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Welcome!

Over to you... 
We love to hear your feedback on Impact and the projects you support. If you have a 
story to tell or a picture that supports these projects please email impact@rspb.org.uk
  

The RSPB is a registered charity in England & Wales 207076, in Scotland SC037654. 357-0065-19-20. 
We are a member of BirdLife International, a partnership of conservation organisations working to 
give nature a home around the world.
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Emma Lacy, Editor

June is in full swing, our swifts have settled in and the Summer 2019 
issue of Impact is here. Our cover species is the pied flycatcher, and you 
can read how tracking this species has led our scientists to sub-Saharan 
Africa. Read how four albatross superstars are taking Twitter by storm with 
their #AlbatrossStories. And, over on Coquet Island, roseate terns are also 
garnering internet fame. In Hutan Harapan, Sumatran elephants are under 
threat. Find out how the RSPB is supporting this Critically Endangered 
species. This work isn’t possible without your generous support, so thank 
you for giving nature a helping hand. Have a marvellous summer.

There are 67 Red List bird species that need help. One in four birds are now 
in the Red List of Conservation Concern. Some of these – our puffins, turtle 
doves, pochards and Slavonian grebes – are fighting global extinction. 

Look out for the red stamp to find out how your support is helping to save red-listed 
species. For more information visit rspb.org.uk and search for Red Alert.

RED 
ALERT
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 FRIENDS OF COQUET ISLAND

When you want the world to 
be able to share in the daily 
activities of the UK’s rarest 

seabird, there’s no better solution than 
live streaming on the internet. Yet this 
innovation, which sees seabird fans across 
the planet logging on to watch roseate 
terns and puffins in action, started as a 
small experiment.

Warden Paul Morrison explains: “As the 
public can’t land on Coquet, we trialled a 
camera on the island with a radio link to a 
seabird visitor centre on the mainland. This 
was a great success, so we decided to 
think bigger. We secured an EU LIFE grant 
to safeguard the terns that visit the island, 
which gave us the financial backing to set 
up cameras and a link to the web. 

“Two years ago, we put one camera along 
the terrace where the nest boxes are and, in 
a world first, a camera inside a roseate tern 
nest box. This has opened up the secret life 
of roseate terns to us, revealing how they 
interact and raise their chicks.”

Ready for take-off
Last year, an additional camera was placed 
on top of one of the hides. Paul says: “The 
roof is used by puffins as their airport – they 
queue up, as many as 30 at a time, ready 
for take-off. We’ve also discovered that 
the roseate terns are really fussy about the 
substrate they use for their nest scrapes. 
They only use shell fragments. So, we’ve 
put down shingle on the nesting terraces so 
they have the perfect substrate on tap.”

Another revelation relates to roseate tern 
calls. Paul says: “If you listen to a roseate 
tern call recording, it’s quite harsh and is in 
fact an alarm call. But the ‘love calls’ they 
use to communicate inside the nest box 
are different. We’ve recorded these nesting 
conversations to use as a lure. We’ve also 
shared this with other reserves, including 
the Skerries off the coast of Wales and in 
Southern Ireland – and they seem to be 
working. Last year, the Skerries recorded their 
first pair of nesting roseates for 10 years.”
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First Coquet, then the world
Capturing Coquet Island’s seabirds on camera is winning them fans across the globe.

 BIRD OF PREY DEFENDERS

Jail sentence for serial egg collector

While there has been a welcome 
and dramatic decrease in egg 
collecting activity brought about 

by the introduction of prison sentences, 
a few persistent collectors remain. Mark 
Thomas, RSPB Head of Investigations, 
reports on one such case, where the culprit 
was finally brought to justice: “In May 2018, 
RSPB Investigations were contacted by 
Norfolk Constabulary as they had just arrested 
a man who had been acting suspiciously on 
a nature reserve. He was then found to have 
a number of bird eggs in his possession.”

The man was Daniel Lingham, an egg 
collector who had been jailed for taking a 
large number of bird eggs in 2005.  

The RSPB advised the police that a search 
warrant should be considered for his home 
address. Later that evening, more than 5,200 
eggs were discovered at the property.

Mark continues: “The collection contained 
a large number of eggs from species of high 
conservation concern such as turtle dove, 
marsh tit, nightjar, woodlark and marsh harrier. 
It was clear that Lingham had replaced his 
previously confiscated eggs and added even 
more to his illegal collection.”

On 27 November 2018, Lingham was 
jailed for 18 weeks at Norwich Magistrates 
Court and issued with a 10-year Community 
Behaviour Order, banning him from visiting 
nature reserves in Norfolk between 

February and September. Mark adds: 
“While we hope this will be the last that we 
hear of this collector, we and our partners 
remain vigilant.”

➜ FIND OUT MORE
The Coquet Island cameras will be live 
during the breeding season, from  
mid-April until the end of July. To watch 
the birds, visit rspb.org.uk/coquetlive

People all over the planet 
are avidly watching 

Coquet’s roseate terns. One 
viewer even spotted a chick 

wandering outside a nest 
and alerted the wardens so 

they could put it back.

RED 
ALERT
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 LOCH LOMOND

What’s in the box?
Squirrel boxes are collecting valuable data to ensure that red 
squirrels will always be part of Scotland’s native wildlife.

It was back in 2016 that staff at RSPB 
Loch Lomond first recorded a sighting 
of a red squirrel – and it was quite a 

moment. When the RSPB purchased the 
site in 2012/2013, surveys carried out to 
identify if there were any populations of red 
or grey squirrel on the reserve came back 
negative. However, after that first sighting, 
staff soon began to see them regularly on 
and around the site.

Site Manager Paula Baker explains: “For 
the last six years, the team at RSPB Scotland 
Loch Lomond have been involved with Saving 
Scotland’s Red Squirrels (SSRS), a project led 
by the Scottish Wildlife Trust, of which the 
RSPB are partners. Our involvement at Loch 
Lomond includes monitoring and recording 
ad-hoc sightings of red and grey squirrels, as 
well as RSPB volunteers assisting with the 
annual SSRS squirrel box monitoring on site.”

Paula continues: “SSRS volunteers fill 
special squirrel feeder boxes with peanuts, 
which are shown to be one of the best foods 

to attract them. They also place sticky tape 
on the underside of the box lids. The lids 
can’t be lifted by birds and, when a squirrel 
goes into the box to collect a peanut, they 
leave some of their hairs behind. These 
strips are then sent for analysis to confirm 
what species have been using the box.”

The team also use ‘squirrel cams’ on 
some of the boxes, which have revealed that 
there is a healthy population of pine martens 
on site too. “The surveys have been carried 
out across Scotland since 2011 and help to 
build up a picture of annual squirrel activity, 
particularly to identify any areas where grey 
squirrels might be spreading, or red squirrels 
declining,” adds Paula. “The 2018 survey 
revealed that while most of Scotland’s red 
squirrel populations are stable, populations in 
southern Scotland remain under threat.”

 FRIENDS OF ABERNETHY

➜ FIND OUT MORE
Visit scottishsquirrels.org.uk

BY NUMBERS

120,000 
red squirrels remain in Scotland and their 
populations have seriously declined.

15 years  
is the time it takes for a red squirrel 
population to be replaced if non-native 
greys move into a new area and out-
compete them for food and living space.

If you visit Abernethy and wander from 
the Osprey Centre to Loch Mallachie, 
you may notice a number of large nest 

boxes situated high up on trees along the 
loch shore. With their spacious entrance 
holes, these are clearly not meant for tits or 
finches, but are, in fact, our way of helping 
our small population of breeding goldeneye.

Goldeneye are a species of diving duck 
that can be seen regularly on the rivers and 
lochs of Speyside, although they actually 
only started breeding in Scotland in the 
1970s. Goldeneyes naturally nest in large 

Goldeneye 
on the prize
Providing temporary 
accommodation for a small 
population of goldeneyes is 
boosting numbers, reports 
Chris Tilbury.

fresh sawdust, ready for a broody female 
goldeneye to start laying her eggs in March 
or April. A thin sheet of metal wrapped 
around the trunk of each nest tree prevents 
predators such as pine martens climbing up 
and feeding on the eggs, 

This approach seems to be helping, 
with the breeding population of goldeneye 
having risen to 150 pairs across Scotland. 
Hopefully, as the forest continues to age, it 
will become awash with huge, gnarly pine 
trees, peppered with perfect nesting nooks 
and crannies.

holes in the trunks of mature or dead trees 
but, unfortunately, due to the way forests 
had been managed for timber, trees weren’t 
allowed to reach an appropriate age and any 
deadwood was removed. 

So, at Abernethy, we started allowing 
the forest to mature naturally while leaving 
large, dead trees standing for years, allowing 
cracks and holes to form. But, of course, all 
this takes time. In the meantime, to give the 
goldeneye a helping hand, we put up nest 
boxes. At the end of each winter, the boxes 
are inspected, repaired and replenished with 
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 GUARDIANS OF SHERWOOD

Setting the forest free
Helen Moffat reports on how the removal of the  
old visitor centre at Sherwood is enabling the ancient 
oaks to impose their presence once more.

Since opening our new visitor 
centre at RSPB Sherwood Forest 
last summer and taking over 

management of this iconic site, we’ve 
set about making improvements which 
we know will directly benefit some of our 
valuable ancient oak trees.

Our first priority has been the safe 
removal of the former visitor facility, 
which sat in a highly-protected area of 
the forest. Built in the mid-70s, the site of 
the old centre has since been designated 
a Special Area of Conservation, and is 
a Site of Special Scientific Interest, in 
recognition of its magnificent ancients, 
most of which are upwards of 500 years 
old and provide a home to thousands of 
different species.

The removal of the old centre has 
had to be done very sensitively, and our 
contractors undertook a great deal of 
preparatory safeguarding work to ensure 
adequate tree and ground protection. 
Work then commenced, using a remote-
controlled robotic arm to gently pick away 
at the buildings. 

Out of the shadows
Ross Frazer, RSPB Project Manager, 
comments: “Anyone familiar with the old 
centre would probably remember that 
there were lots of trees all around the site, 
but probably hadn’t appreciated just how 

old and important they are.  
As the buildings began to come down, 
the ancients came back into focus, and 
began immediately to impose their 
presence, having lived in the shadow of 
the old centre for almost five decades.”

The next few months will see the area 
completely cleared, with the tarmac 
lifted and concrete removed, allowing 
our conservation team to begin the most 
exciting phase of the project – forest 
restoration. The plan is to reintroduce 
wood pasture, with mosaics of heathland 
and acid grassland – a landscape Robin 
Hood himself wouldn’t have been 
unfamiliar with. 

Izi Banton, Sherwood’s Estates and 
Conservation Manager, says: “The 
forest will naturally restore itself, but 
we’ll encourage more of the rare habitat 
which would once have been a feature 
of this area. Our reserve at Budby South 
Forest, which also lies within the reserve, 
provides the largest area of lowland 
heath in Nottinghamshire. Encouraging 
more of this type of landscape will be 
hugely beneficial for wildlife.”
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➜ FIND OUT MORE
Follow the Sherwood Forest developments at 
visitsherwood.co.uk

Into the trees 
Our new visitor centre was built as a 
modern gateway to the forest.  
Over the next year, we plan to use our 
unique position to connect even more 
visitors to nature. Our conservation 
focus will be on improving and creating 
new habitats, and further enhancing 
the health of the forest as a whole – all 
of which is only made possible by the 
generosity of our supporters. 

An artist’s impression of how the 
area could look in 10 years’ time, 
following restoration.

The old Sherwood Forest visitor 
centre, built in the 1970s.



Out of Africa
Thanks to tiny tracking devices, we’re on the trail of the pied flycatcher 
– which will help us understand how we can aid this declining species 
as they make their epic migratory journeys. By Joscelyne Ashpole.
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Every year in spring, pied 
flycatchers make the long journey 
northward from the warm climes 

of sub-Saharan Africa to the woodlands 
of western Britain to breed. As summer 
tails off, they embark on their epic 
journey south for the winter. For a bird 
slightly smaller than a great tit, it’s an 
astonishing feat. 

Their melodic song is a sure sign that 
spring has arrived in our woodlands. 
Sadly, these songsters are becoming 
rarer – since 1995 the population has 
declined by almost 40%. The race is now 
on to understand just why we’re losing 
this striking visitor.

 
The trail starts in Devon
Fortunately, thanks to work by a 
dedicated band of researchers and 
citizen scientists we already know quite 
a lot about these birds. Over the last 
few years, pied flycatchers in a Devon 
woodland have been fitted with tiny 
tracking devices, known as geolocators, 
that can tell us where the birds go. 
Geolocators record information on light 
levels which, when processed, allow us 
to estimate longitude and latitude, giving 
us an idea of a bird’s whereabouts.  
A reasonably large sample of geolocators 
must be fitted for us to accurately predict 

where these birds spend the winter and 
stop off on migration.

Their arrival is eagerly anticipated each 
year, as the RSPB Centre for Conservation 
Science’s Dr Malcolm Burgess explains: 
“Early April is a special time as we slowly 
walk a route encompassing nest boxes we 
provide for pied flycatchers, eagerly looking 
and listening for any sign of the first arriving 
male – the males check in a few days before 
the females. It’s usually the song we hear 
first, uttered from the top of a still leafless 
oak tree. They also inspect the boxes, 
allowing us to see them up close, and check 
legs for rings that identify whether they 
might have a geolocator.”

Thanks to these tags, we’ve been able to 
identify a fairly small area of Western Africa 

 BIRDS WITHOUT BORDERS

where the birds spend the winter months. 
Now we know where they go, we need 
to find out more about their movements 
and the habitats they’re using.

Next stop Liberia
That’s why Liberia is the focus of our 
next piece of pied flycatcher research. 
Scientists from the RSPB Centre for 
Conservation Science – Dr John Mallord, 
Dr Malcolm Burgess and Chris Orsman 
– accompanied by University of Exeter 
PhD student Fraser Bell and staff from 
The Society for Conservation of Nature 
in Liberia, have embarked upon a 
mission to understand more about the 
pied flycatcher’s life south of the Sahara. 

Pied flycatchers are site faithful – 
meaning that year after year they’ll 
return to the same place. In 2018, we 
fitted geolocator tags to individuals at a 
wooded savannah site in Liberia. Sure 
enough, in early 2019 when the fieldwork 
team returned, so too had some of the 
tagged birds. The team was able to 
collect two geolocators and download 
the data from them. More birds were 
fitted with tracking devices which will be 
collected next year. 

Geolocators allow us to discover the 
timings of migrations, when they leave 
their African wintering grounds, if the 
birds stopped off on their journeys and 
where, and for how long. This data will 
enable the next step in the conservation 
journey of the pied flycatcher – 

Radio-tracking a pied flycatcher  
in a Liberian hedgerow.

RED 
ALERT



Our welcome 
summer visitors
When they’re in the UK, pied flycatchers 
make their home in lush oak woodlands. 
As their name suggests, they feed 
on flying insects but they’ll also hunt 
around on tree trunks, branches and 
even on the ground, looking for other 
food such as caterpillars. Slightly smaller 
than a great tit, the males have smart 
black upperparts with a bold 
white patch on  
the folded wing. 
Females are  
browner.
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understanding how we can help them 
throughout their migratory journeys.

What happens in winter?
We also need to understand how pied 
flycatchers are using their wintering 
habitats. What trees do they forage in? 
How far do they travel to find food? Are 
there more birds in particular habitats? 

Radio-tracking pied flycatchers 
out in Liberia is helping us to answer 
some of these questions. In contrast 
to geolocators, these devices transmit 
a signal that a member of staff picks 
up with a receiver using a handheld 
antenna, recording how the birds use 
the habitat at the local scale. This has 
already revealed that the pied flycatchers 
have very small home ranges, meaning 

“It’s such a thrill to see pied 
flycatchers outside of UK 

woodlands, yet they are clearly  
so at home in their tropical  

forest surroundings.”

FACT FILE
Species: Pied flycatcher
Scientific name: Ficedula hypoleuca
Family: Old World flycatchers and chats
Lives: Mature woodlands, mainly in 
western parts of the UK
Population:  
17,000–20,000 pairs in the UK
Conservation status: Red

their territories are just a few hundred 
metres across. Once analysed, the data 
will help us to understand which tree 
species and habitats are most important 
for the pied flycatcher in its winter home.

Snippets of spring
It’s not just pied flycatchers that the 
team have encountered out in the field, 
many other migratory species that visit 
the UK in spring are also present at our 
Liberian fieldwork site, and some in quite 
large numbers – from marsh harriers to 
nightingales. A snippet of European spring, 
south of the Sahara, yet accompanied by 
some very rare native species such as the 
Endangered Sierra Leone prinia. 

“It’s such a thrill to see pied flycatchers 
outside of UK woodlands with which we 
are so familiar,” remarks Chris Orsman 
of the RSPB Centre for Conservation 
Science, “yet they are clearly so at 
home in their tropical forest and farm-
brush surroundings, where we often 
find them rubbing shoulders with such 
striking resident species as hornbills and 
honeyguides, turacos and tinkerbirds.” 

It’s too early to come to any 
conclusions about what we’re 

discovering, but once analysed, the 
results of this work should help us 

move a step closer to knowing 
exactly how to conserve this 

special bird.

Female pied 
flycatcher.
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 FRIENDS OF THE ALBATROSS

Albatrosses in close-up
Big questions about albatrosses are being answered, thanks to cameras on 
Bird Island that are opening up the secret lives of these awe-inspiring birds.

Have you ever wondered what a 
year in the life of an albatross looks 
like? What do they eat? Where do 

they live? How do they raise their young? 
Now, thanks to cameras set up by the British 
Antarctic Survey (BAS) on Bird Island off 
the coast of South Georgia, a UK Overseas 
Territory near the Antarctic Circle, you have 
the opportunity to watch four species of 
albatross – wandering albatross, black-browed 
albatross, grey-headed albatross and light-
mantled albatross – as they find their mates, 
build their nests and raise their chicks.

RSPB Project Manager Stephanie Prince 
explains: “Last November when the birds 
began mating and starting to lay eggs, BAS 
deployed two cameras designed to work in 
extremely cold environments. One camera 
is on a grey-headed albatross nest and the 
other on a wandering albatross nest.  
The grey-headed will fledge in May/June 
and the wandering in December.”

 

Name that bird
Footage shown on social media since the 
cameras were set up has seen albatross 
fans across the globe keen to get involved. 
Stephanie says: “We’re using social media to 

➜ FIND OUT MORE
Follow these amazing birds on social media to 
see stunning photographs from the island, 
news updates, and competitions including the 
chance to name the bird stars on Facebook 
and Twitter (search for Albytaskforce)  
and Instagram using the hashtag 
#AlbatrossStories.

THE THREE-POINT PLAN TO COMBAT 
ALBATROSS BYCATCH
Albatrosses are one of the most threatened group of 
birds in the world, with South Georgia’s albatrosses 
experiencing some of the steepest declines. The 
installation of cameras on Bird Island is the third 
phase of a three-point plan, devised by the RSPB, 
together with BirdLife International, local BirdLife 
partners and the British Antarctic Survey, and funded 
by Darwin Plus and the South Georgia Heritage Trust.

PHASE 1: Monitor the level of setting fishing lines 
at night, in collaboration with Global Fishing 
Watch. As albatrosses only feed during the day, 
setting at night is the best way to ensure that 
they don’t get caught in fishing lines. 

PHASE 2: Encouraging Japanese tuna 
purchasing companies to only buy 
tuna from vessels compliant with 
seabird bycatch mitigation rules.

PHASE 3: Setting up cameras on 
Bird Island to share albatross stories. 

really engage people around the world to care 
about the lives of these magnificent birds and 
our posts are not only in English but also in 
Japanese, Mandarin and Portuguese. Our aim 
is to reach a wide audience and the countries 
that are potentially impacting upon the birds 
most. We even had cartoons designed in 
Japan by an artist to bring our characters to 
life. We recently ran a naming competition 
that had over 200 entries – the winning 
names were Amelia and Atlas (wandering 
albatross parents), Skylander (grey-headed 
dad) and Bobby (grey-headed chick).”

The cameras are providing intimate 
portraits of these stunning birds. Stephanie 
adds: “We hope the personal stories of 
these albatrosses will continue to fascinate 
people across the world who will support 
our efforts to protect them.”

Who’s who in the 
albatross world?
 The black-browed albatross is an 
incredibly caring mate and will begin the 
courtship process at around three years 
old, engaging in rituals that involve beak 
touching and mutual feeding. They are 
very territorial, and will attack other birds 
that nest near them.
 The light-mantled albatross is 
one of the smaller albatrosses, with 
a wingspan of two metres. Hopeless 
romantics, their mating displays involve 
synchronised aerial acrobatics. They are 
private birds, and pairs prefer to build 
nests away from other birds.
 With the longest recorded wing-
span of any bird on earth (up to 3.5 
metres) the wandering albatross is an 
imposing sight. Despite being so large, 
this albatross is incredibly light, weighing 
up to 13 kilograms. They spend months 
at sea but return to Bird Island every 
other year to mate and lay a single egg, 
which couples raise together.

 The grey-headed albatross 
is the speed demon of the 

seabird world. They can 
fly up to 127km/hour 

and spend the first 
six years after 

fledging out 
at sea. They 
mate for life 
and have one 
chick every 
other year.
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A black-browed (left)  
and a grey-headed  

with chick. 
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Q: How did the trial come about?
Farmers are thinking more about innovative ways to look after 
their soils for the long-term. Part of this includes using both 
organic enhancements to the soil (compost) and keeping a green 
cover on soils overwinter that are waiting for a spring crop to be 
drilled (cover crops). Both practices are thought to improve soil 
health. At Hope Farm, we thought that these practices could 
also provide new food and habitat for invertebrates living above 
and below the soil surface, and in turn provide bird food and 
habitat as well – so we decided to put these theories to the test.

Q: What has the project involved?
We took three fields and divided them into quarters for four 
treatments: cover crop treatment, compost treatment, cover 
crop and compost treatment, and a control. We took samples to 
look at soil structure, bacteria, underground and above ground 
invertebrates – from nematodes right up to ground beetles and 
worms – and undertook bird surveys. We coupled this with 
looking at mapped yield data on each quarter to see the effects 
on crop growth.

Q: What have the findings been?
The project is still underway, but we’re already finding 
significant results. A greater diversity of birds and above ground 
invertebrates are found in cover cropped areas overwinter than 
on non-cover cropped plots. More worms are found where 
compost is spread, and worm densities have increased in these 
plots. Worm densities also increased from the first year until 
now in cover crop and compost-combined treatment plots. 
Last month, we dug a few plots to look at how the soil was 
responding to these changing practices. The compost organic 
matter was being incorporated into the soil down the profile 
where cover crops were grown, with loads of worms there too.

Q: Could this impact on agricultural policy?
Both cover crops and compost are expensive practices and the 
benefits in crop yields may not be realised for five or even 10 
years. But this project could demonstrate how both farmed and 
conservation areas can be improved simultaneously. We hope 
that our findings will show evidence to support farmers in 
undertaking improved agricultural management for better soils 
and better crops, along with better farm wildlife habitat too.

Compost and cover crop 
trial at Hope Farm Q&A
We quizzed Georgie Bray about a four-
year trial researching farming practices.

 FRIENDS OF THE LODGE

New life from  
old walls
Removing an unsafe wall has enabled the 
team at Sandy to carry out some exciting 
habitat work, reports Beth Aucott.

Volunteers 
planting trees.

Pouring mustard water to 
survey emerging worms.

 HOPE FARM FOUNDERS

The Lodge team are thrilled with some recent work carried 
out along the boundary wall of the reserve over the winter. 
A section of the old brick wall along the boundary of 

the Lodge had been steadily decaying, and sections gradually 
pushed out by tree roots. As this was along the road, we had a 
duty of care to make sure that our areas were safe to the public 
and to undertake appropriate repairs and maintenance.

After seeking expert advice, it was decided the best way to 
do this was to remove the wall and re-profile the slope behind. 
A new fence was then installed which matches the sections on 
either side. As well as making the slope safe, this work has also 
allowed us to carry out some exciting habitat work.

The spoil from re-profiling the slope has been used to create 
invertebrate banks for solitary wasps, bees and other insects that 
like to make their home in sandy soil. There was also enough 
material to create a new viewing mound, which will allow visitors 
better views across the heathland.

Sections of the newly re-profiled slope have been planted 
with a mix of native deciduous trees such as oak and hazel.  
In other areas, volunteers have scattered heather seed collected 
from the New Heath. The hope is that this will give visitors a 
glimpse of what awaits them as they approach the reserve.

We’re really pleased that we found a way to meet our duty 
of care as a landowner while also delivering benefits for nature 
by creating new invertebrate banks and improving the heathland 
habitat at The Lodge reserve.
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 FRIENDS OF RAMSEY ISLAND

Raise a glass of Ramsey Island Gin
Botanicals collected from the island are being crafted into seasonal gin varieties.

A hint of gorse, heather, thyme and 
mint? It must be a variety of Ramsey 
Island Gin. Created by St David’s 

Kitchen, our neighbours at the ‘farm-to-
fork’ restaurant just across Ramsey Sound, 
the new gin varieties include botanicals 
carefully collected from the island by RSPB 
wardens. What’s more, 5% of net sales 
will be donated to RSPB Cymru to fund 
conservation work and special projects on 
Ramsey and Grassholm islands and further 
afield in Wales.

We already supply conservation-grade 
lamb and venison from Ramsey for their 
menu, so we’re excited about this new 
venture. Warden Lisa Morgan says: “Last 
autumn we collected heather flowers from 
areas already earmarked for cutting or 
grazing for conservation purposes – for the 
benefit of chough, wheatear, linnet or the 

vegetation itself. The quantities involved 
are small, just a lunch box of flowers. This 
spring, we picked gorse flowers and thyme 
for the next seasonal edition of Ramsey 
Island Dry Gin. We’re careful to ensure that 
there is no negative impact on the island 
from this project, which will be reviewed by 
the RSPB and Natural Resources Wales.” 

Funds donated from the sale of Ramsey 
Island Gin, along with art prints inspired by 
this unique island, will fund the installation 
of a UV filter in the Ramsey shop to allow 
visitors to re-fill their own drinking bottles 
and remove the need to sell plastic bottled 
water on the island.

 FLOW COUNTRY FOUNDERS

Inspiring young naturalists
Hilary Wilson explains how we’re helping local children 
understand the importance of their local landscape.

A key part of our work at RSPB 
Forsinard Flows is sharing the 
Flow Country landscape with 

local schools. Many of the children are 
initially completely unaware that their 
local peatland landscape is such a special, 
internationally important place. This is not 
only because of its biodiversity but also 
for its role in combating climate change, 
through the carbon stored in the peat.

A visit to Forsinard can be quite an 
expedition, with many schools arriving 
by train at our Forsinard station. Once 
here, the Flows Lookout tower is a huge 
attraction for our young visitors, and the 
peatland pools give plenty of opportunities 
for pond dipping and learning about 
dragonflies and other creatures. Other 
topics we cover include ancient cultures 
(bog bodies feature highly in this), Fantastic 
Beasts of the Flow Country (thank you 
Harry Potter), climate change, and how and 
why we are restoring the peatland. We’ve 
also involved children in practical action 
too, clearing non-native trees that have 

seeded onto the bog. Enabling children to 
have a close-up experience with nature is a 
vital element in all our work. 

Big Schools Birdwatch
Not many people live in the heart of 
the Flow Country and few schools are 
close to Forsinard, so we often take the 
Flow Country to schools. We had great 
fun recently introducing them to the Big 
Schools Birdwatch. We’ve been making 
bird feeders and bird boxes for school 
grounds, and learning about adaptation, 
which has included the ‘wrong beak, 
wrong food’ experiment – moving jelly 
with chopsticks and spaghetti strands with 
a teaspoon. We’ve been looking at birds 
in the school grounds, as well as learning 
about the Flow Country birds, which are 
often just beyond the fence. The children 
particularly enjoyed using binoculars, a 
new experience for most of them. In these 
Big Schools Birdwatch sessions alone 
we engaged with 316 children, significant 
numbers in our rural area. 

➜ FIND OUT MORE
Visit rspb.org.uk/reserves and search for 
Forsinard Flows
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➜ FIND OUT MORE
Visit stdavids.wales and search for 
Ramsey Island Gin

The ‘wrong beak,  
wrong food’ game.

A donation from each sale will 
fund conservation projects. 

Fun making  
bird feeders.
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What do our beaches reveal?
The annual UK Beached Bird Survey reveals that the amount of 
oiled birds found is at the fourth lowest rate for 28 years, reports 
Sabine Schmitt. But there are new threats to contend with.

The annual Beached Bird Survey 
has been coordinated in the UK by 
the RSPB since 1991. Hundreds 

of volunteers walk along the UK coastline 
during the last weekend in February, 
recording the number of dead and oiled 
seabirds and the level of oiling on beaches. 

The results from the UK survey are 
coordinated with other North Sea country 
counts, with the aim of monitoring the 
presence of oil pollution around the coast. In 
the North Sea, oil pollution can be considered 
one of the most pressing forms of marine 
pollution. Seabirds are the most obvious 
victims and are reliable biological indicators of 
the level of chronic oil pollution of the seas. 

The importance of surveys
Systematic surveys of beached corpses of 
birds have been used to document the effect 
of oil pollution around the North Sea coast 
for decades. They have delivered useful 
information on the state, causes and the 

extent of marine pollution. In addition, they 
have contributed to a number of measures to 
reduce oil pollution in the marine environment, 
such as the designation of the North Sea as 
a Special Area according to MARPOL (The 
International Convention for the Prevention of 
Pollution from Ships) in 1999.

The effect of legislation
Although major shipping accidents, where 
a relatively large amount of oil is released 
at one site, are important at a local level for 
short periods, the analysis of oil samples 
taken from oiled birds shows that oil 
pollution today can mainly be assigned to the 
illegal discharge of fuel oil residues at sea. 
Thankfully, this has now been addressed.

In 1962, when surveys along the Belgian 
North Sea coast began, the oiling rate of 
all seabirds washed ashore was over 90%, 
largely caused by illegal discharge during 
shipping operations and leakages of oil by 
off-shore installations. A series of legislative 

measures during the following decades, 
along with the installation of oil reception 
facilities in all major ports around the North 
Sea, led to a decline in birds oiled to less than 
20% in 2015 along the Belgium coast.

Results since 1991 show that oiling rates 
in seabirds have declined substantially and 
for each of the last 10 years have been below 
5% of dead seabirds found around the UK 
coast. The incidences of oiling on Shetland, 
where the Sullom Voe Oil Terminal is sited, 
has decreased dramatically, reflecting the 
tightening of controls at the terminal.  

Beached Bird Surveys provide a way of 
monitoring the effectiveness of measures 
implemented to reduce the levels of oil 
pollution in the marine environment and 
contribute to public awareness of the oil 
pollution problem. 

Although the drivers for this decline 
are complex, any reduction of a factor that 
impacts on seabird mortality can only be 
welcomed. And, while it’s good news that 
efforts to clean up the marine environment 
– especially the North Sea – have to some 
extent been successful, a new threat in the 
form of plastic pollution is emerging.  
The fight to protect our seas and our  
seabirds continues.

IN NUMBERS

550 volunteers took part in the 
2018 annual UK Beached Bird Survey 

2,000km  
of UK coastline walked

493 dead seabirds were 
recorded, including seaducks, divers 
and grebes

2% of all dead seabirds found 
were oiled, which is the fourth lowest 
rate since 1991

“It’s good news that efforts to clean up the 
marine environment have been successful, but  
a new threat of plastic pollution is emerging.”

The remains of an  
oiled guillemot.
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The elephants we must never forget
Hutan Harapan is providing sanctuary for Sumatran elephants under threat.  
With new animals arriving, there’s hope for a sustainable future, reports Rosie Miles.

At Hutan Harapan, an ecosystem 
restoration concession in the 
Harapan Rainforest on the 

Indonesian island of Sumatra, one small herd 
of elephants was discovered roaming the 
land – just six individuals in total. Anecdotal 
evidence suggested this was down from 
around 18 individuals in the 1990s and there 
is a general consensus that elephants have 
been poached here in the past. This herd 
is led by a matriarch called Jenny, who is 
around 30 years old and in her prime.

There are believed to be fewer than  
3,000 Sumatran elephants left in the 
wild, mostly found in small isolated 
subpopulations, just like Jenny’s herd. 
These populations are under huge pressure 
from ivory poaching and habitat loss due 
to agricultural conversion – Indonesia is the 
world’s largest producer of palm oil. 

Doomed populations
As populations become more isolated, this 
impacts on their viability. There are several 
‘doomed’ populations scattered around 
Sumatra, which do not have sufficient 
genetic diversity or individuals of breeding 
age to survive long-term. This was identified 
as a key issue for Jenny’s herd – entirely 
made up of females and young, it was not 
sustainable as a breeding herd. 

The shrinking habitat in Sumatra is also 
causing an increase in human-elephant 
conflict, as elephants encroach on agricultural 
land to find food or mates. In many cases, 
this human-elephant conflict can lead to the 

injury or death of both humans and elephants. 
Jenny’s herd ranges across an area of around 
7,800 hectares and, despite sufficient 
habitat within the concession, about 56% 
of her range is outside of it. Jenny is fitted 
with a GPS collar so her movements can be 
monitored and any potential conflicts avoided 
through an early warning system. 

One solution to saving this species is 
translocating isolated elephants to safer 
areas. In 2016, an operation (led by Frankfurt 
Zoological Society and Indonesian nature 
conservation agency BKSDA) translocated 
a young male elephant, Haris, aged around 
15 years old, who had been involved in a 
serious human-wildlife conflict incident on 
community farmland. In November 2016, 
Haris arrived in Hutan Harapan and it took 
less than a week for Jenny to accept him 
into her herd. They have been inseparable 
ever since. It’s hoped that he will breed with 
the females in the herd in the future as he 
reaches full maturity. Another male elephant 
was introduced to Hutan Harapan in 2018, 
and there are now plans to move another 
two isolated elephants to Hutan Harapan to 
help build a sustainable herd.
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➜ FIND OUT MORE
Visit rspb.org.uk and search for  
Harapan Rainforest

Supporting the 
Rainforest of Hope
The Harapan Rainforest is one of 
the last remaining intact areas of 
Sumatran lowland forest in Indonesia. 
It’s home to an incredible diversity 
of species including the Critically 
Endangered Sumatran elephant.

Around 100,000ha of this 
rainforest is managed by the RSPB 
and our Birdlife Partners and is 
known as Hutan Harapan – the 
Rainforest of Hope. 

However, pressure on Hutan 
Harapan is increasing all the time in 
the form of illegal oil palm plantations 
and evidence of poaching attempts 
with poison and snares. Recently, 
the skull of an elephant that had been 
shot in the head and had both tusks 
removed was found by rangers. 

Hutan Harapan needs additional 
funding to scale up the human-
elephant conflict mitigation work, so 
we can continue to ensure the safety 
of Harapan’s elephants and allow the 
Rainforest of Hope to remain a haven 
for endangered species.

“It took less than a 
week for Jenny to 
accept Haris into her 
herd. They have been 
inseparable ever since.”

The arrival of Haris (left) could 
mean Jenny’s herd has a future.


