Translation Pastizales 04/09/08.
An Initiative for the Conservation of the Grasslands of the Southern Cone of South America.
An Alliance to benefit birds …and people.
The grasslands of the Southern Cone of South America originally covered over one hundred million hectares within the del Plata watershed in Argentina, Uruguay, Rio Grande do Sul state (Brazil) and southern Paraguay.

A unique region for grassland biodiversity
Over 400 species of native grasses, 280 bird species, 75 reptiles and amphibians, and more than 85 mammals are known from the Southern Cone grasslands, representing a unique and globally significant concentration of grassland biodiversity.
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Historically, this was one of the first regions of South America to come under the influence of European agricultural practices, and as such, was also one of the first to lose most of its natural ecosystems. With the more recent intensification of agricultural production systems, it is now difficult to find representative examples of the original natural grasslands.
Concerned about this loss of valuable ecosystems, four organizations dedicated to the conservation of birds, Aves Argentinas, Aves Uruguay, Save Brazil and Guyra Paraguay (all partners of BirdLife International), have formed an alliance for the conservation of the region’s grasslands and have initiated actions on a number of fronts.  
Important Bird Areas (IBAs)
Map
The most important sites for the conservation of the region’s birds –137 Important Bird Areas– have been carefully mapped and documented. Identified nationally through participatory processes, from data gathered locally and using internationally standardized scientific criteria, IBAs form a worldwide network of sites for the conservation of nature. Since birds are excellent indicators of overall biodiversity, IBAs are also important for many other species of fauna and flora, and many IBAs provide vital ecosystem services.
Monitoring grassland birds
A network of professional and volunteer biologists and naturalists conduct fieldwork at these IBAs in order to verify the status of grassland bird populations. Long-distance migrants, breeding in remote areas of North America and wintering in the grasslands, are particularly vulnerable, and as such, are a particular focus of the monitoring work.

Many bird species are particularly sensitive to changes in the natural environment and as such, are excellent indicators. Detecting changes in their populations enables planning and actions to avoid greater problems in the future.
New outreach material
Informational leaflets and posters are being distributed among producers and rural communities in general, raising awareness of the importance of conserving biodiversity, and its relationship with agricultural production in grassland areas. 

Working with rural producers

Developing a strategic alliance with the agricultural sector is key to the success of the initiative, which depends on producers in grassland areas accepting an ever greater responsibility for the natural environment. 
To this end, agricultural institutes, universities, farmers’ associations, environmental organizations and government agencies play an important role in contributing to increased and better production, while at the same time respecting wildlife and the natural environment. 
Of particular importance is cattle ranching in natural grasslands (and even those with a proportion of non-native species); a practice which is very compatible with grassland conservation, including of the most characteristic (and threatened) species, and the ecological processes essential to their long-term survival.

Promoting environmental certification.

New means are being developed to increase the value of products which are obtained through environmental-friendly practices which respect natural grasslands and their biodiversity.  

In doing so, the initiative seeks to reward those who keep grassland production systems, rather than replacing them with other more harmful (to biodiversity) production practices.

Producers’ meetings.

Producers from different areas of the Southern Cone grasslands are being encouraged to meet with the goal of exchanging experiences and confronting the new challenges facing the ecosystems on which both they and biodiversity depend.
At the first meeting in Bagé (Brazil) in October 2007, cattle ranchers proposed to create a common brand for meats produced in natural grasslands. 

I am a producer in the Grasslands…..What can I do?
Grasslands are natural ecosystems, as valuable as forests or wetlands. They play an important ecological role and provide habitats for species which live exclusively in them. They’re worth preserving.
10 ideas for grassland conservation.

1. If you replace your grasslands with crops, set aside grassland reserves, connected by “corridors” of natural vegetation. Keeping natural vegetation around the borders of your crops, on verges and the banks of rivers is good for wildlife, conserves soil structure and reduces flooding.
2. Avoid overgrazing (a higher stocking-rate than the pastures can reasonably maintain) and keep your animals healthy. Consult experts about how to obtain good yields from your pastures without degrading them.

3. If you plant artificial pastures, use non-invasive grass species that will not spread into surrounding natural environments. Where possible, use species native to your region.

4. Rotate your cattle through different paddocks so that the property has pastures of differing heights and densities. Maintain sites with tall grasses during spring and summer to benefit nesting birds. 
5. Don’t burn indiscriminately: If you use burning to promote new growth, do so before August or after February so as not to affect nesting birds. Always leave some areas un-burnt.

6. If you have dogs on your property, keep them under control. Avoid leaving them to roam and keep them well fed.

7. Use agro-chemicals carefully and responsibly. Choose selective insecticides and avoid their application during the livestock rearing season. Use the minimum recommended dosage and avoid mixes of non-registered products.

8. Prohibit hunting on your property. Abundant wildlife can attract paying visitors, to watch or to hunt legal game species. 
9. Promote grassland conservation with your neighbours: The benefits will be greater if you all agree to preserve the natural environment at a landscape level.
10. Consider diversifying production, to widen the horizon of your productive activities in such a way as to reduce the impact on the environment and increase your own profits.

Photo caption:
Take an interest in the birds which live in your grasslands. They are good indicators of the health of the environment, soils and water, and are the best biological controls for insects which may damage your crops.
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