Habitat requirement of passerines and reedbed management in southern France
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Reedbeds have high conservation value in Europe due to the specificity of their avifauna.  In southern France, most reedbeds are managed, and management is done primarily by water control to serve socio-economic interests (e.g., reed harvesting, waterfowl hunting).  Potential impacts of these management practices on the bird fauna are unknown.  Reedbeds of southern France are the major breeding habitat of five passerine species: the moustached warbler (Acrocephalus melanopogon), reed warbler (A. scirpaceus), great reed warbler (A. arundinaceus), bearded tit (Panurus biarmicus), and reed bunting (Emberiza schoeniclus).  We lack information on the species' habitat requirements to propose adequate conservation measures, especially for the great reed warbler and moustached warbler, which are considered vulnerable species in France and Europe, respectively.  Determinants of passerine abundance and diversity were assessed through a comparative analysis of water regime, plant structure, and arthropod (food) distribution at twelve sites consisting of at least 10 ha of marsh densely covered with common reed (Phragmites australis).  The number of birds sampled through standardized mist netting was positively correlated with food availability (sweep-netted arthropods weighted by their occurrence in birds' diet).  Food availability was in turn negatively correlated with the number of weeks between June and December during which there was no surface water at the reedbed sites.  Using canonical correspondence and multiple regression analyses it was possible to explain between-site differences in abundance of most passerine species using a few vegetation parameters (e.g. reed diameter for the great reed warbler, reed height for the reed warbler, density of dry stems for the bearded tit, density of panicles and plant richness for the moustached warbler).  Based on a classification study of Mediterranean reedbeds involving 36 sites in southern France, these vegetation parameters are further associated with specific management practices, especially in regard with water levels and salinity.  The potential impact of socio-economic activities through their water management is addressed, as well as possible ways to minimise these impacts..
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