
A Day in the Life 
Stephen Temperley is the 
Species Protection Officer co-
ordinating the North Tynedale 
Hen Harrier Nestwatch in 
Northumberland 

So what does a Species Protection Officer actually do? 

I look out for hen harriers in Northumberland, watching 
to see where they nest and then protecting the nest  with 
round the clock help from volunteers throughout the 
breeding season. 

What’s the best thing about your job? 

The hen harriers! I am very lucky to be able to watch 
these magnificent birds throughout their breeding season, 
to see them skydancing, nest-building, hunting, food-
passing, and raising the next generation of hen harriers, 
all against the backdrop of a beautiful upland landscape.  

What’s the hardest part of your job? 

When it doesn’t work out, the birds don’t nest, the eggs 
don't hatch, or the young don’t survive, sometimes be-
cause of people who want to do them harm. It’s hard but 
I still hope for good future for harriers in England. 

What’s your most memorable hen harrier moment? 

When I helped a licensed expert to fit satellite tags to five 
young harriers in the nest, so we could follow them after 
they fledged. I felt very privileged to hold them and 
though they have sharp beaks and talons, they were as 
good as gold! 
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Hen Harrier Fact File 

Nicknames 

Blue gled (Scotland); blue 
sleeves (Wales); dove hawk 
(Sussex); grey buzzard 
(Hampshire); katabella (Orkney); 
white hawk (Donegal) 

Wingspan 

Up to 1.2 m - that’s almost the 
same as the average 1.3m armspan 
of a 9 year old child. 

Weight 

Males weigh about 350g — 
slightly more than 2 apples 

Females weigh about 530g - 
roughly 3.5 apples 

Lifespan 

Up to 15 years! 

NEWS FLASH 
 
 

Hen harrier sightings around 
Northumberland! 

 

The breeding season is just starting and we’ve been receiving reports of 
a number of male and female hen harriers at potential breeding sites 
around the county. If you or anyone in your family thinks they’ve seen 
a hen harrier, let us know by calling the Hen Harrier Hotline on  
0845 4600121* or email henharriers@rspb.org.uk.  
*Calls charged at local rates, always ask your parent’s permission. 

Vol.1 A
pril 20

12 



After what seems like a very long, dark and wet 
winter, spring is definitely here at last! RSPB’s 
Geltsdale Reserve is coming alive as the days 
lengthen and the birds return to the hills. As I 
write this I am looking out of my office window 
at a meadow alive with the sights and sounds of 
displaying curlew, snipe, redshank and lapwing. 

There are more meadow pipits and skylarks to be 
seen every day, the bubbling calls of black grouse 
drift across the valleys in the clear morning air 
and last week we had our first sightings of our 
summer visitors, ring ouzel and wheatear, freshly 
returned from their winter stay in Africa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s fantastic to have these birds back, but it still 
feels as though something is missing. The    
amazing, tumbling display flight of the beautiful 
hen harrier, the “skydancer” of the hills, has been 
sadly absent from the reserve for the last five 
years. With the news that a female hen harrier has 
been seen hunting over the moors in the last few 
days we are all keeping our fingers crossed that 
this is the year that they return to breed at     
Geltsdale! 

Year 7 pupils at St Joseph’s Middle School, 
Hexham, debate the issues of grouse shooting 

and nesting hen harriers on their local 
moors. 

 
If you would like the Skydancer team to run a  

workshop with your school, email  
blanaid.denman@rspb.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

Debate gets lively at St Joseph’s Middle 
School, Hexham 

LOCAL NEWS 

Pupils at this North Tynedale 
school stepped out of their 
usual roles last month to don 
the caps of gamekeepers, land 
owners, conservationists, and 
other interest groups to find 
out more about hen harriers 
and debate the future of this 
beautiful bird in their local 
area.  

Some really insightful     
comments and suggestions 
were made as pupils were 

challenged to think outside 
the box and look at the issues 
from a range of viewpoints.  

It was a good day all round 
for hen harriers and grouse 
shooting as it was decided 
that both should be promoted 
and encouraged alongside one 
another, for the benefit of all 
concerned. 

As one pupil wrote, “We are 
very lucky to live so close to 
these birds!” 

For more information on hen harriers and the Skydancer project, go to www.rspb.org.uk/skydancer 

  

Bowland Skydancers are back! 
Spring has also come to Bowland! The silent hills 
of winter are alive again with sounds of curlews 
calling, meadow pipits ‘peeping’, peregrines soar-
ing and our furry footed friends the red grouse 
chirping up “go-back-go-back”. When you add a 
blue sky, a warm sun, and a skydancing male hen 
harrier, the Bowland fells are a hard place to beat! 

Spring in Bowland is always welcomed with 
nervous excitement. Being the stronghold for 
breeding harriers in England, the English popula-
tion is very reliant on hen harriers here having a 
successful breeding season. 

News of a skydancing male a couple of weeks 
ago lifted everyone’s spirits, but unfortunately his 
soaring and tumbling efforts did not reap him any 
reward and so we are still awaiting the first male 
and female harriers to meet up and establish their 
breeding territories. 

Our peregrines and merlins are settling back into 
their upland ways, returning to traditional nesting 
sites and carrying out aerial displays in order to 
attract partners, soaring and darting over the 
moorland looking for their next meals. Let’s all 
now keep our eyes to the skies for hen harriers 
returning to join them over the next few weeks! 

Is this the year for Geltsdale? 

Black grouse Meadow pipit Lapwing 


