How to include farmland habitats
in sustainability assessments?
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survey of their farmland. Three
separate
methods
of
habitats
identification were conducted and
compared:
1.
the
use
of
orthophotography, 2. the use of
orthophotography coupled with farmlevel photos, and 3. an on-the-ground
habitat survey.

Introduction
How can farmers with wildlife habitats
on their farm get sufficient credit for
this in sustainability assessments?
Many
sustainability
assessments
struggle to include and implement
assessments of farmland biodiversity.
This is despite farmland habitats (e.g.
hedgerows, ponds, woodlands and
species-rich grasslands) being quite
common on Irish farmland (Sheridan et
al., 2011, Sullivan et al. 2011), and
biodiversity being an important pillar of
environmental
sustainability.
In
addition,
many
Irish
agri-food
companies are seeking environmental
accreditation through benchmarking
against
internationally
recognized
benchmarks and standards e.g.
Sustainability Assessment Initiative
(SAI) Platform.
A
common
requirement
of
environmental accreditation standards
that include biodiversity is the
provision of a farm habitat map.
Traditionally, habitat surveys involve
visits to individual farms, which is
expensive
and
time-consuming.
Teagasc has been working closely
with Bord Bia on a pilot project to
develop cost-effective and scalable
methods to map farm habitats.

Figure 1. (a) Aerial photography is
an excellent starting point for
identifying semi-natural wildlife
habitats. (b) A habitat map was
produced that is the starting point
for a farm plan for biodiversity.

Materials and Methods
Farmers were invited to participate in
the project and there was a total of 187
dairy, beef and arable farms. Those
that accepted agreed to an ecological
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normally associated with ecological
surveys of individual farms. These
photos could be taken by a farmer.

Results and Discussion
The use of orthophotography by an
ecologist is a reliable method to
distinguish
between
semi-natural
habitats and improved agricultural land
for the purposes of accreditation for a
sustainability assurance scheme. It is
sufficiently reliable to develop farm
habitat plans without requiring a farm
visit.

Many sustainability schemes place a
strong focus on environmental themes
that
typically
include
nutrient
management, reduction of greenhouse
gas emissions, water quality, and soil
management. The agri-food industry is
being
challenged
to
include
biodiversity in farm-scale sustainability
assessments – this pilot project guides
us on how to meet this challenge.

Once a habitat map (Fig. 1b) is
generated, we can develop a short
customised farm habitat plan that can
satisfy
the
requirements
of
sustainability assessment criteria e.g.
Sustainability Assessment Initiative
(SAI) Platform. The farm habitat plan
contains:
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- photos of the habitats that occur on
the farm.

Conclusions
File-sharing technology to share
habitat photos with an ecologist could
be used, and without the costs
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