Effect of winter cutting on the passerine breeding assemblage in French Mediterranean reedbeds
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Common reed is increasingly harvested from the Mediterranean region to provide thatching material to north European countries.  Impact of these management practices on the arthropod and bird fauna is poorly known.  We provide a comparative analysis of water management, vegetation structure, arthropod assemblage, abundance and ecological requirements of passerine at cut and uncut reedbeds in Mediterranean France.  Cut reedbeds typically experienced a narrower range of salinity conditions and higher water level in spring than uncut reedbeds.  Reed biomass tended to be higher at cut sites.  Arthropod distribution differed consistently between cut and uncut sites, leading to a higher index of food available to passerines in cut reedbeds.  Cut reedbeds had a similar bird species richness but a lower bird abundance, due to the significant decrease in Moustached warblers and Bearded tits at cut sites.  Factors influencing species abundances in cut reedbeds were: reed diameter and flooding for the Great reed warbler, presence of uncut reed patches for the Moustached warbler, reed height for the Reed warbler, number of emergent species, presence of uncut patches and reed diameter for the Reed bunting, and reed diameter and number of terrestrial plant species for the Bearded tit. The mild Mediterranean winter favoured early growth of reed in spring making harvested reedbeds suitable for breeding of long-distance migrants such as the Great reed warbler and Reed warbler.  However, for the resident species that breed earlier in the season, cut reedbeds lack sufficient vegetation cover to provide adequate nesting and feeding sites.  While biennal cutting (double wale) is considered as the best compromise between conservation and commercial interests in the UK, a mosaic of cut and uncut patches appears as the best alternative for the Mediterranean region.

 The impact of reed cutting on prey available to passerine birds was further assessed through a more detailed study carried out at four cut and four uncut sites during the bird breeding season. The two most important prey groups for breeding passerines, spiders (Araneida) and beetles (Coleoptera), were identified to species in trap catches and diet samples. The arthropod assemblages differed significantly between cut and uncut sites. Phytophagous and saprophagous species showed contrasting responses. Numbers of homopterans increased in cut reed beds, where green Phragmites stem density was higher. Saprophagous woodlice decreased, presumably due to the reduced amount of litter. Densities of some vegetation-dwelling spider and beetle species were lower at cut sites, including two of the most preferred prey species for passerine birds. Consequently, large-scale mechanically harvested reed beds host altered arthropod communities, missing major food components used by vulnerable passerines. However, reed cutting on a small scale may increase habitat heterogeneity and species richness on a landscape level. To contribute to reed bed conservation, EU schemes should reward management that leaves uncut reed patches in the proximity of cut areas to permit their recolonization by arthropods.
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