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Find out about 
Operation Turtle 
Dove on page 9.

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.  
357-0951-18-19. 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

Happy New Year, and welcome to the January issue of Impact, packed 
with updates from RSPB conservation projects that are made possible 
by your support. There’s plenty of good news this issue, from the birds 
recolonising our sustainably farmed land at Hope Farm (p6), to volunteers 
answering the call to rescue storm-battered Manx shearwaters along 
the Welsh coast (p10), not to mention the return of nightjars to our HQ at 
The Lodge (p11). But there’s much still to do. Tagged hen harriers are still 
vanishing at an alarming rate in Lancashire (p4), and we continue to fight 
for the protection of sandeel stocks in the North Sea (p5) so that seabirds 
such as puffins have enough to eat. 

So read on to learn about all the latest findings, innovations, activities 
and dedication that goes into the work that you support. Thank you for 
helping save nature, and enjoy the coming springtime. 

There are 67 Red List bird species that need help. One in four birds are now 
on 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 ABERNETHY

W
hen winter arrives at RSPB Loch 
Garten, it means there’s plenty of work 
to be done on the reserve. With the 

weather at its worst, many windblown trees need 
to be moved off roads and paths, clearing the way 
for visitors to get through. Fallen trees are generally 
left in the forest where they fall as they form a vital 
part of the ecology. 

The dead wood from fallen trees provides 
food and protection for many rare fungi, lichens 
and invertebrate larvae, and their branches give 
important cover and habitat for 
birds such as wrens. The dusty, 
sandy hollows produced by the 
ripped-up root plates create 
excellent dust baths for some of our 
rare and iconic species, including 
capercaillie and black grouse. 

Life from deadwood
Much of the woodland around 
RSPB Loch Garten is old plantation, 
with almost all the deadwood 
traditionally removed as waste. 
During winter, with help from 
local volunteers, we actually spend time creating 
deadwood. Scots pines are winched over in areas 
of particularly dense woodland to mimic natural 
windfall. This provides the forest with valuable 
deadwood, while also opening 
clearings in the canopy to 
allow slower growing 
broadleaf species, such 
as rowan or birch, to 
establish themselves. 

At the Osprey 
Centre, bird feeders are 
kept topped up, creating a 

feeding station for the resident chaffinches, robins 
and the variety of tit species among others. This 
supplementary feeding is especially important during 
the winter months when natural food is scarce. 

A forest full of birds
Winter is actually the best time to see crested 
tits. During summer, these charismatic little birds 
spend their time foraging in the forest. In winter, 
however, ‘cresties’ seem to be everywhere. 
The peanut feeders at the Osprey Centre are a 

particularly good place to spot them, 
but if you’re anywhere in the forest, 
you’ve got a good chance of seeing 
them. Bold coal tits will happily come 
to an outstretched hand full of seed to 
grab a tasty morsel.

Another winter highlight is 
watching the thousands of geese 
that arrive at RSPB Loch Garten from 
their breeding grounds in Iceland and 
Greenland. More than 2,000 pink-
footed and greylag roost on the water 
each night, joined by whooper swans 
and other wildfowl. During the day, 

these graceful birds disperse to the local fields and 
farmland to feed on grass and other plants, before 
returning to the safety of the loch overnight. 

The forest is also alive with winter thrushes. 
Redwings, mistle thrushes and fieldfares arrive 

in late autumn and 
busily strip the rowan 

trees of their bright, 
red berries. These birds arrive from 

Scandinavia to escape the harsh winter 
and, moving noisily through the forest in 
huge flocks, are a beautiful sight to warm 
your heart on a cold Scottish day.P
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Highland highlights
Winter at RSPB Loch Garten, nestled in the Scottish Highlands, is a 
busy time for humans and wildlife alike, as Chris Tilbury reports.   

Enjoy an 
Abernethy 
adventure 
Reaching from the River 
Nethy to the top of Ben 
Macdui – Britain’s second 
highest mountain – 
Abernethy boasts ancient 
Caledonian pineforest, 
sweeping moorland, vital 
wetland and dramatic 
mountains, along with the 
world-famous RSPB Loch 
Garten Osprey Centre. 

Winter and spring are 
perfect times to visit. Along 
with the thousands of geese 
roosting on the water and 
the crested and coal tits at 
the feeding station, you can 
also see red squirrels and 
great spotted woodpeckers. 
A variety of thrush species, 
including fieldfare and 
redwing, can be seen moving 
through the forest in large 
flocks and waxwings from 
Scandinavia chirp noisily as 
they search for berries. 

Late March sees the 
return of our majestic 
ospreys, with spectacular 
views of the nest available 
from the Osprey Centre, 
which opens in April. 
These early birds are soon 
followed by many others, 
including redstarts, spotted 
flycatchers and tree pipits. 
You may even hear cuckoos 
calling to one another 
through the trees.

FIND OUT MORE
Visit rspb.org.uk/
lochgarten 

“Coal tits 
will happily 
come to an 
outstretched 
hand full of 
seed to grab a 
tasty morsel.”
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 BIRDS OF PREY DEFENDERS & RED ALERT

Ghosts of the moor
Hen harriers are at risk of becoming merely a memory in England.  
Jenny Shelton explains how the RSPB is fighting for their future.

I
n the summer of 2018, the RSPB – and nature 
lovers everywhere – had cause for celebration. 
For the first time in three years, hen harriers  

had successfully bred at Bowland, Lancashire.
Bowland’s heather moorland is ideal nesting 

habitat for these beautiful, precious birds. 
However, their success rate here is patchy, and  
no chicks have fledged at Bowland since 2015. 

The hen harrier is a bird on the brink, with just 
a handful of pairs now breeding in England. Sadly, 
illegal persecution is the main factor limiting 
their population and there’s a real chance of 
them becoming extinct as a breeding species in 
England. The link between driven grouse shooting 

and the shooting, 
trapping and 
poisoning of birds 
of prey is widely 
documented, so 
specialist RSPB 
staff and volunteers 
monitored three 
new Bowland nests 

round the clock. They also fitted satellite tags to 
the strongest chick from each nest, naming three 
Thor, Nyx and Rain.

The world beyond their nests
All three tags were transmitting regularly, showing 
the chicks fledging then exploring the world 
beyond their nests. Then in early October, Thor’s 
tag suddenly cut out. 

These tags are over 98% reliable, and so 
a technical issue was unlikely. They keep 
transmitting even after a bird dies, allowing us to 
recover the body and tag. But when we searched 
the area of Thor’s last-known fix, there was no sign 
of a body or tag. This was highly suspicious. Thor’s 
last transmission came from Goodber Common, 

next to a private grouse moor – in-between where 
hen harriers Sky and Hope disappeared in 2014. 
Thor’s sudden disappearance is of grave concern 
and being investigated by police. 

Of more than 30 hen harriers 
satellite tagged last summer, 
by the end of October, eight 
had disappeared in suspicious 
circumstances. Many of their last 
positions came from on or near 
grouse moors. Our fight to save 
the UK’s hen harriers continues.

Hen Harrier LIFE Project
The EU-funded Hen Harrier LIFE Project is a five-year 
conservation programme, running until 2019, It combines 
satellite tagging, on-the-ground monitoring, nest 
protection, investigations work, awareness-raising and 
working with volunteer raptor field workers, landowners 
and local communities to protect hen harriers across 
northern England and southern and eastern Scotland. 

FACT FILE
Species:  
Hen harrier
Scientific name: 
Circus cyaneus 
Family: Harriers
Lives: Upland 
heather moorland in 
Northern England, 
Scotland and Wales. 
Also seen in winter 
on lower ground. 
Population: Under 
600 pairs
Conservation 
status: Red

FIND OUT MORE  
Read about this project at rspb.org.uk/henharrierlife

“Of more than 30 hen 
harriers tagged, eight 
have disappeared in 

suspicious circumstances.”
Thor’s disappearance is being investigated by police. 

If you suspect 
someone is killing birds 

of prey, contact the police 
immediately on 101.  

To speak to someone in 
confidence, call the  

RSPB’s Raptor  
Crime Hotline:  
0300 999 0101

RED 
ALERT
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 RAINFOREST GUARDIANS

Eat chocolate,  
save the rainforest

A
s the UK prepares to cast adrift 
from the EU, there’s a need to 
fill the gap created by leaving the 

Common Fisheries Policy with an even more 
ambitious management regime. The new 
Fisheries Bill aims to deliver sustainable 
fisheries for future generations and the 
RSPB has been championing an ‘ecosystem 
approach’ to how fisheries operate. 

This focuses on the health of the UK’s seas, 
with the aim of eliminating the collateral 
damage of fishing on seabirds, other marine 
wildlife and their habitats.  

Among other things, this would enable 
us to continue to push for reining in the 
Danish-led sandeel fishery in the North 
Sea. As small, energy-rich shoaling fish, 
sandeels are a staple of seabird diets but 
warming seas have greatly reduced their 
abundance and, in turn, the populations of 
seabirds such as kittiwakes. It’s vital that 
the commercial sandeel fishery doesn’t 
make things worse. An area off the east 
coast of Scotland and Northumberland was 
closed to sandeel fishing nearly 20 years 
ago, but the fishery continues elsewhere in 
wildlife-rich areas such as the Dogger Bank 

N
ext time you’re 
in an RSPB 
shop, look out 

for our new speciality 
chocolate bars. Not only 
are these sweet treats 
deliciously tasty, they’re 
also helping us spread 
the story of how cocoa 
can be rainforest-friendly.

Cocoa, like many other commodities, 
can be a driver for deforestation, with 
forest being cleared for expanding 
plantations. But cocoa actually grows 
best when surrounded by the shade of 
the other trees – the rainforest protects it 
from the harsh sun and provides nutrients 
through the soil.

Improving yield and quality
Gola Rainforest Cocoa is special because 
it is grown under the shade of trees 
around the Gola Rainforest National Park. 
We’ve been working with cocoa farmers 

RSPB pushes for 
sandeel fishing ban

 SEALIFE GUARDIANS

and too few sandeels are ‘set 
aside’ for seabirds. 
Our preferred option for 

tackling this challenge is a total ban 
on sandeel fishing in UK waters. This bold 
move would help shore up our dwindling 
seabird populations, bolster the fortunes 
of dolphins and other marine mammals, 
and underscore the UK’s declared intent to 
be a world leader among environmentally 
progressive fishing nations.

We’ve been working  
with Gola’s cocoa  

farmers to improve yield 
while benefiting the 

forest and its wildlife.

to manage existing farms 
in ways that improve 
the yield and quality of 
their cocoa at the same 

time as benefiting forest wildlife. Our 
research shows that these cocoa farms 
support more forest-dependent birdlife 
than traditional farmland, such as the 
endangered Timneh parrot, the vulnerable 
brown-cheeked hornbill and the vulnerable 
yellow-casqued hornbill.

Our ambition is that the farmers will 
be rewarded for growing high-quality 
cocoa in a forest-friendly way through 
the development of a premium chocolate 
market which acknowledges the value of 
these rainforest guardians and pays a fair 
price for their hard work. 

The harvest is in from Gola’s rainforest-friendly cocoa farms.  

Ecosystem approach focuses on the health of UK seas. 

FIND OUT MORE
RSPB’s speciality Gola Rainforest Chocolate 
is now available from rspbshop.co.uk

Sandeels are the staple 
diet of seabirds such as 
puffins and kittiwakes.

GOLA RAINFOREST 
CHOCOLATE IS: 

 Forest-friendly
 Organically grown
 Supporting farmers
 Has only two ingredients
 Is processed entirely in the UK
  The profits are re-invested into the 
Gola Rainforest Project
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Farming with 

NATURE  
What could wildlife-friendly UK farmland really look like? Georgie Bray  
takes us behind the scenes of Hope Farm – RSPB’s experimental sustainable 
farming project, which could impact on future agricultural policy. 

 HOPE FARM 

H
ope Farm was purchased by the 
RSPB in early 2000, thanks to the 
help of our amazing donors.  

The idea was to put our money where our 
mouth was and demonstrate that you can 
farm for wildlife while making a profit. 

We already knew about the decline in 
farmland wildlife, and how to provide the 
habitat this wildlife needed on farmland. 
However, fitting these practices into a 
profitable farming system still required a 
lot of learning on our part. We needed an 
experimental project to learn from, research 
and demonstrate these techniques, 
supported by scientific evidence. 

The great news is that the project 
has blown all expectations 

out of the water. With 
adjustments to previous 

farming practices, the 
impact on nature 
is astonishing:

• Our breeding bird index has increased  
by an average of 185% over the last  
10 years, with a record high of 213% 
increase last year
• Our wintering birds have increased 
to a staggering 1,739%
• In 2018, butterflies rocketed to a new 
record high of 223% above 2000’s baseline 
• We can see a bee every 17m along our 
survey transects, compared to only every 
344m on a control farm 

A simple plan that delivers 
Other species have increased in abundance 
too, but it is only the birds, bees and 
butterflies that are monitored to national 
standards, allowing a comparison to the rest 
of the UK. So how do we manage it?

The beauty of our work here is that the 
improvements in habitat for our wildlife have 
been realised from very simple measures. 
We use the Farm Wildlife Six-Point Plan as 
a basis for our conservation areas, designed 
through the Farm Wildlife partnership of 
nine conservation organisations. The plan is 
simple, but it certainly delivers for wildlife. 

As well as working within current 
funded government schemes, we are also 
researching improvements to both farm 
biodiversity and sustainability, in ways that 
don’t require cropped areas to be taken out 
of production without similar areas of land 
dedicated to conservation. 

Researching for future farming
We’re into our fourth year of a cover 
crop and compost fertiliser project, growing 
a crop over winter to keep green cover on an 
otherwise bare ground or stubble field after 
harvest, before planting a spring crop early 
the following year. So far, birds seem to 
love these areas as a winter habitat, and our 
above-ground invertebrates are also found in 
a higher abundance on this area of the field. 
There is still more work to be done, but the 
increase in organic matter from the compost 
soil enhancements could also provide the 
baseline food resource for farmland wildlife 
that we were hoping for.  

We’re also participating in the ASSIST 
research project, run by Rothamsted 
Research and the Centre of Ecology and 

6     IMPACT JANUARY 2019

Grey partridge Lapwing Turtle  dove

Yellowhammer 

Yellow wagtailSkylark
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ALERT



 IMPACT JANUARY 2019     7

Hydrology. This experiment will run for five 
years, investigating methods of sustainably 
intensifying agriculture, while simultaneously 
helping farmland biodiversity. 

Assisting the RSPB’s policy work
Influencing wider UK farming through 
demonstration and research is what really 
underpins this place as such an asset to our 
organisation. Currently, Hope Farm forms a 
real hub for discussion around sustainable 
farming in future agricultural policy. While 
we host farming groups to see how we 
manage our farm for wildlife, our policy 
team has been making the most of this 
place to show influential members of Defra 
and Natural England what (when under 
the correct guidance) sustainable, wildlife-
friendly UK farmland could look like. 
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19 birds that 
need farmland
There are 19 bird species that are 
recognised as being dependent  
on farmland and are unable to 
thrive in other habitats. Included  
in this list are these endangered 
red-list species:
• Grey partridge • Lapwing  
• Turtle dove • Skylark  
• Yellow wagtail • Starling  
• Linnet • Yellowhammer  
• Corn bunting • Tree sparrow

1. Existing habitats: When we 
arrived, the farm had no significant 
conservation areas, but there were 
still pockets of pasture, hedgerows, 
ditches and ponds dotted around. 
To start, we managed the farm to 
optimise these established areas. 
2. Field boundaries: Hedges, 
margins, ditches and trees frame 
the field boundaries. Getting fruitful 
vegetation from the ground up takes 
time, but means ground nesting, in-
hedge nesting, and ditch dwellers all 
now have a home at the farm.
3. Wet features: We have a few 
ponds dotted around the farm that 
need maintenance to keep them full 
of light and life. One of our ditches 
was also widened with reeds put in 
place, which has become a home for 
breeding reed warbler. 
4. Flower-rich habitats: To improve 
food for insects in the summer, we 
have gradually increased the amount 
of pollen and nectar resources by 

planting wildflower and leguminous 
margins around most of our fields. 
These are exciting places to be if you 
are looking for invertebrates. Being 
right next to the hedge, it also provides 
easy food access for hedgerow-
nesting birds needing to feed chicks. 
5. Seed-rich habitats: We rotationally 
grow cereals, brassicas, quinoa and 
other plants to keep the birds fed over 
the winter. We are also assisting with 
the turtle dove mix trials, to provide 
important summer seed food. 
6. Farmed area: In the field, we’re 
integrating our agronomy with our 
conservation. Cover crops and 
compost help to improve organic 
matter, providing a good baseline food 
resource for invertebrate bird food. 
Skylark, corn bunting and lapwing 
plots also provide good nesting sites 
for these red-list species in summer. 
What we grow is also diverse, 
providing a more varied landscape to 
suit a wider variety of species. 

The farm wildlife six-point plan

OPEN FARM SUNDAY
On 9 June 2019, we’ll be opening the gates 
of Hope Farm to the general public to see 
first-hand what we’re doing and how 
nature-friendly farming can work. To find 
out more, visit rspb.org.uk/hopefarm 

 OSR

Winter wheat

Beetle bank

Compost heap

Flower-rich habitat

Grass

Millet

Oilseed rape

Seed-rich habitat

Skylark plot

Wildflower

Winter beans

Winter wheat

Winter wheat (double-drilled for corn bunting)

Key
Crop



 FLOW COUNTRY PARTNERS

Landscape-scale 
conservation in the 
Flow Country
Our groundbreaking peatland restoration 
project enters its final year.

A
t RSPB Forsinard Flows in Scotland, 
we’re nearly into the final year of 
our five-year Flows to the Future 

project. One of the main objectives of 
the project has involved the removal of 
non-native forestry plantations and the 
subsequent hydrological restoration of this 
ground to return these areas back to a more 
natural peatland landscape. 

 Warden Paul Turner reports on progress: 
“This July we moved the focus of our 
restoration work from the Dyke plantation 
in the western part of the reserve to the 
nearby Forsinain North plantation. Current 
harvesting of 107.85 ha of forestry – mostly 
lodgepole pine and sitka spruce – will then 
be followed by an additional 50.2 ha of 
hydrological works to help restore the natural 

 RSPB LOCH LOMOND

Tackling the fens with 
man and machine
Vital vegetation management will benefit a 
range of rare wetland species.

T
he dry summer of 2018 allowed 
the team at RSPB Loch Lomond 
to carry out some vital vegetation 

management. Restoring the fen area to a 
better condition for locally scarce plants also 
benefits spotted crakes, snipe, grasshopper 
warbler and other wetland species. 

Site Manager Paula Baker says: “To 
remove vegetation we used two methods 

– one section was cut with a 
pedestrian mower, with the 

cuttings being burnt on 
metal trays and then 
the ash bagged up 

and removed. The other section 
was cut using a Softrak all-terrain 

vehicle – the first time we’ve been 
able to trial this since the RSPB took 

over the management of the 
site in 2012. With the Softrak, 
the cuttings were removed and 
placed in heaps to compost in 
a nearby field.” 

So, which method was 
most effective? Paula reveals: 
“The mower cut 0.23 ha and took 95-man 
hours over five sessions. The Softrak took 
11-man hours over two sessions. Although the 
Softrak was more efficient, its use is limited 
as it can become bogged down in fen habitat 
and can only be used by a trained operator. 
The mower, although more labour intensive, 
gave a consistently short cut and the work was 
able to be carried out by staff and supervised 
volunteers. So, both methods have their 
place in clearing fen habitat effectively.” 

water levels that were 
reduced by the forestry 
drainage. This in turn 
helps promote the regrowth of peatland 
vegetation which, while developing slowly, 
will eventually recolonise the disturbed areas.

Back on the trail
“While forestry operations have been 
ongoing, we’ve had to shorten our 
Forsinain nature trail that used to meander 
through the area, with a diversion in place 
along the inner perimeter of the forestry 
compartments. Obviously, the safety of 
our visitors is paramount, but once work is 
complete the trail will be reinstated and will 
become one of the key locations for us to 
interpret the restoration work for our visitors. 

“Peatland restoration is a complex and 
involved process and it is only through the 
support of our funders and contractors, 
along with a dedicated team of staff and 
volunteers, that we’re able to undertake 
such large-scale habitat restoration.  
In addition, the ability to evaluate our own 
processes through scientific research 
helps to inform future management on the 
reserve as well as our advisory work with 
other land managers. It’s this integrated 
approach to landscape-scale conservation 
work that will truly make a positive 
difference to the Flow Country of  
Caithness and Sutherland.”

The RSPB 
looks after 21,000 
hectares of Flow 

Country land, which 
is one of Scotland’s 

most important 
natural  

treasures.
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Changing the 
fortunes of  
turtle doves

Of all the farmland species, turtle  
doves have experienced the most  

dramatic decline. Operation Turtle Dove seeks 
to change that, reports Joscelyne Ashpole.

 BIRDS WITHOUT BORDERS

T
he latest figures from the 
Government show that farmland bird 
populations are continuing to decline 

– by a further 7% between 2011–2016. Of 
all the farmland species, the turtle dove has 
seen the most dramatic fall. Numbers of 
this precious summer visitor are down by 
97% in the UK since 1970.

While the birds face issues along their 
migration routes to and from Africa, their 
disappearance has in large part been due 
to a lack of suitable food on their breeding 
grounds. Modern farming practices have 
reduced the availability of wild plant seeds, 
the doves’ staple food, particularly at the 
start of the summer when the birds arrive in 
May after their long journey.

In the UK, turtle doves rely on farmed 
landscapes, foraging for wild plant seeds 
along field margins and un-cropped areas. 
They feed in areas of short vegetation or 
bare ground with plentiful seed. Turtle 
doves also require accessible fresh drinking 
water and dense woody vegetation – such 
as hedges or scrub – in which to nest. 
In the 1960s, UK turtle doves would 
typically make three nesting attempts 
each summer. By the 1990s, with a lack of 
suitable food, most made only one or two. 
This means the doves aren’t producing 
enough young to sustain the population.

Farmland food banks
The RSPB is part of Operation Turtle Dove, 
a group of organisations (Natural England, 
Pensthorpe Conservation Trust and Fair to 
Nature) which aim to reverse the decline of 
the turtle dove in the UK. Together we’re 
finding ways to ensure turtle doves have 
sufficient food, water and nesting sites to 
make a comeback. 

We have identified 29 remaining 
stronghold areas for these beautiful 
and sonorous summer visitors: across 
Cambridgeshire, Essex, Kent, Norfolk, 
Suffolk and Sussex, covering some  
175,000 ha. In over half of these ‘Turtle 
Dove Friendly Zones’, we’re working at 
scale with farmers and land managers to 
provide vital ‘food plots’ for turtle doves. 
This includes sowing key food plants and 
allowing wild food plants to grow up.  
In many cases, we also directly provide a 
carefully selected mix of seeds to provide 
the birds with an emergency source of 
food. We’re also working to ensure the 
birds have suitable habitats for nesting and 
sources of drinking water.

From research to rollout
Two years of research have gone into testing 
whether there is a way of providing seed 
food for turtle doves that is both effective 
(turtle doves find it and eat it) and that is safe 
(without encouraging pests or increasing the 
risk of spreading disease between birds). 
Results of these trials were wholly positive, 
and in spring and summer 2018, we worked 
with farmers and land managers to provide 
supplementary food in key turtle dove areas. 
Amazingly, over two tonnes of seed were 
provided in Essex and Kent alone.

Footage from camera traps installed at 
various feeding sites revealed turtle 
doves using the food, sometimes 
accompanied by other farmland bird 
species of conservation concern, including 
yellowhammer and grey partridge. Thank 
you to everyone who has either supported 
our work or directly helped turtle doves in 
their local area. We’ll continue to support 
more supplementary feeding sites in East 

Anglia and the south-east of England – 
the core remaining range of turtle doves 

in the UK – in spring 2019.

Conservation across borders
Conservation of a long-distance migratory 
species such as the turtle dove requires 
working across borders. Spring 2018 saw 

the publication of a groundbreaking 
document for turtle dove conservation 
– an international plan of action that 
sets out activities that must be carried 
out across Europe and Africa if we 

are to help this iconic species to recover. 
The plan was developed by the RSPB in 
partnership with BirdLife International and 
involved over 200 experts from 50 countries. 
It tells us that suitable nesting, feeding and 
drinking sites on the breeding grounds are 
crucial to the turtle dove’s survival – as is a 
reduction in currently unsustainable hunting 
levels. Three years in the making, our 
challenge is now to ensure that the actions 
laid out in the plan become a reality, both in 
the UK and internationally. 

RED 
ALERT

Tracking down 
migratory routes
Research carried out by the RSPB is 
revealing the migratory routes of turtle 
doves that breed in the UK. At the 
end of the summer, the birds head 
south through France and into Iberia 
before crossing into Africa. They move 
southwards across the Sahara, crossing 
Morocco and Mauritania before heading 
towards Senegal and Mali where they 
spend the winter. Their return journey in 
spring takes a similar route. 

Analyses are currently underway 
to understand more about the habitats 
these birds use on migration and 

on their 
West African 
wintering 

grounds.

P
h

o
to

s:
 A

n
d

re
w

 M
ar

sh
al

l, 
D

av
id

 J
 S

la
te

r 
(b

o
th

 r
sp

b
-i

m
ag

es
.c

o
m

)

FIND OUT MORE
Visit operationturtledove.org



F
lying in from the West African coast 
where they overwinter, around 
1,500 pairs of sandwich terns 

descend on Northumberland’s Coquet 
Island each year to breed. A number of 
colonies in the UK, including Coquet, 
have had coloured rings placed on 
the legs of young birds, each with a 
unique three-digit code.

These rings provide a valuable 
insight into where these youngsters 
travel, which colonies they frequent 
prior to breeding, and which colony 
they eventually chose to have chicks 

of their own. During the summer 
months, the team at Coquet Island 

spent a lot time using telescopes to read 
these rings. 

It was a record season, with over 800 
sightings of almost 200 different birds. 
The team spotted terns from the nearby 
Farne Islands, Aberdeenshire, Norfolk, 
Ireland and even some Dutch birds. One 
fascinating nugget of information that the 
team uncovered was that a sandwich tern 
is capable of nipping across the North 
Sea for a day trip to the Netherlands.
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 FRIENDS OF RAMSEY ISLAND

Operation Manx shearwater rescue
A call out to assist ‘manxies’ in trouble saw willing volunteers stepping up to help.

A
fter nightfall in late August and 
September, thousands of young 
‘manxies’ come out of their burrows 

to fledge and make their maiden flight – a 
mere 7,000-mile trip – from Ramsey Island, 
crossing the Atlantic and the equator to 
reach the rich fishing grounds off the coast 
of Argentina. Sometimes, their journey 
doesn’t always get off to a good start.

Ramsey Island Warden Lisa Morgan 
explains: “The birds leave at night and head 
out to sea, but many struggle in stormy 
weather. Depending on the wind direction, 
they can be blown inland. This can also 
happen during foggy nights when mainland 
lighting disorientates them. Without 
assistance, these otherwise healthy birds 
would fail to get back out to sea. Many get 
caught in the surf or become marooned in 
towns where they are vulnerable to attack 
by cats or dogs. They also face the very real 
danger of being run over.”

The team were ready to take action. 
Lisa says: “Together with our friends and 
collea  gues at the Wildlife Trust South and 

West Wales, we publicised the issues faced 
by these young birds with posters and on 
social media. We also assembled a team of 
incredible volunteers made up of staff from 
RSPB and Wildlife Trust, local boat and bird- 
watching companies, and the wonderful vets 
in Haverfordwest who were ready to collect 
and release any birds affected.”

Calls come in
By early September, calls started coming in 
from locations all over Pembrokeshire and 
beyond. Birds were reported from Caerphilly 
to Crymch and all along the coastline. Lisa 
reveals: “Newgale beach was the busiest 
location for strandings, with volunteers 
checking the tideline at dawn each morning 
during stormy weather. The team collected 
birds from supermarket car parks, housing 
estates, a florist, cafés and campsites.

During one particularly rough period 
we had 10 birds in cardboard boxes 
in West Coast Birdwatching’s garage 
in Haverfordwest and 35 in a caravan 
belonging to the owner of Thousand Islands 

Expeditions in St Davids, all waiting to be 
released at dusk.”

In total, the mid and north Pembrokeshire 
team collected, checked, and released 113 
‘manxies’, not to mention the odd guillemot 
and gannet. Lisa adds: “One was delivered 
to me in the pub, rescued from the road 
and transported up someone’s jumper for 
safekeeping! I’d like to thank everyone who 
helped and the members of the public who 
cared enough to call and keep birds safe.”

  

 FRIENDS OF COQUET ISLAND

A keen-eyed team spent the  
summer identifying which birds had been where.    
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Releasing a 
collected Manx 

shearwater after a 
health check.
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The travels of 
sandwich terns
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 FRIENDS OF THE LODGE

Beth Aucott reveals how the restoration of 
heathland has encouraged nightjars to return to  
The Lodge and set up home for the first time since 1973.

Nightjars
watch

T
he story of nesting 
nightjars at The Lodge 
began last summer on 

3 June. Neil Bostock, the wind 
turbine surveyor, was doing 
one of his regular checks of the 
site and came across a churring 
male. He then spotted both 
birds, clearly intent on using 
the site for breeding. From that 
date, we carried out watches 
each evening, and were quickly 
able to confirm that the pair 
were behaving as though they 
had a nest. 

We invited volunteers to 
help with a watch rota so that 
each evening there would be 
someone on hand to monitor 
the progress of the birds, 
engage with birdwatchers, and 
prevent disturbance. Once we 

were confident that the birds 
weren’t being disturbed, we 
were able to run a number of 
guided walks for the public, 
helping a large number of 
people to experience these 
wonderful summer visitors.

Heather beds
The birds nested on an area 
of the Lodge referred to as the 
New Heath. Nightjars regularly 
used The Lodge when the 
neighbouring woodland (now 
the RSPB’s new heath) was 
freshly planted with young 
conifers. In 1968, six pairs 
were recorded. As the conifers 
matured, it became less and 
less suitable for them, and 
they last bred at The Lodge in 
1973. In 2003, we bought the 

43 hectares of pine forest on 
Sandy Warren and started to 
recreate heathland in October 
2005. The last conifers were 
removed in January 2007 and, 
following seeding, the first new 
heather plants were discovered 
in September 2007.

Nightjars spend their winters 
in Africa and return to the UK 
between May and September 
to breed. The fact that they 
returned to The Lodge shows 
that our heathland restoration 
is working and now meets 
their needs for a suitable nest 
site and feeding requirements. 
We’re hoping that the nightjars 
will return to us next year and 
we can share this success with 
more of our members and  
the public.

Nightjars hunt at  
night, swooping low 

over vegetation as they 
feed on moths and 
other large insects. 

They nest on the ground 
and are incredibly well 

camouflaged.
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FACT FILE
Species: Nightjar
Scientific name: 
Caprimulgus 
europaeus
Family: Nightjars
Lives: Heathlands, 
moorlands, open 
woodland with 
clearings and in 
recently felled 
conifer plantations. 
Most numerous in 
southern England, 
there are good 
numbers in the New 
Forest, Dorset and 
Surrey heathlands 
and Thetford Forest 
in Suffolk. They are 
also found in parts 
of Wales, northern 
England and south-
west Scotland. 
Other RSPB reserves 
with nightjars are: 
Arne, Aylesbeare 
and Minsmere and 
North Warren.
Population:  
4,600 males
Conservation 
status: Amber
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Vulture releases:  
an update from Nepal
The strategy of removing killer veterinary drugs from 
the food chain means vultures now have a chance.

A    further landmark for vulture 
conservation took place last 
September at the village of Pithauli, 

Nawalparasi, close to Nepal’s Chitwan 
National Park. The Government of Nepal 
and national and international conservation 
organisations released 12 white-rumped 
vultures – including a world first for the 
release of eight of these Critically Endangered 
birds hatched in the breeding centre. 

Six of the vultures exited the release 
aviary and joined the wild birds feeding on 
a buffalo carcass almost immediately, with 
all 12 venturing out within half an hour. Six 
of the birds later returned inside the aviary, 
where they chose to spend the night rather 
than taking advantage of their newfound 
freedom. However, they all flew out 
again the following morning and have 
remained in the wild since then. 
Releases last year of birds reared 

SAVING VULTURES FROM EXTINCTION

adds: “In Nepal, the diclofenac levels are 
right down, but in parts of India that’s not 
yet the case. In Bangladesh, we’re getting 
the first serious signs of progress for bans 
of two other drugs known to be toxic to 
vultures: ketoprofen and aceclofenac, and 
these drugs have been banned across 25% 
of the country including the areas where 
vultures mainly occur. The good news is 
that SAVE continues to grow and now has 
over 20 partners. Countries included are 
India, Nepal, Pakistan, Bangladesh and 
Cambodia, with Myanmar recently forming 
a new partner too.”

(but not hatched) in the programme 
have so far shown very promising 
signs of survival and success, with all 
but one (believed eaten by a leopard) 
surviving a full year.

On track
Chris Bowden, RSPB and Saving 
Asia’s Vultures from Extinction 
(SAVE) Programme Manager says: “The  
successful removal of veterinary diclofenac 
across Nepal, thanks to a lot of hard work 
by the Vulture Safe Zone team, is the real 
reason behind the success so far. This 
illustrates the rationale behind these  

efforts and, if enough birds survive 
without encountering killer 

veterinary drugs, we’ll be  
on track to release all the 
birds by 2023.”

However, there’s much 
still to be achieved. Chris 

dddddddddddddddddddddd ““I“I““I“I“I““I NNNNNNNNNNNNNNN lllllll hhhhhhh ddddddddddddiii lllllll fffffffffffff llllllll lllll
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Top: Flying free. Below: The release 
aviary gates open, allowing the  

captive birds to join the wild ones.

Albatrosses are one of the most 
threatened groups of birds in the world, 
victims of bycatch in fisheries. Last 
November, as part of South Georgia’s 
Albatross Conservation Action Plan, a 
web camera was deployed at Bird Island. 
This will provide images of the vulnerable 
wandering albatross and the endangered 
grey-headed albatross interacting, sitting 
on eggs and, later on, the newly hatched 
chicks. The images will be downloaded 
to social media each week and you can 
follow these incredible albatross stories on:

• Instagram bit.ly/2QLc9LD  
• Facebook Albatross Task Force 
• Twitter bit.ly/2rw092wAbove: Briefing and speeches, 

prior to the landmark release.

20 wild birds  
have now been 
satellite tagged, 
providing vital 

information about 
their movements  

and survival  
rates.

Live cam update
 FRIENDS OF THE ALBATROSS
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