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Introduction   
Corncrake conservation experts from across Europe converged on Belmullet Co. Mayo on May 7th and 

8th 2024 as part of a workshop hosted by the Corncrake/Traonach LIFE project and the National Parks 

and Wildlife Service. The workshop showcased the work of farmers and local communities across 

Ireland which has seen a population rebound of the endangered corncrakes in recent years, 

particularly during the tenure of the LIFE project. The workshop also acted as a catalyst to improve 

communication between corncrake conservation practitioners from across Europe and to generate 

new synergies between all stakeholders working in the area of corncrake conservation.  

Corncrakes are shy and secretive farmland birds, which have become the archetypal species indicator 

of landscape level alteration of grassland management due to agricultural intensification. Across 

northern and western Europe their decline has been staggering and many member states now have 

populations that are critically low. Despite being an Annex species under the Birds directives, efforts 

to restore corncrake populations have been limited and often curtailed by funding and resources.   

Under the stewardship of Corncrake/Traonach LIFE, the conservation efforts in Ireland have seen a 

dramatic improvement in the bird population nationally and the LIFE project hosted a workshop to 

ensure dissemination of results and to promote knowledge exchange within the birds range in north 

and west Europe. The learnings from Corncrake/Traonach LIFE, both in terms of concrete conservation 

actions delivered by specialist teams, and the development of integrated systems such as results-

based agri-environemntal payments schemes (RBPS) highlight that a multi-faceted and adaptable 

approach is the key to species recovery.   

The corncrake workshop ran over two days and was attended by a range of conservation experts as 

well as local farmers and participants in the Corncrake/Traonach LIFE project from across Ireland. The 

workshop was delivered under project action E4: Networking with other LIFE and/or non-LIFE projects. 

The format and structure of the workshop allowed for a combination of talks, seminars, field visits and 

workshop with target outputs over the event. Over 80 participants attended the workshop with a 

further 100 people tuning in via a live Facebook stream across the globe.   

These proceedings outline the workshop outputs and considers the findings from groups as surmised 

by the workshop chair.  

 



    

  

Workshop Agenda   

Crex futures   
Belmullet, Co Mayo, Ireland  

Tue 7 & Wed 8 May 2024  

A two day workshop focussing on bringing knowledge of Corncrake conservation in North-

West Europe up to date and identifying future approaches  

  

Day 1  

 

11:00 Tea/Coffee   

11:30 Welcome and introduction (Alan Lauder; Workshop chair)  

12:00 Workshop opening (Minister Malcolm Noonan)  

12:15 Population trends across Western Europe (Chris Bailey; RSPB)  

12:35 CorncrakeLIFE: Progress, learnings and the future  (John Carey; CorncrakeLIFE) 

12:55 Interwoven Futures: Findings from the Socio-Economic Evaluation Baseline 

Survey of Traonach Corncrake LIFE' (Caroline Crowley)  

13:15  Lunch   

14:00 Corncrake Reintroduction project: A long Journey (Chrissie Kelley: Pensthorpe 

Conservation Trust)  

14:20 International collaboration as a tool for Corncrake conservation (Thibault Cottineau and  

Ryan Boswarthick)  

14:40 Balancing corncrakes and other species priorities (Mary McAndrew; ACRES Project)  

15:00 Bioacoustics and Thermal Imaging drone trials (Andrea Paresi-ATU)  

15:20 Break   

15:45 Short communications session (12 minute talks)  

Å Arnault  Laudelout- Corncrakes in Belgium   
Å Ciaran Cronin ï Trailing the use of Conservation detection dogs (Wildeye)  
Å Shealgh Parlene- Corncrake Conservation Skye (RSPB)  
Å Alfie Caravhalio- Invertebrate Biodiversity in corncrake habitats (ATU)  
Å Caitríona Ní Cheallaigh- Community engagement in Ireland (Corncrake LIFE)  

  

16:45 Synopsis from the Chair  

17:00 Session close  

19:00 Dinner  

21:00 Evening Corncrake tour   

  



    

  

Day 2  

 

Workshop attendees will be broken into pre-determined groups for the site visits and 

workshop breakout sessions.   

09:00 Site visits/Field Trips  

1) Corncrake LIFE land management area (Led by Corncrake LIFE)  

2) Annagh Marsh (Led by Corncrake LIFE/LIFE on Machair)  
  

12:30 Working Lunch: Networking and comments board  

13:45 Round up from site visits & points made during lunch (Chair: Alan Lauder)  

14:15  Workshops                  

1. Corncrake Conservation- a SWOT analysis (30 minutes)  
2. Role of predation and its management (30 minutes)  

  

 15:15 Break (15 minutes)  

3. Balancing species priorities (30 minutes)  
4. Results-based agri-environemntal schemes; lessons and learnings (30 minutes)  

  

16:30 Workshop feedback   

17:00 Final questions, summing up, discussion and identified actions     

    

18:00 Worksop end   

  

Thursday May 9th  

Some workshop attendees will still be in Mayo on the 9th and the LIFE project will facilitate 

other site visits as required   

  

  

  

  
  

 

 

 

  



    

  

aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ bƻƻƴŀƴΩǎ hǇŜƴƛƴƎ !ŘŘǊŜǎǎ   
  

Dea-tráthnóna gach duine. Tá an-áthas orm a 

bheith anseo leat i mBéal an Mhuirthead inniu chun 

an ceardlann seo a sheoladh go hoifigiúil. Ba 

mhaith liom buíochas a ghabháil leis an 

mbainisteoir tionscadail John Carey as cuireadh a 

thabhairt dom.  

Good afternoon everybody. I am delighted to be 

here with you in Belmullet today to launch Crex 

Futures, and I wish to thank Project Manager, Dr 

John Carey for inviting me.  

I would like to particularly welcome our visitors 

from overseas, including Scotland, England, 

France, Belgium and Switzerland. I hope that I have 

not left anyone out!  

I think the presence of so many people from other countries is a good indicator of the reach of, and 

interest in, this fascinating bird and the efforts that are being by many people to protect it. I am looking 

forward to hearing about their experiences of corncrake conservation.   

Corncrakes hŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƎǊŀǎǎƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ 

generations heralded the start of summer and the beginning of a schedule of work that brought family, 

neighbours and communities together.  The unseen but often heard corncrake provided a metronome 

to the rhythm of the summer. Its persistence and determination to make itself known was an attribute 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǿƛƴ ƛǘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴǾŀǊƛŀōƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ŎƻƴǎǇƛŎǳƻǳǎΦ ! ōƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴΗ  

¢ƘŜ ƳŀƭŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ways offered a sacrificial distraction to the real treasure- that being 

the female corncrake on her nest.  Of course, ultimately it is the female bird that requires protection 

and too often she was the one who suffered the most. Her instinct to protect and nourish her young 

left her vulnerable and exposed.   

¢ƘŜ ŎƻǊƴŎǊŀƪŜΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǉǳƛŜǘŜƴŜŘΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ 

previously lived in a balanced harmony. The corn bunting comes to mind- the last pair were known here 

on the Mullet peninsula. They are gone now and the fear of other losses is palpable. Corncrakes require 

a slower pace- whether that be the speed of the mower in the field or simply the cadence of life, there 

is a richness to be found in finding the time to do more by simply doing less.  

Healthy landscapes that support communities and nature are an ambition we need across Europe.   

Here on the Mullet peninsula, and indeed across the western seaboard where corncrakes can still be 

heard, we are still gifted with landscapes that support that fine balance between biodiversity and 

humanity- which are not mutually exclusive. I have visited many of the places where farming and 

nature co-exist, and despite narratives to the contrary, I have seen that when leadership emerges on 

the side of nature conservation and on the side of community, great things are manifest.   

  

  



    

  

Farmers in these high nature value areas increasingly find themselves in receipt of payments for 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƻƴŎŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨƛƴǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ Ǿŀlue. But we know that these outputs 

from farmland are considered fundamental to our wellbeing such as clean water, water attenuation, 

carbon sequestration and wildlife.   

Rewarding farmers to manage their land for wildlife, with wildlife, is without doubt the future we need 

to embrace. We have seen the progress in the past few years,  where an approach of results-based 

agri-environemntal schemes are paving the way to new and better outcomes to managing our 

landscapes.   

For 30 years, the National Parks and Wildlife Service have been involved in the conservation of 

corncrakes. The birds reached their lowest ebb in the 1990s and despite the loss of the Shannon Callows 

and Moy populations they held on.  In the past five years, the cumulative effort of the Corncrake LIFE 

project and the NPWS Corncrake Programme has seen a 35% increase in the national corncrake 

population.   

Like all LIFE projects, partnerships and collaboration are an essential component and Corncrake LIFE is 

a collaboration between the National Parks and Wildlife Service, the Department of Agriculture, Food 

and the Marine, Atlantic Technological University, Fota Wildlife Park and Údarás na Gaeltachta. From 

focusing on saving individual birds to focusing now on landscapes as a whole, we have seen remarkable 

progress.  I have seen during my own tenure as the Minister with responsibility for nature conservation, 

how it is people that drive this change in attitude, and while politics may be slow to respond at first, it 

is responding as people increasingly demand it.   

In various poems, the corncrake has been used a metaphor by poets for the decline of the Irish language 

ŀǎ ƛƴ tłŘƘǊŀƛŎ j CƛƴƴŜŀŘƘŀΩǎ ǇƻŜƳ Ψ5ƻƴ ¢ǊŀƻƴŀŎƘΩ όΨ¢ƻ ¢ƘŜ /ƻǊƴŎǊŀƪŜΩύ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΥ  

 ƛǎ ǘǊǳŀ ƭƛƻƳ Řƻ ŎƘłǎΣ ΩƎǳǎ ƛǎ ǊƽƳƘŀƛǘƘ ƳŀǊ ŀ ǘƘuigim 

ŘǳƛǘΣ  ƳŀǊ ƛǎ ŀƳƘƭŀƛŘƘ Ωƴ ǎŎŞŀƭ ƭŜ ƎƭƽǊ ƴŀ ƴDŀŜƭΣ  ƛǎ ǘł 

imeacht as i léas an dóchais  

  

O gentle corncrake,   

I feel for you and understand your plight   because 

ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DŀŜƭǎ   

whose voice is vanishing in a ray of hope.  

 

My hope is that both the Irish language and the Corncrake will continue to survive and thrive as an 

intrinsic part of our cultural landscape. In conclusion, I am much heartened by the title of this workshop: 

Crex Futures ς to me this means that there is a future for this unique bird.  

I would like to warmly welcome you again to this workshop on the protection and conservation of these 

birds, which for many people are a representation of a landscape and a way of life.   

I look forward to meeting you as the day progresses and wish you all a Céad Míle Fáilte to Co. Mayo.    



    

  

 

Seminar session- Day one   
Presentation synopsis  
  

The changing populations of Corncrake in Western Europe focusing on Scotland as a case 

study. Chris Bailey (Chris Bailey; RSPB)  
Chris Bailey from the Royal Society of the Protection of Birds (Scotland) gave an overview of the 

ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜΣ ǊŜǎǳǊƎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƭƛƎƘǘ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƻŦ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŎƻǊƴŎǊŀƪŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ 

now largely limited to the western Scottish Isles. Chris outlined research conducted by the RSPB on 

corncrake survival and movements and how changes in payment structures and funding gaps to 

farmers lead to a drop in bird numbers since 2014- despite a significant positive change between 1994 

and 2014 which seen a tripling of numbersΦ w{t. ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ Ψ/ƻǊƴŎǊŀƪŜ /ŀƭƭƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 

working with land managers to improve habitat conditions for the birds across Scotland as well as an 

education programme. Corncrake calling is also active in advocacy with workshops, technical leaflets 

and the development of a corncrake action plan. Chris also outlined the return of Corncrakes to Rathlin 

Island in Northern Ireland the potential of a wider range synergy between sites.   

  

Corncrake LIFE: Progress, learning and the future (John Carey, Corncrake LIFE)  
John Carey from Corncrake LIFE gave participants a synopsis of the work of the project to date, focusing 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƪŜȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ 

is managing a significant land holding in cooperation with landowners and farmers across the 

northwest and western seaboard of Ireland where the population of corncrakes remains. Highlighting 

some of the primary actions such as ELC creation, farm planning and habitat restoration, John also 

presented some of the ancillary actions such as predation risk management, schools programmes and 

a significant level of community engagement. The presentations key message was to Ψ¢Ƙƛƴƪ /ƻǊƴŎǊŀƪŜΣ 

ŀŎǘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΩ and encouraged stakeholders to work at a broader scale to restore habitat integrity 

beyond typical corncrake territories as in the model of Corncrake LIFE. He finished by outlining that 

Corncrake Conservation in Ireland needs dedicated support systems and continuity as well as strong 

cooperation across borders, a new European Species Action Plan and increased synergy between 

conservation groups.   

  

Interwoven Futures: Findings from the Socio-Economic Evaluation of Corncrake/ Traonach 

[LC9 ό/ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜ /ǊƻǿƭŜȅκ.ǊŜƴŘŀƴ hΩYŜŜŦŜύ   
Brendan and Caroline gave a detailed and comprehensive oversight of their work with Corncrake LIFE 

to explore interaction between the many stakeholders of Corncrake LIFE including farmers and 

landowners, community members and professional stakeholders. Their baseline work has looked at 

the theme of integration and how an integrated approach is key to delivering conservation action and 

build a more resilient socio-ecological system. They gave an overview of the impressions of farmers, 

Professionals, and local community stakeholders about the project and nature conservation in general. 

They also provided a synopsis of the demographics of project participants. The findings of the baseline 

study included recognising the need for local conservation advocates, integrating conservation 

objectives with local farming needs via adaptable approaches and developing payments with local 

informants to ensure they are fair, appropriate & attractive.  

  



    

  

Corncrake Reintroduction project: A long Journey (Chrissie Kelley: Pensthorpe 

Conservation Trust) 
With over two decades of experience of working on corncrakes, Chrissie Kelley gave an overview of 

the efforts to reintroduce corncrakes via a captive breeding programme in the UK. A comprehensive 

insight into corncrake captive breeding and husbandry was demonstrated as well as an overview of 

monitoring the success of the reintroduction. The importance of undertaking a feasibility study and 

using strong genetics was highlighted. Birds from Scottish parents were four times more likely to 

return to release sites and clutches vary from four to ten eggs. The birds are now parent-reared which 

takes longer get a high numbers of chicks and are captured and taken from parents at 14 days old and 

released at 35-40 days old. Initial release at the Nene washes went well but numbers began to drop 

and focus moved to the Wensum Valley but unsuitable habitat lead to wide dispersal. Release then 

moved to WWT Welney as birds had returned to this site and wild breeding was happening. While 

there has been a lot of success, a sustainable population is still not established.   

  
International collaboration for Corncrake conservation (Thibault Cottineau/  Ryan 

Boswarthick)  

France has seen a dramatic decline in the corncrake population from almost 2800 males in 1975 to 

less than 90 in 2023. The range has significantly contracted with the populations now restricted to 

isolated meadow and mountain areas. A new project aims to draft a medium to long-term strategy to 

restore the population and will be based on the collective mobilisation of stakeholders who have the 

levers to act in favour of endangered species. The goal is to implement a new LIFE project focused on 

land acquisition, habitat restoration, and research. The project will also attempt implementation of 

MAEC and emergency measures - government-funded agri-environment schemes, a literature review 

of the current status and condition of the birds and maintain a strong survey nationally. Research will 

focus on habitat selection of males, female and chick behŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎΩ ǿƛƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀǎ- which 

may be West Africa. The current objective is to improved knowledge gaps and collaborate on action. 

The data obtained from the group will be of significant interest to Ireland and Scotland in terms of 

population dynamics at the western European range.   

  

  

Balancing Corncrake and Other Species Priorities (Mary McAndrew)  
The ACRES (Agri Climate Rural Environmental Scheme) in Ireland is using a Hybrid results-based 

approach to reward farmers for the delivery of habitat at national level with a special focus on Natura 

2000 sites including those which overlap with Corncrake target areas. The Cooperation Project 

element is locally led and works in close collaboration with NPWS, LIFE projects and other programmes 

to ensure consistent messaging and feedback. Mary gave an overview of how ACRES CP determines 

the actions and targets for each farm which can mean prioritizing certain targets but this is achieved 

using a complex screening matrix that limits or removes any potential negative impacts on other 

sensitive species or qualifying interests. Mary emphasized the requirement for collaboration and good 

communication between projects and programmes working in the same geographic space to ensure 

the best outcomes for nature and landowners.   

  

 



    

  

Improving Conservation Status of Corncrake using Innovative Technologies (Andrea Paresi)  
Passive Acoustic Monitoring (PAM) and thermal imaging were explored as technologies which may be 

utilized to complement conservation efforts to improve corncrake populations. PAM is considered a 

cost-effective and low impact method for species detection though has limitations when to comes to 

establishing abundance and is susceptible to both weather and analysis expertise. Andrea gave an 

overview of corncrake vocalizations and tracking individual males. Low wind speed is crucial to 

detection with PAM. Andrea has shown that males move >400m in a season and that habitat suitability 

is an influence on this movement. Recommendations include implementing conservation measures 

up to 500m from calling males. The research has also highlighted that bioacoustics indices (diversity 

of biological sound) is increased in more natural habitats. Thermal imaging trails on corncrakes gave 

mixed results but did produce guidelines on studies of ground-nesting birds using the technology.   

  

The Corncrake in Wallonia ς recent evolution (Arnaud Laudelout)  
The Wallonia region of Belgium has an average of 12 calling male corncrakes per annum with peak 

numbers in recent years as high as 100 birds. The area has had multiple LIFE projects including two 

focused on Corncrakes in the past. The birds are attracted to wet meadows and generally prefer 

intermediate levels of fertilization. However, they are also know from set-aside, young conifer 

plantations and extensive grasslands. The Fagne-Famenne region has held the most birds in the last 

number of years but the population has now declined to zero. The main drivers of population decline 

appear to be drainage of land, climate change, conversion of grassland to arable, intensification and 

no refuge areas/ELC. There has also been a lack of resource for comprehensive surveys of the birds. 

The outlook from Belgium is poor and considered high risk without significant intervention.    

 

Trialing the Use of Wildlife Detection Dogs for Corncrake Conservation (Ciaran Cronin)  
Wildeye (Ciaran Cronin) is working with Corncrake LIFE to explore the potential of utilizing detection 

dogs to find corncrake nests as part of a trail strategy to reduce conflict with landowners. The scope 

of the study followed three objectives: Disturbance Distances - Corncrake/Dog; Can a Dog Locate Live 

Corncrake (adult/chick/nest)?; Can a Dog Locate Dead Corncrake? The various constraints of the work 

were discussed and results shared. Key findings included the response of corncrake  to dogs at a near 

as 25m, the use of Getexnt tubes as a proxy for egg scent and relative efficiency of the dogs finding 

dead birds in mown fields. There are lots of potential benefits to the use of dogs in this work and there 

is a hope to consider using them in trails in active wild bird breeding sites.   

  

мн ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ƻƴ {ƪȅŜΩǎ /ƻǊƴŎǊŀƪŜǎ ό{ƘŜƭŀƎƘ tŀǊƭŀƴŜύ  
Shelagh Parlane has been the RSPB corncrake officer on Skye for 15 years and seen the work to protect 

the birds grow from spades and wheelbarrows to a much larger scale. The RPSB have no land on Syke 

so Shelagh relies heavily through the good will of landowners. Pressure on the birds on the island come 

from agriculture and tourism. The bird population on Skye is small and widely dispersed and are 

maintained largely by the various agri-environmental partnership schemes. However, since 2015, a 

reduction in payments to farmers for delayed mowing has seen decline in the uptake of corncrake 

measures. Shelagh has leveraged support for corncrake farmers and crofters through the RSPB and 

The Corncrake Calling Project and undertakes a lot of hand on management at sites. The bird 

population is low but there is hope of a return to better times.   



    

  

Assessing Corncrake conservation measures on wider biodiversity (Alfie Cavaliero).  
The aim of this research is to measure the contributions of different Early and Late Cover (ELC) types 

and quality to conserve and increase invertebrate diversity and abundance. Results from this will help 

inform decisions related to the establishment and restoration of ELCs. Thereby, facilitating improved 

guidance and enabling the identification of key factors that influence prey diversity and abundance in 

ELCs for Corncrake. The average carabidaie (ground beetle) species richness in the ELC plots was 11.3 

whereas in the surrounding farmland it was 9.25 with peak invertebrate abundance in May to mid-

July. There was higher abundance of Carabids and invertebrates per trap in ELCs than surrounding 

farmland highlighting the importance of ELC not just as cover but also as feeding areas. Carabid beetles 

may be a good proxy for overall invertebrate abundance and thus corncrake prey availability.   

Community Engagement: Caitriona Ni Cheallaigh  
The final talk in the session was by Caitriona Ni Cheallaigh of Corncrake LIFE who gave insight into the 

wide range of activities and programmes that the LIFE project utilizes to integrate itself into local 

communities. The project uses an active outreach model and one to one chain referral to engage 

landowners. It also uses information sessions to facilitate understanding of complex issues around 

such things as regulations and mediating ways of people and communities to together with nature 

conservation. As community engagement officers working in a complex social dynamic a key message 

was to be accessible, to listen and to be integrated. An overview of outputs relating to the LIFE schools 

programme, public awareness via the media and social media and community events was presented.   

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

  




































