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Effective conservation of biodiversity on agricultural land requires amelioration of production-oriented practices incompatible with wildlife.  These take effect under a continent-wide distributional umbrella set by climate and land cover constraints, with local abundances then modified by regional and local land management  The ecology of farmland birds has provided the clearest evidence to date that intensification of agriculture - of any kind - is deleterious to biodiversity.  Intensification involves decisive regime shifts for birds, for it involves a coordinated suite of changed farming practices that have synergistic impacts on bird populations.  Intensification, whether on pasture or on arable, routinely involves an environmental homogenization that immediately deprives birds of the semi-natural habitat components - shelterbelts, riparian vegetation, hedgerows and banks - that most closely approximates their natural habitats.  Where remnants survive e.g. as small woodland plots - they are often subject to increased attack by predators or parasites favored by agriculture.  Second, management of the homogenized habitat is incompatible with wildlife use of the land, as when early grass cultivars develop before meadow birds can breed or when strip grazing results in trampled nests or when fall ploughing removes overwinter stubbles.  Third, the associated use of chemicals removes the insects and arable weeds that constitute the food base for insectivorous and granivorous species respectively, depressing North American bird populations by 25-50 million birds.  Fourth, conversion rates of un-intensive farmland to other purposes is differentially favored by economic cost-benefit analyses but within North America such conversion (even to forestry) results in a net loss in bird numbers.

The principal pathways to countering these forces are four-fold.  First, greater and more pro-active use of set-aside programs such as the Farm Conservation Program can effectively sequester land in a conservation-friendly status.  Second, modified farming practices, in particular the use of conservation headlands kept free of pesticide applications, can dramatically influence bird reproduction and population viability.  Third, expanding the regulatory definition of adverse effects in pesticide assessments to include adverse ecological effects alongside the present consideration of physiological effects on mortality and reproduction is desirable.  Finally, changing the nature of agricultural subsidies from production to producer subsidies, particularly for small producers, would encourage inter-farm diversity. 


