
 

 

 
 

 

Edinburgh Research Explorer 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Saving the skylark – a role for vets and the wider public

Citation for published version:
Cousquer, G 2022, 'Saving the skylark – a role for vets and the wider public' Veterinary Times, pp. 9-10.

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Version created as part of publication process; publisher's layout; not normally made publicly available

Published In:
Veterinary Times

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 26. May. 2023

https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/672a8569-2d6c-4a9c-b2d6-4f8bd42d15c9


Saving the skylark – a role for 
vets and the wider public
FOR many of our forefathers, 
a summer’s day was not 
complete without the 
soaring song of the skylark 
(Alauda arvensis). 

So much joy and inspiration 
can be found in nature, and 
if one song has the power 
to uplift us, lifting our spirits, 
freeing our souls to rise above 
our earthly worries, that song 
belongs to the skylark.

For George Meredith, author 
of one of the English language’s 
great poems, “The Lark 
Ascending”, such inspiration 
owes much to the exquisite 
aerial display and musical 
prowess of the skylark. The 
poem has some 120 lines and 
I don’t presume to know which 
will resonate most exquisitely 
for you. 

Here, though, is a 
taster of one of my own 
favourite passages:

“As up he wings 
the spiral stair,

A song of light, and 
pierces air

With fountain ardour, 
fountain play,

To reach the shining tops 
of day,

And drink in everything 
discern’d

An ecstasy to music turn’d
Impell’d by what his 

happy bill
Disperses; drinking, 

showering still,
Unthinking save that he 

may give
His voice the outlet, there 

to live
Renew’d in endless notes 

of glee,
So thirsty of his voice is he, 
For all to hear and 

all to know
That he is joy, 

awake, aglow”

For those who would like 
to read the whole poem, it is 
available at bit.ly/3OVYQSz

And if that tribute seems 
to capture something of the 
essence of the skylark, you 
may also � nd the musical 
work by Vaughan Williams 
of the same name equally 
uplifting. The following links 
will take you to a performance 
of this great work by the 
violinist Janine Jahnsen and by 
Nigel Kennedy, respectively: 
bit.ly/3OV5sRg and bit.
ly/3BTJATF

In short, skylarks gift us 
one of the sounds of summer. 
We should, therefore, be 
very worried indeed at 
the prospect of losing the 
soundtrack that has sustained 
our ancestors as they worked 
in the � elds, and laid back 
to rest and contemplate 
the heavens.  

Why so? Well, because 
their decline since it was � rst 
identi� ed in the 1970s has 
continued at an alarming rate, 
as is clearly shown in the 
graph from the British Trust 
for Ornithology/Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee 
BirdTrends Report (Figure 1).

Between 1970 and 
2001, the UK population 
of skylarks fell by some 54 
per cent. A similar trend 
has been seen across the 
range of the Eurasian skylark 
(Alauda arvensis) and, 
both internationally and 
nationally (here in the UK), 

the skylark has consistently 
made the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature 
Red List.

This feature will consider the 
main reasons for this alarming 
collapse in skylark numbers, 
and ask what we as vets and 
as members of the public 

can do to help. With a little 
imagination, we can see that 
our own choices and actions 
as consumers, as dog owners 
and walkers, and as vets can 
make a difference.

To appreciate what has 
led to the skylark’s decline, 
it helps to appreciate their 
ecology, and what their 
breeding and overwintering 
success are dependent on.

Ecology 
and key threats
Skylarks probably evolved 
as birds of steppes and salt 

Saving the skylark – a role for 
vets and the wider public

The skylark is well-suited to life on the ground and is able to 
move at speed on powerful legs, possessing a mottled plumage 
that helps to camou� age the lark, an attribute that is particularly 
important during the nesting season.

marshes and, even today, 
countless generations on, a 
distrust of vertical structures 
is deeply embedded in 
their heritage. 

They avoid hedgerows, trees 
and cluttered landscapes, 
for they seek and need open 
spaces, across which they can 
allow the cascading notes 
of their song to � ow. Male 
skylarks do not possess bright 
plumage, for on the ground 
they rely on their cryptic 
brown, heavily streaked 
plumage to blend in and 
help them avoid predation 

from ground predators. They 
rely entirely on their long 
song � ights as a means of 
demonstrating and advertising 
their stamina and their � tness, 
or “quality”, as a mate.

Across their range in northern 
Europe, skylarks tend to be 
migratory. In the UK, however, 
our skylarks tend to move to 
lower altitudes and latitudes 
while remaining local. This 
means they can often begin 
breeding as early as March, 
gifting us their 
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sings his praise for one of the UK’s most musical birds, 
and explains how and why we can do more to protect it
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The skylark is a ground nesting bird who also requires open 
ground to avoid predators. They prefer vegetation that is 20–50 

cm high and su�  ciently open to allow the bird easy access to 
the ground.

GLEN COUSQUER graduated 
from The University of Edinburgh 
Royal (Dick) School of Veterinary 
Studies in 1997 after completing 
a BVM&S degree together with 
an honours degree in preclinical 
veterinary science, focusing on avian respiratory 
physiology. He spent time in mixed general 
practice before specialising in wildlife medicine, 
working as an RSPCA wildlife veterinary o�  cer. In 
2003, Glen completed a certi� cate in zoological 
medicine, developing special interests in 
avian and wildlife medicine. He gained further 
experience in zoo, wildlife and exotic animal 
practice, as well as in small animal practice and 
emergency medicine. In 2007, Glen returned to 
The University of Edinburgh to pursue an MSc 
in Outdoor Education. This led him to develop 
training programmes for mountain guides that 
he delivered at the national mountain guide 
training school in Morocco between 2009-14. A 
further MSc in Education Research followed, with 
a focus on professionalism in the mountaineering 
professions. Glen’s research interest in the health 
and welfare of pack animals on expedition led him 
to develop a doctoral research project on how we 
know and care for pack mules in the mountain 
tourism industry. His academic and research 
interests include dialogical approaches to 
establishing communities of practice and inquiry, 
change theory and practice, animal geographies, 
animal ethics and philosophy, professionalism 
and professional practice, responsible and 
sustainable tourism, and ecological pilgrimage. 
Glen is lecturer and MSc programme coordinator 
in conservation medicine and one health at The 
University of Edinburgh.

Figure 1. The Common Birds Census (CBC) 
and Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) are the most 
reliable sources of data on the health of bird 
populations across the UK. The data from these 
two studies are combined to derive joint CBC/
BBS trends, extending from the 1960s to the 
present day.  Indices are plotted on the graphs 
as annual estimates with a smoothed trend 
and its 85 per cent con� dence interval. The key 
information this graph helps us to appreciate 
is the extent to which skylark populations 
have collapsed over the past 50 years, and the 
extent to which the current (human) generation 
is disconnected from the biodiversity crisis 
because we have no lived experience of healthy 
baselines with our children growing up without 
the sound of skylarks bringing them joy.

songs well before our familiar migrants arrive 
back from Africa.

Breeding can continue into July and skylarks 
can make up to three breeding attempts. 
As ground nesting birds, 

however, they are especially vulnerable to 
nest disturbance and predation, and this 
means that these breeding attempts are 
easily foiled.

In winter, skylarks tend to forage for “weed” 
seed, and spilled grain in crop stubble and 

fallow � elds, often in large � ocks. The loss 
of overwintered crop stubbles, 

coupled with the use 
of more ef� cient 

herbicides, has 

The skylarks appreciate sand dunes and bunkers. The sand provides them with opportunities to meet another essential need – the need to bathe, not in water , 
but in sand.  Should you see a skylark hunkering down in the sand, stop a while and watch them as they undertake their ablutions and make use of the sand to 
remove any unwanted lice and other irritants.

meant fewer “weed” seeds have been available 
in winter. 

Untangling how this came about has led to 
the recognition that a key causal factor was the 
shift from spring sown to autumn sown crops. 

Autumn sown crops became popular in the 
1970s and reduced the availability of stubble 
� elds on which “weeds” could grow. It is 
suggested that autumn sown crops also made 
it hard for skylarks to nest later in the season 
when the vegetation became denser.

Research continues to try to understand the 
entangled factors impacting on skylarks both in 
the breeding and non-breeding seasons. These 
will, of course, vary depending on localities, 
with the threats to skylarks on farmland, golf 
courses, local nature reserves and parkland all 
differing a little.

What can 
we do to help?
All sorts of ways exist that we can help as vets 
and as members of the public. One area that 
feels particularly signi� cant is our ability to 
educate dog owners and walkers about ground 
nesting birds. 

It is disconcerting to see so many dog walkers 
oblivious to the disturbance that walking their 
dogs in grassland areas – particularly off-lead 
– can cause. 

Raising awareness about the need to avoid 
these areas completely between March and 
September is essential, together with fostering 
awareness of the relevant legislation and 
countryside access codes. Educating clients 
about what it is like being a ground nesting bird 
and the extent to which these birds – including 
the skylark, lapwing, redshank, curlew, meadow 
pipit and snipe – are under threat can help. 

In Holyrood Park, in the centre of Edinburgh, 
for example, we have two skylark pairs just 
about hanging on and yet the public still walk 
their dogs through the grassland over which 
the breeding males can be heard singing. The 
signage asking dog walkers to stick to the paths 
and keep their dogs on leads is sadly not being 
read. Much work is still to be done and every 
little helps.

If you are a member of a golf club, you 
may want to get involved in surveying, 
either formally or informally, and help the 
groundsmen develop an understanding of the 
breeding birds on their land. 

As a community member, you can encourage 
local authorities to go pesticide-free, have no 
mow areas and allow � owers to go to seed. 
You can also refuse to use the word “weed” and 
encourage the recognition of the essential food 
value of these wonderful plants.

If you have connections with farmers, 
encouragement to sign up to agri-environment 
schemes can also help further awareness of 
biodiversity loss and prompt a culture shift in 
farming away from intensive monocultures, 

where biodiversity (and indeed life itself) is 
squeezed out to the � eld margins. 

Shifts in the way we consume can also 
encourage a move towards regenerative 
agriculture – by supporting farmers who take 
pride in holistic approaches, buying direct, 
supporting farmers’ markets, demanding true 
cost analyses, seeking to move beyond organic 
and encouraging farmers to nurture the land 
rather than exploit it, real shifts are possible.

Conclusion
The tragic crash in skylarks across British 
farmland has made them emblematic 
in the cause that is the recovery of the 
farmland environment. The silencing of this 
wonderful voice is telling us something of crucial 
importance about the way farmland, and land in 
general, in this country has been managed and 
viewed, to the detriment of biodiversity. 

The good news is we can do much to help the 
skylark, providing we start taking responsibility 
for our own choices and actions, and avail 
ourselves of alternatives that respect the wider 
biotic community.

Further reading
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. Skylark, 
bit.ly/3vFPsMh
British Trust for Ornithology. Farmland bird appeal, 
bit.ly/3zVA9BD

Often, the skylark’s form can barely be picked out against the heavens as they attain heights of 50m 
or more, sometimes as much as 200m, above the ground. There they hang and sing for an average 
of about two minutes although song � ights have been recorded to extend to thirty minutes.  One of 
the delights in life is to see them ascend from the ground and gain height, wings and tail all atremor.

vettimes
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