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The Tristan albatross, an iconic bird on the path to extinction.
If we don’t act now, this species will be lost within a generation.

Foreword
Gough Island, a World Heritage Site, is under threat. Unless we take action
to prevent the continued decline of its amazing nature, the unique qualities
that make Gough so special will be lost forever.
Gough Island is a spectacular and beautiful place. This remote island is often described by
visiting scientists as ‘stepping back in time’. Uninhabited and undeveloped, Gough has a
rugged natural beauty owing to the island’s volcanic origin. It is home to striking tree ferns,
23 seabird species including the Tristan albatross and the northern rockhopper penguin, two
endemic land birds, elephant and fur seals, and a host of other species unique to this
special place. Many of the seabirds that nest on Gough create a natural connection for our
geographically remote territory to the outside world. Some species astound me in their
migrations or feeding forays to countries as diverse as the UK, Canada, USA, Brazil and
South Africa. Our birds link us to other nations.
Sadly, today we know all is not well on Gough. There are two major threats to the island,
introduced house mice and an invasive plant. The house mice, brought to Gough by passing
sealers, now endanger species found nowhere else on earth. For two species that take their
names from our islands, the situation is indeed grave. Within a decade, we could see the
last Gough bunting. Within a generation, the Tristan albatross could be no more. If the
invasive plant is left to its own devices, it could completely alter the fragile uplands
ecosystem, forever changing one of the key habitats that contributed to the World Heritage
Site designation. This is not a legacy we want for the next generation.
Tristan Island Council wants to restore Gough and save our threatened species from
extinction. Gough is part of our heritage and our economy, and we are proud custodians of
this island. Working in close partnership with the RSPB, we have developed the Gough
Island Restoration Programme. Our endeavour has the aim of saving iconic species such as
the Tristan albatross from extinction and restoring a World Heritage Site before it is lost.
Research has identified the critical plight of Gough’s seabirds and the need for this
restoration endeavour. Research has also shown us that we have the tools needed to
address these issues. Gough has been identified as the highest priority island for rodent
eradication for which the United Kingdom is responsible. We need to act. If we secure
funding for the complex logistical operation, we will implement a rodent baiting operation
during the southern winter of 2019, with the outcome confirmed by monitoring through 2021
(two breeding seasons for mice).
We realise the urgency behind this challenge, hence our call for support. With dedication,
rigorous planning, and your help, success is within our grasp. Monumental programmes
such as this are not without their challenges but the rewards will be great. My ambition is
that this project will safeguard Gough Island and its threatened species for generations to
come. We will do this in recognition of our responsibility as custodians of a World Heritage
Site and for Tristan da Cunha, a small yet nature-conscious community willing to step up to
the challenge.
Will you join us?

Ian Lavarello
Tristan da Cunha Chief Islander
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The S.A. Agulhas II is the South African research vessel that services the weather station on Gough.
This vessel visits the island just once a year for resupply and change of personnel.
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Gough Island is a World Heritage Site
recognised for its unique natural values.

A World Heritage Site under threat
Located in the remote South Atlantic Ocean, Gough Island is approximately
6,500 ha of rugged mountains of volcanic origin with spectacular cliffs that
tower above the ocean.
Gough hosts significant populations of
Globally Threatened species and has long
been considered one of the world’s most
important seabird breeding islands with at
least 23 species of seabird, including the
Endangered northern rockhopper penguin,
known to nest on the island. Gough Island is
a key site for seabirds that range
extensively around the Atlantic. One
species, the great shearwater, migrates to
the North American coastline, effectively
avoiding winter all year round. The island is
home to several species found nowhere
else on earth.
Gough Island has a number of prestigious
international designations because of its
biodiversity. Namely:
•
•
•
•

A UNESCO World Heritage Site.
A Ramsar Site under the terms of the
intergovernmental Ramsar Treaty.
A nature reserve designated by
Tristan da Cunha Island Council.
Recognised by BirdLife International
as both an Important Bird Area and
an Endemic Bird Area.

Tragically, the wildlife of this World Heritage
Site is under threat. In common with many
island ecosystems around the world,
invasive non-native species are the most
important immediate threat to the ecology of
Gough Island. Mice were accidentally
introduced by sealers to Gough during the
19th century. Since that time, mice have
colonised the entire island with devastating
impacts on native birds and plants. A more
recent non-native introduction is the plant
Sagina procumbens. This species now
threatens vast swathes of native habitat and
vegetation if allowed to spread from its
current area. This rather innocuous looking
plant is still restricted to a relatively small
area near the only structure on the island.
The RSPB and Tristan da Cunha Island
Council have developed an ambitious
programme designed to save Gough Island.
Through our research, we have proven that
the Gough Island Restoration Programme is
technically feasible. Successfully restoring
Gough Island will prevent the deaths of over
600,000 seabirds a year and secure this vital
nesting site, leading to a lasting seabird
population and habitat recovery.

Key points about Gough Island WHS
•

Tristan da Cunha, including Gough Island is a United Kingdom Overseas Territory.
It forms part of the UK Overseas Territory of St Helena, Ascension and Tristan da
Cunha, and is administered by a UK-appointed representative, with support from an
elected Island Council.

•

Gough Island is designated as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site in recognition of its globally
important populations of seabirds, endemic birds
and other natural features.

•

This site is at risk, but we have a solution which
will leave a lasting legacy for generations to
come.

•

Gough has been identified as the highest
priority island for restoration by eradicating rodents where the UK has responsibility.

•

Success will prevent the death of over 600,000 seabird chicks per year and prevent
the extinction of species only found on this World Heritage Site.
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Gough Island is a key nesting site for the great shearwater.
One of the world’s most important seabird nesting sites is in danger.

A focal point for great migrations
Gough supports millions of seabirds from 23 species, three of which breed
almost exclusively on Gough: the Tristan albatross, Atlantic petrel and
McGillivray's prion.
The island also has two beautiful endemic
land birds, the Gough bunting and Gough
moorhen. Far from being just a small island
in the middle of the South Atlantic with no
connection to the outside world, the travels
of the seabirds that nest on Gough span the
world’s oceans.
Tristan albatross breeding is essentially
restricted to Gough Island, though it formerly
bred in good numbers on Tristan. Outside
the breeding season, birds disperse to
South Atlantic and South African waters,
with high numbers recorded around Brazil.
Significant numbers of great shearwaters
nest on Gough Island. This species
completes an extensive transatlantic
migration each year to reach the northern
hemisphere, spending their non-breeding
period in productive waters of the North
Atlantic. Most birds then return south via
waters around the Azores and down the
west side of the Southern Atlantic.
The RSPB is already driving global
conservation efforts for albatross and
petrels, the world’s most imperilled groups
of birds. One of the most significant threats

to these vulnerable species is mortality from
long-line and trawl fisheries. Through the
BirdLife International partnership, we
launched the Albatross Task Force in 2005.
This continues to be incredibly successful
but action is now needed on this key nesting
site to allow recruitment of the Tristan
albatross to return to natural levels and save
species from extinction.
The table provides insight into why Gough is
so important for seabirds and the endemic
land birds. Without restoring Gough, many of
these species could be lost forever.
Species

% global
population

Tristan albatross

99%

Atlantic yellow-nosed
albatross

20%

Great shearwater

40%

Atlantic petrel

100%

McGillivray's prion

99%

Gough bunting

100%

Gough moorhen

100%

Key points about seabirds
•

Gough Island is one of the world’s most important seabird islands. Mice threaten
this status.

•

Many of the seabirds which nest on Gough Island migrate great distances to breed
on this UK Overseas Territory.

•

All of Gough’s seabirds are vulnerable, but particularly those breeding in winter.
Mouse predation and low breeding success mean that most breeding seabird
populations are declining.

•

The Tristan albatross is declining towards extinction and will continue to do so if
we do nothing. Mice regularly attack chicks of this Critically Endangered albatross. In
2014, less than 10% of pairs successfully fledged a chick. This compares extremely
poorly with similar species on pest-free islands where a success rate of 70% is normal.
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Mice attack albatross and the young of many other species.
More than 600,000 seabird chicks are killed each year because of mice.

Globally Threatened species on the brink
The bird species nesting on Gough Island – like the Gough bunting, Atlantic
petrel and Tristan albatross – evolved without land mammals present. They
lack the instinct and defences to protect their offspring.
The major threat to biodiversity on Gough
Island is the presence of introduced house
mice that are killing and eating seabird
chicks, including those of the endemic
Critically Endangered Tristan albatross and
endemic Endangered Atlantic petrel.
Encountering little to no resistance from the
young chicks or their parents, the mice
attack them over the course of several days
and nights. Eventually they become weak
and succumb to their injuries.

Peak mouse densities are among the highest
recorded for both island and mainland
populations (266 mice per hectare).

Most of Gough’s seabirds, but especially
those breeding in the winter, are vulnerable
to mouse predation. Low breeding success
means that most breeding seabird
populations are declining.

If we do not act, within 10 years the Gough
bunting could very well become extinct, the
next extinction of a bird on a British Territory.

The endemic and Critically Endangered
Gough bunting is also severely impacted by
mouse predation. The evidence clearly shows
that if mice are not eradicated, they will
continue to drive two endemic British birds,
the Tristan albatross and the Gough bunting,
towards extinction.

The mice on Gough Island have an added
advantage: they have become the largest
wild house mice in the world, more than
50% heavier than those from any other
island. Larger mice are better able to bite
into eggs and have a critical advantage
when attacking chicks.

Key points about Gough species
•

House mice are the only introduced mammal on Gough Island. They were
inadvertently brought to the island by sealers in the 19th century, and have now spread
throughout the island. Research led to the identification of mouse predation as the
cause of the high breeding failure of Tristan albatrosses and Atlantic petrels on Gough
Island.

•

Studies have confirmed that mice kill the chicks of a wide range of birds including the
endemic Gough bunting.

•

There are fewer than 500 pairs of Gough bunting left in the world. This small species
can live for over 15 years but its young and eggs are hard hit by mouse predation. The
more we delay, the greater the risk of extinction.

•

The Critically Endangered Tristan albatross breeds almost exclusively on Gough
Island. The species usually does not start to breed until it is about 10 years old. One
model has indicated the population has declined by over 96% since 1980.

•

If we do not act, the Gough bunting could become extinct within ten years while the
Tristan albatross will be lost within a generation.
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A World Heritage Site under threat if this invasive non-native plant is allowed to spread.

Protected habitat under threat
Sagina procumbens (also known as procumbent pearlwort) is a perennial
mat-forming herb native to Eurasia and North Africa. This small innocuouslooking plant has the potential to spread across the highlands of Gough Island.
In these areas, this non-native species could
readily form extensive dense mats,
threatening native vegetation and soil fauna
communities.
Sagina prefers disturbed and open sites but
can occasionally grow in dense shade under
tussocks on Gough. Some of the lowland
vegetation is considered resistant to
colonisation by this species.
Fortunately, it has not as yet been found in
the island’s sub-Antarctic-like mountainous
interior.

This species was first reported on Gough in
1998. The first plants were discovered
adjacent to the South African weather
station. This is the assumed point of arrival.
Despite numerous eradication attempts and
ongoing control efforts to date, the species
has spread along a few hundred metres of
coastal cliff.
As part of the Gough Island Restoration
Programme, the RSPB and Tristan Island
Council are planning to achieve success
through a five-year sustained eradication
effort.

At South Africa’s sub-Antarctic Prince
Edward Islands, Sagina is spreading rapidly
in both vegetated and unvegetated habitats.
It is considered beyond control. A similar
situation could occur on Gough Island if the
plant spreads inland.
Sagina is still at a very early stage of
colonisation on Gough Island. Ecological
impacts are still minimal but there is a
window of opportunity to act and prevent
these from occurring.

Key points about Sagina
•

Once established, Sagina procumbens can form large, dense mats. It is a serious
threat to native species, vegetation and soil fauna communities on cold, oceanic
islands such as Gough Island.

•

This species is also found on Marion Island and on Prince Edward Island where it
has spread to the uplands where it is now considered beyond control.

•

There is a small window of opportunity to eradicate this species from the island in
order to protect key habitats from degrading beyond repair.

8

Peter Ryan

A logistically complex solution which requires rigorous planning to deliver successfully.

The solution: Eradicating mice
After many years of research and investment, all outstanding operational
questions have been addressed. Our strategy is an island-wide application of a
proven rodenticide administered in the form of cereal bait pellets.
This will be achieved using four helicopters
spreading bait in specially modified
agriculture fertiliser spreaders. These
helicopters will be piloted by highly
experienced pilots guided by Differential
Global Positioning System (DGPS). The
pilots will also have a proven track record in
complex island restoration projects.
There is a short three-month window
between 1 June and 30 August during which
the baiting operation can be carried out. This
is the only time during the year that mice on
Gough do not breed, and an indication of
food stress. The eradication design must
use this window: any earlier and the mice
are still in high numbers and breeding, any
later and other food sources may be
available, potentially lowering bait take-up.
The solution is relatively straightforward but
the project is logistically complex, not least
because of the island’s remoteness. Gough
is 1,550 miles (2,800 km) from South Africa.
Staff, equipment, bait and the helicopters
required for the aerial baiting will be shipped

to the South African weather service base
on Gough. An additional remote camp will
be set up at a northern point. A second
supply of bait and helicopter fuel will be
stored at this camp, allowing for refuelling
and the loading of bait.
The RSPB and Tristan Island Council are
aiming for baiting operations during the
Southern winter of 2019. The outcome
would be confirmed by an extensive
monitoring project through to 2021 (two
breeding seasons for mice). 2019 is the
earliest feasible date for such an ambitious
operation, as it requires an extensive lead-in
time to secure all necessary contracts.
This programme is buoyed by the success
of the Macquarie Island Pest Eradication
Project and the successful delivery of the
South Georgia Habitat Restoration Project.
Both of these projects highlight that complex
island restoration projects are achievable in
difficult environments. The benefits of
success are clear and lasting.

Key points about mouse eradication
•

Mouse eradication is the only option to prevent the continued decline of the
threatened species that nest on Gough Island.

•

If funding permits, the RSPB is aiming for the mouse baiting operations to begin
during the southern winter of 2019, with the outcome confirmed by monitoring
through to 2021 (which will include two breeding seasons for mice). This is the earliest
feasible date for such an ambitious operation, as it requires an extensive lead-in time.

•

The Gough Island Restoration Programme will learn from the success of similar
operations around the world. The recent success on Macquarie Island (twice the size of
Gough and further south) has provided reassurance that this programme is indeed
feasible despite the logistical challenges we will face.
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The Gough bunting, a species found nowhere else is on the verge of extinction.

The solution: Safeguarding landbirds
The Gough bunting and moorhen are resident all year round. To reduce the
overall impact, populations of both species will be held in captivity for the
duration of the operation and until the environment is safe for their release.
Worldwide, many non-target species have
been affected by the type of bait used during
island restoration projects. In the vast
majority of cases, long-term populations
have not been significantly harmed. Indeed,
the affected populations have responded
strongly to the removal of rodents. Species
have often exceeded their pre-operation
population levels. This happens when
species have a higher breeding success,
recruitment and survival in the absence of
the predatory rodent.
On Gough, there is concern that two species
of seabirds and the two land birds could be
affected by bait. With regard to the seabirds,
we have chosen winter time to carry out
baiting in order to reduce the potential
impact. This is when the two seabird species
are most likely to be at sea. Based on
experience from other islands, the
population impact is not expected to be
significant for those species.

Our strategy will preserve as much of the
genetic diversity of each species as can be
practically achieved. The captive population
of landbirds will form the nucleus of what is
predicted to be thriving populations in the
absence of rodents.
This work will be guided by a captive
management team, a project in itself
requiring considerable logistical planning.
Protocols for captive management have
been developed and reviewed by four
independent avicultural experts. A
partnership will be established with a number
of organisations to provide the necessary
skills required to deliver this component of
the programme.

Key points about this plan
•

As part of the programme, the RSPB and Tristan da Cunha Island Council will partner
with the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland, the Rothschild Foundation / National
Trust, Durrell Conservation and the Zoological Society of London to deliver an effective
and robust captive holding plan.

•

Buntings and moorhens will be protected from the impact of the baiting operation
by keeping representatives in captivity for a number of months.

•

The timing of the operation has been chosen to coincide with the period when there are
the lowest numbers of the two susceptible seabird species on the island. The impact on
seabird species is not expected to be significant.

•

A full Environmental Impact Assessment will be prepared as part of the programme.
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Abseiling to access Sagina found on cliffs.
Eradicating pearlwort requires a sustained
effort in a challenging environment.

The solution: Eradicating Sagina
If eradication is not achieved, the invasive non-native Sagina plant will
eventually colonise all suitable habitat over the island. At most risk are the
upland habitats.
Attempted Sagina eradication on Gough has
been ongoing for nearly 10 years and to
date appears to have been successful at
restricting the plant to a small area of
coastal cliffs. Without this work, Sagina
would most likely have already become
established in mountainous areas of the
island where it would spread rapidly and
cause most ecological damage. Through the
Gough Island Restoration Programme, we
are aiming to coordinate and focus efforts to
achieve successful eradication before the
end of the programme.
The small size of the Sagina plant, its ability
to rapidly mature and set seed, and the
difficulty of the terrain where it is established
means that a concerted effort over a number
of years is required.

the plant’s distribution to prevent germination
and further seed set, with particular attention
focused on the priority cliff areas and where
the remaining plants have been recorded.
Monitoring for new satellite populations
outside the species’ known distribution will
be a key part our plan.
An overarching eradication plan has been
developed. Three staff members every year
must be employed, one lead Sagina member
supported by two bird monitoring team
members. All three must be trained in rope
access and safe practices in herbicide
spraying techniques. They will then follow an
annual work plan. Through this ongoing,
regularly monitored programme, we will see
year-on-year reduction of this plant on
Gough Island.

Based on the last decade of work on Gough
Island and the results of the more recent
trials undertaken by the RSPB and Tristan
da Cunha, we will conduct a combination of
seasonal herbicide treatment. Herbicide
treatment will be undertaken in all areas of

Key points about Sagina eradication
•

To achieve success, a team of specialist and experienced staff will undertake
eradication operations on Gough Island between the months of September and January
from 2016 – 2020. These staff members will be trained in the rope access techniques
necessary to access all of the Sagina mats and individual plants.

•

It is only by eradicating Sagina now that we will prevent the impacts seen on other subAntarctic islands such as Marion and Prince Edward Island. This species has the
potential to colonise vast areas of Gough Island if we do not act.
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Meet our team
The Gough Island Restoration Programme will face many hurdles along the
way. Worldwide, there are few organisations with the experience needed to
guide such a programme to success.
However, success on Gough and long-term
sustainability will only be achieved by
working with Tristan da Cunha and the UK
government. Gough Island is considered an
asset to the Tristan da Cunha community.
They are the custodians of this site, with the
UK government playing its role.

John Kelly: International Species Recovery
Programme Manager. John is the overall
manager and coordinator for the entire
programme. John has oversight of all
aspects of the programme and is responsible
for ensuring each element remains on track
to achieve the ultimate goals.

Trevor Glass: Head of Tristan
Conservation. With years of experience on
Gough Island, Trevor is responsible for the
long-term management of the site. The
programme is fortunate to count Trevor as
part of the team.

Alex Bond: Senior Conservation Research
Scientist. Alex provides scientific oversight of
species monitoring and gathering baseline
data for the programme.

Clare Stringer: Head of the RSPB’s
International Species Recovery Team. Clare
has the drive, passion and experience to
deliver complex conservation projects such
as the Gough Island Restoration
Programme. Clare’s role is to oversee
strategic direction of the programme.
Keith Springer: Operational Advisor. Before
joining the RSPB, Keith managed the
successful multi-species pest eradication on
sub-Antarctic Macquarie Island. This
operation broke new ground in what is
achievable for island restoration projects.

Andy Schofield: UK Overseas Territories
Officer. Andy is lead liaison officer between
the RSPB and Tristan.
Jonathan Hall: Head of the RSPB’s UK
Overseas Territories Team. Jonathan will
lead on our public engagement and dialogue
with UK government in the build-up to the
programme.
In addition to the delivery teams, this
programme will not be possible without
donors. We are seeking partnerships with
individuals and groups that can help support
this ambitious plan.

Key points about our team
•

It is only by working closely with Tristan da Cunha and the UK government that the
programme will be successful. Local knowledge of the island and the community
interests will be respected throughout.

•

The RSPB will deliver programme management by adhering to best practice.

•

Our team will gather the best possible expertise and resources needed to ensure
success. Independent oversight by expert groups will be built into the programme,
with review of plans at key times.

•

We are actively seeking partnerships for this programme. Those involved will
contribute to one of the world’s most important conservation endeavours.
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Extinction is forever. If we do not act, many of Gough’s species will be lost.

The budget
Phase 1: Initialising
2015–2018
Specialist operational advisor to co-ordinate logistics, contracts and
tendering.

£460,000

On-island teams to initiate procumbent pearlwort eradication, and
conduct pre-eradication baseline monitoring, as well as studies of
the island’s seabirds and marine populations.

Phase 2: Eradication programme
2018–2019
Programme team arrive on Gough Island to lead the mouse eradication
programme. Specialist aviculture team to capture and house Gough
buntings and moorhens.

£6,100,000

Helicopters, specialist pilots, bait and other supplies to arrive on Gough
Island, and commencement of mouse eradication programme.

Phase 3: Monitoring and welfare programme
2019–2022
Final stages of Sagina eradication to be delivered.
Monitoring and analysis of programme impact on seabird populations
and associated species.

£1,100,000

Co-ordination of the withdrawal of equipment, supplies and delivery staff
from Gough Island.
Programme review with results published in scientific journals and wider
popular media.

Key points about the budget
•

We are working to develop partnerships to help reach this funding requirement.

•

The budget has been costed to ensure we have the resources needed to deliver this
operation. However, through our procurement processes, we aim to identify savings
but without compromising delivery.

•

This programme is ambitious in its aims. While an island restoration programme of
this nature yields great benefits for the natural world, none are without their risk.
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The cliffs of Gough Island.

Gough Island maps

Tristan da Cunha Overseas Territory

Tristan da Cunha

Gough Island
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A successful outcome will safeguard Gough Island for generations.
Atlantic yellow-nosed albatross chick receiving food from its parent.
Photographed by the Gough 61 overwintering team during 2015/16.

A lasting legacy
Success will see this World Heritage Site secured for future generations. We
will bring species back from the brink of extinction and allow habitats to
recover naturally with little future intervention required.
The whole of the British Isles is home to
about 26 species of nesting seabirds. By
comparison, the small oceanic Gough Island
is home to 23 species of seabirds, including
new nesting species recently discovered.
Securing Gough Island secures the future
for this important nesting site.
Island restoration projects such as the
Gough Island Restoration Programme, are
not without risk. There is no guarantee of
success, which is why our proposed
programme will adhere to best practice and
build in appropriate contingencies.
This programme will see the UK take a lead
in island restoration worldwide. Gough is the
highest priority island requiring restoration
for which the UK has responsibility.
Contributing to the obligations of many
international agreements and treaties, the
UK will be able to point to success in
preventing extinctions and playing its part in
reversing the decline of biodiversity.

The legacy for Tristan da Cunha islanders
should also be acknowledged. This small
community of British citizens in the midAtlantic will have helped to deliver an
incredibly complex programme. Members of
the community will be involved in the
programme, provide the necessary
legislative approvals and contribute in many
other ways to success. The Tristan da
Cunha community will be the long-term
custodians of Gough Island, ideally-placed to
ensure the legacy of the programme is
sustained.
Gough Island is a significant conservation
challenge of our time. We must not let this
site lose what makes it globally unique. We
must live up to our responsibilities.

Key points about the legacy
•

The Gough Island Restoration Programme has the potential to place the UK at the
forefront in island restoration, protection of World Heritage Sites and priority
conservation projects.

•

The programme will save at least three species from extinction.

•

This programme will safeguard the World Heritage Site for future generations.

•

The Tristan da Cunha community will play a central role in the programme while
also ensuring the success is maintained.
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Contact
If you would like further information about the Gough Island Restoration Programme, please contact
John Kelly RSPB International Species Recovery Programme Manager.

Email: john.kelly@rspb.org.uk
Tel: + 44 (0) 1767 69 3666
Address: The RSPB, The Lodge, Sandy, Bedfordshire, SG19 2DL, United Kingdom

rspb.org.uk
The RSPB is the UK’s largest nature conservation
charity, inspiring everyone to give nature a home.

The RSPB is a member of BirdLife International,
a partnership of conservation organisations
working to give nature a home around the world.
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