Back from the Brink - Species summary

Field Cricket

BftB project: SP06 Field Cricket Species Recovery Project

Project lead organisation: RSPB

Contact: Pulborough.brooks@rspb.org.uk

Species name -
common & scientific

Field Cricket, Gryllus campestris

Photograph

© Alex Hyde / Back from the Brink

Taxon group

Orthoptera

Conservation status

Vulnerable in the UK (Sutton, 2015)

UK distribution

South-east England: 8 sites in Surrey, Sussex and Hampshire. Only 1
indigenous population at Coates Castle/Lords Piece.

Habitat associations

Lowland heathland especially grassy heaths.

BftB work carried out:

Survey & Monitoring

Calling male field crickets were monitored annually at RSPB’s Farnham
Heath and Pulborough Brooks reserve and at the donor sites for
translocations to Pulborough Brooks; Lords Piece and Broad Ha'penny.

Sites habitat
management works

The project has restored 10ha of heathland at Wiggonholt Common at
Pulborough Brooks, an area that was formerly conifer plantation. Birch
regeneration has been cut and removed, stumps pulled up and the surface
layer of mulch scraped off to reveal bare sandy ground, and bracken and
bramble removed. The result is a fine mosaic of open ground and vegetation
on a sheltered south-facing slope which provides suitable habitat for Field
Crickets and also for other BftB threatened species such as Woodlark,
Adders, Common Lizards and Slow Worms as well as a wealth of bees,
wasps and ants (Aculeate Hymenoptera).
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Suitable habitat at both Pulborough Brooks and Farnham Heath has been
maintained in good condition by volunteer work-parties, with further
contracted scrub control (funded through Countryside Stewardship) at
Pulborough Brooks and grazing with cattle and ponies. Assessments were
made of habitat condition each spring and summer.

Conservation
‘interventions’ incl.
reintroductions &
translocations

The project aimed to increase the robustness of the populations by
increasing their range at Farnham Heath by translocating them to a more
northerly area of the reserve and by translocating crickets onto restored
heathland at RSPB'’s Pulborough Brooks Reserve to connect two adjacent
populations. Field crickets were successfully translocated in each year of the
project apart from 2020, due to Covid restrictions. Field Crickets were
caught by licenced skilled specialists aided by staff and volunteers.

At Farnham Heath there were four translocations (in 2017-2019 and 2021)
with a total of 48 Field Crickets taken from the established population in the
Tankersford area and released in a compartment to the east of the Rural Life
Centre. The calling males were monitored from May-June and small
numbers were heard each year with proof of breeding in 2020 being an
unexpected consequence of the failure to translocate.

At Pulborough Brooks Field Crickets were caught at the donor site, Lords
Piece and Broad Ha’penny, and released onto the newly restored heathland
at Wiggonholt Common. A total of 43 Field Crickets were released in three
translocations in 2018, 2019 and 2021. Small numbers of calling males have
been recorded at the release site from 2018-21, with breeding proved in
2020 and 2021.

Technical advice
provision

Results and experiences have been shared with other eNGOS and
landowners involved in Field Cricket Species Recovery through discussions
at annual Working Group meetings.

A technical paper summarising the project has been published in an
International Journal published by [UCN.

Links made with other
taxa / conservation
work?

Other BftB secondary species that are heathland specialists have benefitted
from the increase in area of heathland restored and the improved
connectivity between heathlands. These include Woodlark which were
recorded at both sites in each of the years and have similar requirements for
early successional grassy heath habitat to Field Crickets. Other beneficiaries
include Sand Lizards, Silver Studded Blue and Grayling, Adder, Grass Snake
and Slow Worm.

Many of these species have been monitored by staff and volunteers working
on the project and they have been promoted through the public engagement
work such as the Heathland Discovery Days.

They have also been promoted through the South Downs National Park
(SDNP) led Heathlands Reunited project which established a Heathland Trail
with illustrated sign boards at Pulborough Brooks reserve.

The project has worked closely with SDNP who manage several other Field
Cricket sites, and their staff have attended training sessions in Field Cricket
ecology and monitoring methods and have helped with translocations.
Sussex Wildlife Trust staff have also attended the training sessions and the
project review meetings.
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By using close-up photos, videos and sound recordings, we have encouraged
people to look closer at the ground and get an insect’s view of the world.
Fascinating facts about Field Crickets have been shared during walks and
talks, including eight night-time safaris and two Heathland Safaris. An art
event organised by Outdoor Studios has engaged young families and visitors
to the reserves have been informed about the project through displays in
the Visitor Centre at Pulborough Brooks, illustrated chalk boards along trails,
and through volunteers talking to people on the trails. 734 members of the
public have learnt about Field Crickets and other heathland invertebrates
through organised events and walks and talks, including talks to schools and
local community groups. In 2019 a successful music and literature event was
held, which included the world premiere of a new piece based on slowed-
down recordings of Field Cricket song and readings from Gilbert White and
John Clare about Field Crickets and their heathland habitat. The project also
contributed to the celebration of Gilbert White's tercentenary in 2020 and
has been mentioned in a book written by Laurence Rose ‘Framing Nature:
Conservation and Culture’.

Wider engagement &
advocacy activities?

BftB results obtained:

The project has increased the number of occupied sites by one, by
translocating Field Crickets to Pulborough Brooks in 2018, 2019 and 2021.
Although numbers are still small, having had two years with proof that they
have successfully bred, the signs are good for this population to become
established to form a link between Field Cricket sites at Hurston Warren to
the East and Parham Park to the West.

The Field Cricket population at Farnham Heath has been boosted through
Recorded Distribution four translocations to a second area of the reserve thus increasing its

(in BftB focal areas) occupied range. As with Pulborough, the numbers recorded are small but
there is evidence that they have bred, and it is hoped they will establish. The
range of the donor population in the southern area of the Farnham Heath
reserve (Tankersford) has increased over the duration of the project. Field
Crickets have started occupying adjacent grassy fields. In 2020 and 2021, a
few Field Crickets were also recorded in the north-western part of the
reserve, north of Reeds Road, suggesting a sub-colony may become
established there.

At Farnham Heath the total number of crickets recorded at the reserve has
increased since 2017, peaking at 337 in 2019 but has decreased to 100

since.
Recorded Abundance of | Numbers of field crickets heard at the release sites at Farnham Heath and
species populations Pulborough Brooks has remained in single figures each year. Reasons for

the lack of increase are unknown but may be due to micro-climatic factors.
Monitoring will continue for the next five years to see which parts of the
sites the crickets colonise.

The project is considered to be at Step 8: The appropriate delivery
mechanisms are ‘active’ for the species and the species is recovering in line
with numerical expectations.

At the start of the project there were six sites with established Field Cricket
Species Recovery Curve | populations. This project has increased the number of sites with breeding
progress made Field Crickets by one and has expanded the occupied range at both sites.
There is evidence of breeding at both release sites although establishment
of the new populations is taking longer than expected with stable but low
numbers recorded in the final two years of the project in 2020-21.
Supplementation may be required following further assessments.
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Although Field Cricket recovery is heading towards Step 9: The species is
recovered, having achieved some pre-agreed quantitative target, has been
assessed as of ‘Least Concern’ at a national scale and can be removed from
the S41 and national threat lists, it will be at least five years before the new
populations at Pulborough Brooks and Farnham Heath can be considered
established. Even then they will continue to require ongoing habitat
management to maintain the populations, as will all the extant populations.
Ongoing maintenance of the habitats at both Pulborough Brooks and
Farnham Heath is included within the site management plans and will
hopefully be supported by new agri-environment schemes (ELMS).

Field Cricket species status was last assessed in 2015 when the species was
classed as Vulnerable (Sutton, 2015). A further national status assessment

Other measures of needs to be made. The Species Recovery Target is to establish ten Field

species recovery Cricket populations in order to improve the status from Vulnerable. There

progress? e.g. FCS are six established populations of Field Crickets within South-East England
(and another three at an early stage) so it is not yet considered of Least
Concern.

e Carry out more detailed investigations into habitat suitability prior to
further releases. This could include the use of weather stations to
compare micro-climates with those in sites with established Field
Cricket populations.

e Monitor Farnham Heath population range expansion for four to five
years to see if Field Crickets colonise the area of heath to the west of
the Rural Life Centre.

e Establish the extent of the population on land neighbouring Farnham
Heath.

e Reassess habitat suitability in other areas of Pulborough Brooks
including the Triangle and continue to supplement the population
through two more translocations.

e Assess the suitability of habitat between the Field Cricket sites at
Pulborough Brooks and Hurston Warren and work with landowners to
encourage connectivity.

e Maintain the links with SDNP and partnership of eNGOs and private
landowners with existing populations of Field Crickets through the Field
Cricket Species Recovery Working Group. Continue with annual review
meetings and develop joint funding bids. Seek to influence future agri-
environment schemes.

e Continue the monitoring of existing and new populations

e Develop partnership working with adjacent landowners within the
Coates complex of Field Cricket sites (Lords Piece, Broad Ha'penny and
Welchs Common) to develop suitable habitat across a wider area and
expand the Coates metapopulation in West Sussex.

e Reassess the suitability of habitat within the Field Cricket’s former range
at Selborne, in partnership with the Gilbert White House team.

e Continue to increase number of licence holders, especially next
generation by continuing to train new assistant wardens and interns on
RSPB reserves.

e |dentify potential sites within the Wealden Heaths and carry out desk-
based assessments of connectivity. Contact landowners and assess
habitat suitability through site visits. eg: Broxhead Common and
Kingsley Common.

Recommendations for
future work:-
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