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Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Key Details of the Scheme

What are we monitoring?
• This scheme aims to measure the long-term success of BFWN’s

cultivated margin network in supporting the 500+ rare, scarce and
threatened species that could benefit from these habitats.

• Rather than trying to monitor all of these species, the scheme uses a
set of 8 indicator species that are relatively easy to identify, and are
good predictors of habitat suitability for the other species.

• Finding any of these species on a margin means there is a good
chance that margin is also supporting lots of other priority species.

Key principles:
• The survey involves walking a 50m transect through the

margin – it is quick, and can be done by anyone regardless of
their experience. There’s no need to have prior knowledge of
identifying plant species, as an ID guide is provided.

• The aim is to measure long-term change, so it is important that
transects are re-visited in future years, repeating exactly the
same survey methods to measure what has changed

• You can collect and submit your data using a mobile App called
Epicollect5 – it’s easy to do, and t should take only ~30 mins to
complete the survey for one margin

• You can survey as many or as few margins as you wish – the
more surveys completed, the better!

Measuring success:
• The 8 indicator species are all relatively scarce, and you are unlikely to

find all of them together, even on the very best cultivated margins.
• Finding even one of these indicator species means a margin is doing

well – so do not be discouraged if you draw lots of blanks!
• It’s important to get data from all kinds of margins – not just the best

ones – especially as the aim is to measure improvements over time.
• The data will be used to generate annual reports showing overall

trends in species abundance and distribution across the BFWN area.

Photo credits: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Jo Jones, John Secker, Tim Young. Front cover: Tim Young, Stefan Lefnaer, Bob Gibbons, Plantlife library, Jo 
Jones, John Secker
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How to start monitoring
• The scheme uses a simple and quick method that can be carried out by anyone, regardless

of prior experience. Each survey should take <30 mins per cultivated margin, and you can
record the data either on a mobile phone (see p 5 for details) or a paper recording sheet.

• The survey involves walking a fixed 50m transect through the cultivated margin, recording
information as you go in 5m intervals (measured roughly by pacing).

• The key to the success of the scheme is that the same transects are re-visited year after
year, repeating exactly the same survey method annually to build up a picture of how
things change over time.

Setting up a transect

Start point – this can be 

anywhere along the margin, but 
must be recorded precisely (e.g.
using what3words). In subsequent 
years, return to this exact location 
so the transect is always 
consistent

End point –
this  should again 
be recorded 
precisely to 
ensure the survey 
always covers the 
same distance

• Only one transect is needed per cultivated margin, but you can have more than one
transect in a single margin if you wish!

• Try to place the transect randomly along the margin – avoid focusing only on the best areas!
The aim is to get an accurate representation of the overall condition of margins across the
region, and how this changes over time.

• Make sure you give each transect a unique name (and use the same name each year) so it
can be easily identified in the dataset!

The transect should run along the centre of the cultivated margin:

5m sections– these can 

be measured roughly by 
pacing- The line doesn’t 
have to be exactly straight, 
but ideally should stay 
towards the middle of the 
margin.

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Jo Jones, John Secker, Tim Young. 
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How to conduct the survey:
When to survey:
Surveys should only carried out between 15th May and 15th July, as the indicator species may not
be visible at other times of year..

How to collect the data:
Walk slowly along the 50m transect, keeping an eye out for the indicator species (see p. 5 ‘Guide to
the species’) as you go along. It should take around 30 minutes to complete the survey (i.e.
~3mins per 5m section) - try to be consistent in how long you spend walking the transect!

Record your observations for each 5m section as you go, ideally using the Epicollect5 App (see
p. X).

Identifying the species:

You can find a helpful guide to the identification of the 8 indicator species in pages 6-10 of this
leaflet. All of them are relatively distinctive, though there are some confusion species to be aware
of – these are noted in the guide.

If you are unsure about the identification of any of the indicator species, try using the iNaturalist,
Seek or ObsIdentify mobile apps – these can all help with identification in the field, either using
photo’s you’ve take or working directly through your device’s camera. They all offer reasonably
accurate photo recognition for most species. All the apps are free, but registration is required.

1. Start– make sure 

you give the transect a 
name and record the 
start point, ideally using 
what3words, on the 
first visit

2. Walk– move slowly 

and steadily up the middle 
of the margin for 5 paces 
at a time, keeping an eye 
out for the indicator 
species on either side of 
you. Try to avoid deviating 
from the line too much –
keep a steady pace.

3. Record– at the end of each 

5m section, use the Epicollect5 
App (or paper datasheet) to 
record the following information:

• For each indicator species,
record whether they are 
present within that 5m section 
of the margin.

• Estimate the height of 
vegetation and % cover of 
bare ground in a 1m radius 
around where you are standing 
(see p 11 for details)

5m

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins
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Recording and submitting the data:
If you have a smartphone, it is straightforward to collect and submit the data directly to BFWN using
the Epicollect5 App. It is free and available for both iPhone and Android – just search ‘Epicollect5’
on your device.

When you’re ready to collect some data in the field, simply open the App and click ‘Add entry’ to
make a start, and you will be prompted to fill in the necessary fields for each 5m section as you
complete the transect:

Once the survey is completed and saved, there is also an option to fill in a margin management
information form to provide useful data on the timing and method of cultivation, and any other
relevant management details. Simply click the green button ‘Management Info>’ next to the entry
for the transect and you will be prompted to fill out the second form.

All data is stored in Epicollect5’s secure online repository, and will only be accessible to the surveyor,
BFWN Admin and the UEA team. No personal information will be recorded or stored. Participants
agree that their observations can be used for monitoring and analysis of biodiversity on the cultivated
margins by BFWN and the UEA team.

After downloading the app and registering an Epicollect5 account, simply open the App, click
‘Add project’, then search for ‘BFWN Margins Survey’ to sign up.

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Krzysztof Ziarnek, Jo Jones, John Secker, Stefan Lefnaer, Bob Gibbons, Plantlife library, Tim Young
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Guide to identifying the Indicator Species
The following pages provide details on how to recognize the 8 indicator species.
These were selected partly because they are relatively easy to identify - however,
they are all quite scarce and even the best margins may only have one or two of
them, so don’t be put off if you don’t record many! Presence of just one or two is a
good sign that a margin is benefitting many other priority invertebrate and plant
species.

Bur Medick Common Cudweed Common Stork’s-bill

FlixweedFumitory

Thyme-leaved 
Sandwort 

Rough Poppy Night-flowering 
Catchfly 

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Jo Jones, John Secker, Graham Calow (NatureSpot), David Nicholls (NatureSpot), Cath Shellswell, Rob Dyke , Chris Dixon, Makaques
pictorial guide (via Lizzie Cooke), Andrew Gagg, Sarah Shuttleworth
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Tiny, sprawling plant. Pea family shaped bright

yellow flowers, usually no more than 5 per

flower head. Leaves have a tiny tooth at the tip.

Seed pods are distinctive: round, 3-5mm

diameter, green-brown, with spiral rows of

curved spines.

Bur Medick

Upright plants, each c. 5-15cm tall, with grey

woolly stems, and small leaves spiral round the

stem. Flowers are in clusters at the top of the

stem, and look like grey-green woolly blobs!

Common Cudweed

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Jo Jones, John Secker, Graham Calow (NatureSpot), David Nicholls (NatureSpot), Cath Shellswell, Rob Dyke , Chris Dixon, Makaques
pictorial guide (via Lizzie Cooke), Andrew Gagg, Sarah Shuttleworth
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Small plants that have a rosette of finely divided

dark green leaves, pressed tight against the

ground; flowers have five pink or white

unnotched petals. Named for its stork’s bill

shaped seed head.

Common Stork’s-bill

Sprawling plant, with white, pink, or purple,

tubular shaped flowers and finely divided grey-

green leaves. Several different species, but all are

good indicators so no need to distinguish them!

Flower shape is distinctive, nothing else like it.

Fumitory

NB Crane’s-bills are 
potential confusion 
species:

Hedgerow 
Crane’s-bill

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Jo Jones, John Secker, Graham Calow (NatureSpot), David Nicholls (NatureSpot), Cath Shellswell, Rob Dyke , Chris Dixon, Makaques
pictorial guide (via Lizzie Cooke), Andrew Gagg, Sarah Shuttleworth
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A medium-sized plant that has delicate grey-

green fern-like leaves, with wispy yellow

flowers and long thin seed pods. Height varies

from 10cm to over 1m.

Flixweed

A small and delicate, low-growing, spreading,

straggly plant (not cushion shaped growth). Flowers

are star-shaped, white, with 5 petals, which are

not notched. Leaves are thyme shaped, with no

stalks.

Thyme-leaved Sandwort

Foodplant of the rare 
Grey Pine Carpet moth

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Jo Jones, John Secker, Graham Calow (NatureSpot), David Nicholls (NatureSpot), Cath Shellswell, Rob Dyke , Chris Dixon, Makaques
pictorial guide (via Lizzie Cooke), Andrew Gagg, Sarah Shuttleworth
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Crimson flowers (compare with more scarlet-red

Common Poppy flowers), with dark blotches at the

base of petals. Seed head is rounded, with spikes.

(Similar but rarer Prickly Poppy seed head is

elongated, with spikes - if you have that species put it

in your notes!) Petals can drop quickly after

flowering, so look for seed heads too.

Rough Poppy

Plants 15-30cm tall, with deeply notched pale pink

flowers (can be v. pale) that usually unroll at night.

During the day, most flowers are typically furled (left).

showing only the creamy/yellowish undersides. Hairy.

A smaller version of commoner White Campion.

Night-flowering Catchfly

Possible confusion species:
Common Poppy (l) and 
Rough Poppy (r)

Possible confusion 
species:

Red CampionWhite Campion

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Jo Jones, John Secker, Graham Calow (NatureSpot), David Nicholls (NatureSpot), Cath Shellswell, Rob Dyke , Chris Dixon, Makaques
pictorial guide (via Lizzie Cooke), Andrew Gagg, Sarah Shuttleworth
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Monitoring non-target species:
Several non-target species can invade and dominate cultivated margins in the
BFWN area, including Sterile Brome and Creeping Thistle, while Fat Hen can also
become dominant when soils are nutrient-rich. Please record which of these are
present within each 5m section of the transect.

Estimating vegetation height and bare ground:
At the end of each 5m interval, please also make an estimate of the average
vegetation height around the point you are standing, using the categories below.
Focus on the plants within a ~1m radius of your feet.

At the same time, please make a rough estimate of the proportionate cover of bare
ground within the same ~1m radius around your feet, according to the categories
below:

Sterile Brome

Fat Hen Creeping Thistle

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Robin Stott, Ryan Hodnett (Wikimedia Commmons), Beth Newman, Jo Jones (Plantlife), John Secker
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Monitoring Aims & Principles

Why monitor the margins?
BFWN’s cultivated margin network has the potential to benefit 500+ rare,
scarce and threatened species that were identified as being regional
conservation priorities by the Breckland Biodiversity Audit. To
demonstrate the success of conservation actions undertaken by farmers
across the network, it is important to measure changes in the distribution
and abundance of these species.

The design of this scheme is based on the well-established ecological principle of using indicator
species to monitor changes in the fortunes of wider biodiversity. Following the Breckland Biodiversity
Audit, it has been possible to analyze and map the potential distributions of >100 Breckland priority
species, and we have used these maps to identify the suite of 8 species that tend to occur in places that
also support lots of other priority species. We can therefore be confident that increases in the
abundance and distribution of these species will tell us that the margin network is providing the right
conditions for many other priority Breckland species.

The scheme also uses more general indicator metrics to monitor the overall condition of margins –
including the presence of problematic pest species that can dominate the habitat and prevent priority
species from colonizing or flourishing. Monitoring key habitat characteristics like vegetation height and
bare ground cover will help keep track of the overall condition of BFWN margins, and provide valuable
data to allow us to subsequently analyse and quantify the conditions that are most suitable for priority
species.

What will we learn from monitoring?
By collecting survey data in a standardized way that is repeated over
time, the monitoring scheme will generate ley information on how the
abundance and distributions of priority biodiversity changes over
time, at the scale of the whole network. The survey data can help
identify ways to improve the management of margins, including
highlighting areas at risk from problematic crop pest species.

The scheme is designed specifically so that anyone can participate in the monitoring, regardless of
whether they have any prior knowledge of how to identify the species, or of wildlife surveying in general.
By following the guidance in this leaflet, anyone can collect valuable monitoring data – our key aim is for
monitoring to be conducted by farmers, volunteers and members of the public who regularly visit the
BFWN area.

Biodiversity Monitoring
for Cultivated Margins

Photo credits: Jo Jones, John Secker, Graham Calow (NatureSpot), David Nicholls (NatureSpot), Cath Shellswell, Rob Dyke , Chris Dixon, Makaques
pictorial guide (via Lizzie Cooke), Andrew Gagg, Sarah Shuttleworth, Tim Young
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Long-term monitoring
Once a transect has been established in a margin, our hope is that it can then be
surveyed each subsequent year, using exactly the same methodology, to build up
an accurate picture of changes in priority species over time. Don’t worry if you
cannot commit to conducting repeat surveys each year – all survey data will be
valuable, even if it is just a snapshot!

If you would like your farm to be included in the survey but cannot help with
monitoring yourself, please contact BFWN (contact) and we can help find
volunteer surveyors to conduct the transects on your behalf.

BFWN Aim to use the survey data to generate annual reports of biodiversity
status across the cultivated margin network. Specifically, the data will be used to
measure year-to-year changes in the distribution and abundance of the indicator
species across the network as a whole. Data will also be used to gain insights into
beneficial management techniques, and this information will be shared across
the network.

Annual Reports

Wildlife Monitoring Scheme 
for Cultivated Margins

Please contact BFWN or James Gilroy j.Gilroy@uea.ac.uk for further information,
or for support with completing surveys and using the Epicollect5 app.

Huge thanks to all participants of the BFWN Workshops, and to Johanna Jones
and Tim Pankhurst from Plantlife for their role in designing this scheme.
Particular thanks also to John Secker for helpful guidance on margin
management, as well as identification resources. Thanks to Rob Hawkes (RSPB)
for his initial work in analysing the species data, and to Emily Swan, Lucy Hatcher,
David Ward and David Whiting from Natural England. Thanks to Paul Dolman
(UEA) for extremely helpful feedback on the scheme design.

Further information & Acknowledgements

Photo credits: Jo Jones, John Secker, Graham Calow (NatureSpot), David Nicholls (NatureSpot), Cath Shellswell, Rob Dyke , Chris Dixon, Makaques
pictorial guide (via Lizzie Cooke), Andrew Gagg, Sarah Shuttleworth, Tim Young
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Wildlife Monitoring Scheme for Cultivated Margins

Transect Name: Date:

Start location: Time:

End location: Number of observers:

Field data recording sheet

Record locations using what3words if possible, or OS Grid Reference

5m transect section:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Rough Poppy

Flixweed

Fumitory

Night-
flowering 

Catchfly

Thyme-leaved 
Sandwort

Bur Medick

Common 
Cudweed

Common 
Stork’s-bill

Sterile Brome

Fat Hen

Creeping 
Thistle

Vegetation 
height (cm)

Bare ground 
(%)

Indicator species – place tick in each section where present

Problem species place tick in each transect where present
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