
Endangered plants successfully 
cultivated by Gabi include: 

 • Gets its name from the shining oval 
fruits which appear inside the seed-
capsule and are said to resemble 
brilliantly polished brass hand-mirrors

 • Classified as vulnerable in the UK. 
Named after its hairy green fruit 
which look like a weasel’s nose

 • Named after its long thin seedpods. 
In the UK it is now facing a very high 
risk of extinction in the wild

 • Introduced to Britain with crop seed 
in 1724 but has declined dramatically 
due to improved seed cleaning, 
agricultural intensification and a lack 
of soil disturbance

VENUS’S LOOKING-GLASS

FIELD QUAIL-WHEAT

WEASEL’S SNOUT

PHEASANT’S EYE ADONIS 
& CORNFLOWER (main image)

 • Pheasant’s eye is on the UK red-
list but can still be found on the 
chalk downlands of Wiltshire and 
Hampshire as it prefers calcerous soils

Rare arable species
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SHEPHERD’S NEEDLE
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Farm Facts
Location: Klettgau, Canton of Schaffhausen, Switzerland

Type of landscape: wide fertile valley, mostly arable 
with vineyards on the southern slopes

Acreage: 61

Percentage in conservation: 20%

Funding: Swiss agri-environment scheme (AES)

Conservation measures: wildflower plots, cultivated 
uncropped arable margins, low fertilizer input floristically 
enhanced meadows, hedge planting, traditional orchard, 
skylark plots

Flower Power
How Swiss farmer Gabi Uehlinger 
has pioneered the cultivation of 

rare arable wildflowers to save 
them from extinction

GABI UEHLINGER |



S witzerland is famed for its beautiful Alpine flower 
meadows and the canton of Schaffhausen is no 
exception, its pastures on the Randen mountain 

range remain among the most species-rich habitats of 
Central Europe. Gabi Uehlinger farms lower down in the 
Klettgau region, a wide fertile valley dotted with picturesque 
villages of traditional half-timber houses. The rain shadow of 
the mountains of the Black Forest to the north make it one 
of the driest parts of Switzerland and vineyards flourish on 
its southern slopes. 

But as far as wildflowers are concerned all is not rosy in 
the canton. In line with the rest of Switzerland, Schaffhausen 
has lost about 90% of its hay meadows largely due to the 
switch from livestock to intensive arable farming. Increased 
use of herbicides has also led to a dramatic decline in 
species associated with arable fields and it is these rare 
plants that Gabi specializes in. On her 61-acre Zur Farb 
farm, which has been in the family for three generations, 
she grows conventional crops including milling wheat, 
sunflowers and sugar beet as well as old cereal varieties 
such as Emmer and Einkorn. Alongside these, she cultivates 

strips of wildflowers whose seeds go into mixes for the 
Swiss agri-environment scheme (AES) designed to restore 
the country’s spectacular natural heritage. She said: “There 
were no guides to growing arable flower species when we 
started and a lot of what we did was trial and error based 
on standard vegetable gardening methods. At the beginning 
there was some controversy about whether we should be 
sowing wildflowers in strips rather than letting them spread 
naturally. But these plants had almost disappeared from 
farmland, intervention was better than letting them die 
out completely.”

Many farmers across Switzerland have sown Gabi’s 
wildflower seeds as an AES option and they have begun to 
build up in the seed bank in the soil again. She said: “They 
actually have a pretty good potential for self-seeding, you 
suddenly find them popping up here or there. Unfortunately, 
they are extremely sensitive to herbicides and so their hold 

Gabi harvests much of her wildflower crop by hand and sends the seeds 
all over Switzerland. © Markus Jenny

“Intervention was 
better than letting them 

die out completely”

“There were no guides 
to growing arable flowers 

when we started”

Did you know?
 • Schaffhausen was an independent city state in 
the middle ages until it joined the Old Swiss 
Confederation in 1501

 • It is known for its vineyards and autumn 
wine festivals

 • The Rhine Falls, the largest waterfalls in Europe, 
lie on its border with the Canton of Zurich

 • It is the only Canton in Switzerland where voting 
is compulsory

 • The International Watch Company (IWC) has its 
factory there
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Wildlife Highlights
is fragile. I’m particularly proud of the very rare species 
which have returned such as Venus’s looking glass (Legousia 
hybrida), black bread weed (Nigella arvensis) and blue 
woodruff (Asperula arvensis).”

The decision to start growing rare flowers on the 
farm was made in 1995 when the Swiss Ornithological 
Institute began funding and advising farmers in the Klettgau 
region to carry out conservation work as part of a grey 
partridge recovery project. Gabi’s parents could remember 
seeing grey partridges on the farm, which had once been 
widespread across Switzerland and were keen to help. They 
were among the first to be paid to introduce wildflower 
plots, new hedgerows and reduce grazing and cutting of 
meadows. But in spite of several square-kilometres of 
habitat being created the project failed to prevent the loss 
of the grey partridge, which became officially extinct in 
Switzerland in 2020. Gabi said: “I am very sad about the 
grey partridge. It is a beautiful bird and it represents all the 
plants and animals that once lived on arable farmland. It 
shows there are big problems with the ecosystem.”

As elsewhere in Europe, loss of habitat suitable for 
partridges increased the predation pressure on these 
ground-nesting and roosting birds. Stoats, weasels and 
polecats, which prey on partridges and their young, are 
protected by law in Switzerland. In addition, you have to 
apply for a special hunting licence to control generalist 
predators such as foxes and crows, whose numbers have 
increased in recent years and the use of live catch traps is 
forbidden. All these factors are likely to have contributed to 
the extinction of the grey partridge. Gabi said: “I think the 
biggest problem for wild partridge in Switzerland was the lack 
of suitable habitats and the decline in insects, but if there 
isn’t enough optimal habitat across the country, predators can 
finish off a species.”

In addition to the commercially grown flower strips, 
about 20% of Zur Farb farm is in conservation measures 
including wildflower plots, cultivated uncropped arable 
margins, low-fertilizer-input floristically-enhanced meadows, 
newly-planted hedges and a traditional orchard. Many of 
these are funded by AES. Gabi said: “I think the scheme 
payments for income foregone are fair, but farmers urgently 
need better advice on how to care for and improve the 
habitats they create. It is immensely important that they 
understand the purpose and value of such measures and that 
they are backed up by scientific data. They need to know 
what they are doing will make a difference. Less red tape 
and more flexibility would be nice, but this is tricky, as in 
some cases strict guidelines are needed, otherwise the effect 
on biodiversity is zero.”

Allowing grass and flower species back on her land and 
reducing herbicide use has brought challenges. The number 
of weeds in her arable crops has risen and blackthorn 

TREE FROG

NIGHTINGALE

RED-BACKED SHRIKE

BLUE WOODRUFF

WRYNECK

BLACK BREAD WEED

“I am very sad that the 
grey partridge disappeared 

from Switzerland”
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encroachment from the hedgerows into the fields is labour 
intensive to keep in check. However, the flowers support 
pollinators and other insects, which are essential to the 
farmland ecosystem and Gabi is spurred on by the return 
of wildlife to the farm. She said: “Three years ago we were 
very proud when a bee orchid (ophrys apifera) appeared in 
one of our unfertilized meadows. We also have red-backed 
shrike, whitethroat, nightingale and stonechat nesting both in 
the hedges and wildflower areas. Seeing these species return 
makes me very happy.”

Conservation efforts go beyond the farm’s 61 acres 
and are integrated into a landscape-scale plan through a 
collective called ‘Kerngebiet Vernetzungsprojekt Klettgau’, 

which was established in 2004 to create a wildlife network 
on similar principles to the GWCT Farmer Clusters in the 
UK. Funded primarily by the Canton of Schaffhausen and 
supported by the regional nature conservation agency, it 
covers around 3,360 acres and involves about 150 farmers, 
several of whom have very small parcels of land within 
the project area. Efforts to create and connect habitats 
on individual farms have had impressive results. The 
Swiss Ornithological Institute monitors breeding birds and 
brown hares across the cluster every year and its records 
show a reverse in the decline of a range of rare species 
including wryneck, woodlark, nightingale, red-backed shrike, 
yellowhammer and corn bunting as well as a dramatic 
increase in hare numbers. The area even boasts a healthy 
population of European tree frogs, which are endangered 
in Switzerland.

Gabi is also a member of the Swiss Association of 
Integrated Producers or IP-SUISSE, which provides 
guidance and accreditation for wildlife friendly farmers. 
It was founded around 30 years ago and now has 9,200 
producers monitored by independent accreditors. One of 
Switzerland’s biggest food retailors Migros uses IP-SUISSE 
accreditation as the basis for its TerraSuisse brand. The 
label guarantees customers that pruduce is grown with 
reduced amounts of pesticides and fertilisers and livestock 
are kept according to high animal welfare standards. Gabi 
said: “My grain can be sold under the TerraSuisse label, soon 
to be replaced by the Käfer (Ladybird) marque. I think it’s a 
great system. It sets a baseline for biodiversity on the farm, 
but it’s not fully organic, so you still have the option of using 
herbicides. Importantly, it allows consumers to reward farmers 
for habitat creation by choosing to buy their product.”

Looking ahead, Gabi hopes her pioneering conservation 
work will help prevent more wildlife extinctions in Switzerland 
and where wild arable plants are concerned she has a good 
chance of succeeding. She said: “I want to develop ways of 
reducing pesticides even further alongside a profitable arable 
farming business and I will continue to improve habitats for 
all the wildlife on my farm.” 

RESEARCH IN PRACTICE

Hope for greys
Dr Francis Buner
GWCT Senior Conservation Scientist 
Head of PARTRIDGE Interreg NSR project

In spite of the Klettgau region being one of the 
best for farmland biodiversity in Western Europe, 
sadly the grey partridge could not be saved from 

extinction in Switzerland. The fact that numbers of 
generalist predators could not be controlled efficiently 
due to legal restrictions, played a part in this failure. 
It may serve as a lesson for other countries that the 
loss of any leg from the three-legged stool (food, 
nesting habitat and predator control), first described 
by GWCT scientist Dick Potts, may cause much-
loved species to disappear completely.

On a more positive note, in 2018, as part of an 
information exchange event, I took the Interreg 
PARTRIDGE partners (an international project 
that demonstrates how to reverse the decline of 
farmland biodiversity with a focus on grey partridge 
conservation) to visit the Uehlingers on their farm. 
The event inspired the partnership to further improve 
the floristic aspect of their key habitat measure, 
the PARTRIDGE flower blocks, which are likely to 
become available in future AES in the UK and Europe.

Gabi and her father Fritz’s conservation work 
is both inspiring and pioneering. They cultivate 
some of Europe’s rarest wild plants in neat 
rows, harvest the often tiny seeds by hand or 
with a traditional machine and package them up 
themselves for the Swiss seed market. Their passion 
and professionalism have vastly improved floral 
diversity in the Klettgau and across Switzerland and 
have shown how to bring back beauty, colour and 
biodiversity to our arable fields.

For more information on the PARTRIDGE project 
visit www.gwct.org.uk and www.northsearegion.
eu/partridge.

“Seeing these species return 
makes me very happy”

One of Gabi’s unique skylark plots provides a splash of colour in her  
low-input wheat field. © Gabi Uehlinger
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Clockwise from above: The first bee 
orchid to appear on the farm thanks  
to less intensive meadow management 
© Gabi Uehlinger; Cornflowers are 
returning to the wheat fields; Fritz 
Uehlinger is delighted by his 
self-seeded field quail-wheat flowers; 
(l to r) strips of cypress spurge, poppies, 
horseshoe vetch and mountain clover on 
Zur Farb Farm. © Markus Jenny
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