereals and oilseed 
rape stubbles based on annual agreements in 
order to maintain the postnuptial groups of 
Little bustards on the releasing sites and 
facilitate the integration of birds bred in 
captivity (200 ha per year). 
 
� Control of dogs and cats rambling on 
releasing sites. 
 
� Establishment and running of groups of 
farmers on the project sites to obtain the 
signing up of AES agreement in favour of the 
Little bustard, 
 
� Implementation of a national information 
campaign and public awareness in France 
and especially to the local people living on 
the project sites. 

� Establishment of a scientific monitoring to 
assess impacts on populations' source, to follow 
the birds released (routes, wintering areas) and 
measure the efficiency of the project to completely 
halt the decline of the Bustard on project sites. 
 
The main findings are outlined below and classified 
by action. 
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MAIN RESULTS 
 
 
 
 

 
Improved knowledge on wild 

populations 
Actions  LIFE A2, A3, A4 et F2 

 
In Spain, the data indicated a booming 
population (100 000-200 000 singing males). 
But since the programme began, it was found 
that in Castilla la Mancha, the Little Bustard 
populations  are also threatened by the 
intensification of agricultural practices (now 
estimated at 40 000 - 50 000 singing males). 
Moreover, young Little Bustards from this 
region do not seem able to migrate to Spain 
when they are released in France. These are 
the reasons why, the gathering of eggs in 
Spain has been stopped very quickly and only 
a dozen eggs was collected. So we worked to 
find and preserve broods in the Poitou-
Charentes.  
 
In France, the populations of Little Bustard 
were counted regularly through national 
surveys since 2000. The search for nesting 
sites, monitoring of singing males and post-
breeding flocks across five SPAs during four 
successive years has characterized so much 
finer the best habitats  of the species and 
trends population. New wintering sites in 
Spain and Portugal  have been located 
through the installation of VHF and Argos 
transmitters on Little Bustard raised in captivity 
and released in Poitou-Charentes. The 
collection of eggs did not generate 
detectable impact  on wild populations. 
 

���� 60 000 ha prospected every year 

���� 142 nests (363 eggs) found in France 

���� 202 eggs recovered or collected after 

mowing 

���� 163 eggs or chicks were protected in situ 

���� The populations of Little Bustard has 

increased slightly in Poitou-Charentes 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Captive breeding 

Actions LIFE A1, A3, C1, C2, D2 and F1 
 
Two breeding centres have been created during 
the programme. 
The first, located in Deux-Sèvres and managed by 
the LPO, of which the main purpose was  hatching 
eggs, raising chicks and releasing of young Little 
Bustards. Moreover, some of these birds helped to 
establish the breeding stock.  
The second, located in Indre and run by the 
MNHN, hosted a large proportion of breeding 
adults. The eggs produced in captivity were then 
moved to the breeding centre of chicks. 
Gradually, the eggs produced by captive birds 
have replaced the eggs collected in nature. At the 
same time, development of AES provided a better 
protection of clutches in nature. 
Three SPAs, in Charente, Charente-Maritime and 
Deux-Sèvres were chosen to release the young 
Little Bustards. They represent 8% of the local 
population on the SPA Niort Southeast. 
 

���� 82 breeding males in 2010 

���� 282 eggs produced in captivity 

���� 190 young Little Bustards released 

���� 56 VHF transmitters and 9 Argos installed on 

birds 

���� The Little bustards released represent 8% of 

the local population 
 
 

Natural environmental Management 
Actions LIFE B1, D1 and D4. 

 
Two actions were punctually taken to mitigate the 
effects of intensive farming on populations of Little 
Bustard. 
The brood protection in the agricultural plots 
required the establishment of emergency 
agreements  with farmers. These agreements can 
balance the loss of forage but many farmers in the 
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context of CAP set-asides, concluded an 
agreement without compensation.  
Moreover, retention of cereals and oilseed rape 
stubbles throughout the period of post-nuptial 
gathering on game reserves gives Little 
Bustards quiet feeding areas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Each year, some of the parcels under 
agreement for the protection of broods or the 
maintenance of stubble, were used to set 
aviaries pre-release. These aviaries allow 
young Little Bustard to learn about their future 
home before being released.  
 

���� 250 ha of stubble under agreement 

���� 270 ha under emergency volunteer 

conventions and 31 ha under compensation 
agreements 

���� 9 aviaries pre-release 

 
 

Communication with local decision-
makers and government   
Actions LIFE A5, A6 and D3 

 
The fundamental action to protect the Little 
Bustard is the preservation of sites for nesting 
cover and food resources. To this end, AES, 
MAEt (agreement for 5 years period) have 
been implemented on the SPA.  
The adequacy of these measures to the 
biology of the species and the economic 
constraints is crucial. This work was conducted 
in cooperation with state services.  
Farmers, who are key actors in cereal plains, 
were aware of our actions in the field and 
through briefings at the urging of signing up 
MAEt.  
Furthermore, the Office National de la Chasse 
et de la Faune Sauvage (ONCFS) has 

supported the programme by monitoring some 
sites for post-breeding flocks during hunting 
season.  
The local hunting societies have welcomed the 
action of reinforcement. Finally, in a very small 
number of cases, management of stray dogs has 
required intervention from the owners. 
 

���� Relevant agri-environmental schemes for 

species 

���� 4 meetings with the state departments 

���� 15 meetings with farmers 

���� Increase of signing up under MAET  

���� strong support from hunters and local people 

 
 

Public Awareness 
Actions LIFE E1, E3, E4, E5, E6 and E7 

 
The status of steppic birds  is a subject often 
discussed and the case of the bustard was not 
unknown of the public. LIFE project has helped to 
increase this awareness through its newsletters 
"Outarde Infos” and illustrated leaflets which were 
disseminated to a wide audience. The 
establishment of a website offers the ability to 
download public documents and reports. Two 
European seminars welcoming between 60 and 
100 people were the highlight of the programme. 
 

���� 10 audiovisual reports made for national or 

regional emissions 

���� 56 articles published in newspapers 

���� 6 newsletters distributed in 1500 copies 

���� 2 booklets in 8000 copies 

���� 2 European seminars and actions made and 

distributed in 300 copies 

���� 1 leaflet in Spanish distributed in 5 000 copies 

���� 26 conferences 

���� 8 articles in journals of ecology 

���� 12 reports by graduate students 
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REVIEW AND 
PROSPECTS 
 
 
 

The LIFE program took place when the Little 
bustard populations were on the verge of 
extinction. Today, the numbers of this species 
are stabilized and there is a slight regain in 
numbers although the distribution area continues 
to shrink. Bustards from releases are now 
integrated into the wild population and participate 
in breeding. 
The knowledge, the dynamics around the 
programme and the implementation of National 
Action Plan can now allow to consider the 
continuation of actions initiated before and 
during these five years. 
Thus, the breeding of Little Bustard will keep on 
working to strengthen the Central Western 
France populations with the help of collaborators 
and funding partners of this programme. In 
particular, follow-up actions of the populations 
and communication should go on in the same 
time during five years. 
In human terms, this programme has helped to 
train or recruit approximately forty people whom 
we thank especially here. 

Photographs by: Pascal Le Douarin, 
François Bouzendorf et Carole Attié 


