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Protected: the marine 
wildlife of Tristan da Cunha

• Stunning silver-studded blue butterflies
• How the RSPB is helping swifts
• 98% fewer seabirds drowned in Namibia
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Tristan da Cunha Tristan da Cunha

Triumph on   
Tristan da Cunha 

In November, a huge marine protection zone, almost three times 
the size of the UK, was declared around the UK Overseas  
Territory of Tristan da Cunha in the South Atlantic. Jonathan Hall, 
Head of the UK Overseas Territories Unit, describes what it is like 
working on such a remote project.

“After seven days and one hour 
at sea since we left Cape Town on 
the National Geographic Pristine 
Seas–RSPB expedition ship, the 
first sight of the volcano on Tristan 
was very exciting. It is a perfect 
cone volcano and it was magical to 
see its tip poking above the clouds, 
punctuating a seemingly endless 
flat ocean.

The people of Tristan are one of 
the most engaging and friendly 
communities to work with. Being 
the most remote community on 
Earth, with just one supply chain to 
South Africa, has made them highly 
resilient and there is a long, rich 
history of conservation on the islands. 
Tristanians live amongst nature, 
and they protected the land area 
decades ago. Laws are being written 
to designate the 687,000km2 marine 
protection zone later this year, which 
will be the largest no-take zone in  
the Atlantic.

A WEALTH OF WILDLIFE

And what a place it is. The 
environment is utterly incredible and 
the scale of the wildlife is amazing. 
Standing there watching millions of 
seabirds flying in to roost at dusk, 
the skies darken and the cacophony 
of seabird calls envelops you. In the 

day, you look down to the sea and the 
moving ‘boulders’ are subantarctic fur 
seal pups. You look up the volcano 
and the white fluffy bits on the rocks 
are albatross chicks. It’s amazing 
standing next to Tristan albatrosses, 
as they are so huge.

Out at sea, the sun highlights giant 
underwater golden kelp forests, which 
are hugely important for wildlife, as 
well as being a vital carbon store. 
The marine protection zone will help 
to protect these forests and species 
including blue sharks, beaked whales 
and northern rockhopper penguins.
 
A LEGACY FOR THE FUTURE

The RSPB has been working with the 
Tristan Government and community 
for over 20 years to protect the 
pristine wildlife and environment here. 
Designating the marine protection 
zone was entirely the decision of the 
Tristan community, all of whom have 
been awarded the RSPB Medal for 
excellence in conservation. 

Knowing that my personal favourite, 
the Atlantic yellow-nosed albatrosses, 
and all of the rest of the marine 
wildlife will be protected for years to 
come is the highlight of my career.  
It’s also thanks to a lot of people, as it 
is such a team effort. 

We couldn’t achieve this without 
other partners and supporters like 
you, as the UK Overseas Territories 
are in a difficult position for funding. 
Being small islands often not eligible 
for global funding, they usually 
fall between the cracks. With the 
Overseas Territories holding 94% of 
the UK’s unique species, it is a huge 
responsibility to protect them, and  
the RSPB is determined to do all it  
can to help.

MORE STILL TO DO

The marine protection zone is 
great news and now we need to 
make sure the upcoming laws 
are well enforced and managed. 
There is plenty to do on land too. 
This summer, a team will be 
starting work on Gough Island 
World Heritage Site in the Tristan 
archipelago to eradicate invasive 
non-native house mice, which are 
responsible for the demise of 
2 million seabirds and eggs 
each year. 

Another project is planned to 
tackle invasive non-native brown 
scale insects and New Zealand 
flax. These are threatening 
Tristan’s only native tree species, 
Phylica arborea, with extinction 
and in turn the endangered endemic 

Did you know?
Tristan da Cunha 
is the world’s most 
remote inhabited 
island, more than 
2,000km from the 
nearest land.
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The Tristan albatross is Critically 
Endangered and threatened by 
non-native mice.

The Wilkin’s bunting is endemic 
to Tristan, but under threat from 
an invasive insect killing off fruit 
trees it feeds on.
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buntings that rely on fruit from the 
trees. I am privileged to be involved in 
work for such a small place but with 
such big ramifications. It’s the most 
amazing place I’ve ever been and I 
hope it will stay that way for many 
years to come.”

See Tristan da Cunha and some of its 
amazing wildlife in our short video on 
rspb.org.uk/tristanmarinezone
 

“New laws

to designate 

687,000km2 

around Tristan da

Cunha as a marine

protection zone 

should be passed 

later this year. ”
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Northern rockhopper 
penguins are 
charismatic, with their 
amazing eyebrows.
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rail is the smallest 
flightless bird in  
the world.  

http://rspb.org.uk/tristanmarinezone
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Species spotlight Species spotlight
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Females, which have brown upper wings, will 
only lay their eggs close to ant colonies.

Ants collect caterpillars and take them 
to their nest where they ‘milk’ them for a 
sugary liquid in return for protection.
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Silver-studded blues get their name from the reflective  
‘studs’ on the underside of their wings.
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Celebrating  
silver-studded blues
With their beautiful iridescent wings, silver-studded blues are a 
dazzling spectacle as they flit from flower to flower over heathland. 
But they are now a rare sight, having disappeared from 64% of their 
former haunts since 1974, as a result of habitat loss. 

RSPB South Stack on Anglesey  
is one of the strongholds for  
silver-studded blues in Wales and 
we’re determined to keep it that way. 
These butterflies prefer a mixture 
of bare ground and short and long 
vegetation for breeding and shelter, 
so we cut and graze the heath to keep 
it just right for them. And it’s working 
– the population is thriving here, 
with over 300 butterflies consistently 
recorded each year. 

Similar management is also paying 
dividends at RSPB Farnham Heath 
in Surrey, where the butterflies 
have spread to more areas of the 
reserve. Last year, over 100 were 
counted in one section of the 
reserve, where we had previously 
recorded a high of 35. Not bad, 
considering the whole site was a 
conifer plantation when we started.



The UK has lost more than half of its breeding 
swifts since 1995. Guy Anderson, the RSPB’s UK 
Migrants Recovery Programme Manager, tells 
us what the RSPB is doing to help them.
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SAVING
OUR SWIFTS

98% fewer seabird deaths in Namibia

WHY DO WE NEED  
TO HELP SWIFTS?

The UK lost 58% of its breeding 
population of swifts between 
1995 and 2018. It would be tragic 
if swifts were no longer a part 
of our summers, as they are the 
most phenomenal creatures.  
They spend 80% of their lives on 
the wing, usually only coming to 
land when nesting; they are  
sleek, aerodynamic flying and 
eating machines.

WHAT’S CAUSING  
THEIR DECLINE?

We don’t fully know. We do know 
that they can have problems 
finding suitable nest cavities in 
buildings. Swifts come back to the 
same nest site each year, so if a 
building has been demolished, or 
holes have been closed up, the 
birds might fail to breed that year.

Food could be an issue for swifts: 
the flying insects they eat could 
have been affected by changes 
in land management over the last 
century. A few years ago, we 
fitted small GPS tags to swifts 
in Belfast and found some were 

flying 40 miles a day to feed. 
Whether this is typical behaviour, 
we just don’t know. We need to 
do more research to find out.

WHAT IS THE RSPB 
DOING TO HELP?

We have a number of swift 
projects in cities across the 
UK to promote awareness of 
these magnificent birds, carry 
out research into declines and to 
ensure nest sites are available.  
As part of the Edinburgh Swift City 
Project, we plan to tag some swifts 
this year to find out more about 
where they go to feed. 

We talk to councils, planners, 
architects, roofers and builders 
to try to get the best outcome 
for swifts. Most are keen to help. 
We have also worked closely 
with Barratt Developments PLC, 
Manthorpe Building Products and 
other swift conservation partners 
to come up with a swift brick 
(below), essentially a disguised 
nestbox that can be built into the 
brickwork of new homes. Last 
year, we were delighted to get the 
first record of swifts successfully 
breeding in Manthorpe bricks. 
Barratt Developments PLC have 
now purchased more than 2,000 of 
these boxes.

IS THERE ANYTHING THE 
PUBLIC CAN DO?

We are encouraging everyone to 
log nesting swifts on our Swift 
Mapper website or app. Go to 
www.swiftmapper.org.uk to 

add records of 
swifts entering 

holes in buildings 
or groups of swifts 

flying fast at roof height, 
often screaming loudly, 

since this means they are 
breeding nearby. We need 

as many records as possible 
so that anyone with an interest 

in swift conservation can use the 
data to locate, and then protect, 
existing nest sites, and know 
where best to provide new ones 
(close to existing nests). You can 
also encourage swifts by putting 
up swift nestboxes, available from 
www.rspbshop.co.uk

WHAT ARE YOUR HOPES 
FOR THE FUTURE?

Thankfully, there is a growing 
army of individuals and volunteer 
groups – many co-ordinated by the 
Swifts Local Network – who want 
to help, as we cannot do it alone. 
We would like to understand 
better why swift numbers have 
gone down, including looking at 
numbers of insects. Ultimately, 
we would like to see the 
population trend reversing and 
numbers going up. There is no 
better signal of summer for me 
than swifts flying around. It would 
be a great loss if they were no 
longer here.
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This year marks 100 years since the Importation of 
Plumage (Prohibition) Act came into force, banning 
the import of feathers from birds such as egrets 
and birds of paradise that were used in the fashion 
industry. This was the culmination of work by the 
women who founded the original societies, which 
later became the RSPB.

Efforts to help save the field cricket 
from extinction in the UK have been 
successful, which was discovered 
when conservation work was cancelled 
because of the global pandemic.

As part of the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund Back from the Brink project, 
field crickets were released at RSPB 
Pulborough Brooks in West Sussex and 
RSPB Farnham Heath in Surrey. More 
were due to be translocated last year, 
but this work was put on hold.

Hard work by the RSPB and BirdLife 
International Albatross Task Force team  
has paid off, with a 98% 
reduction in seabird deaths 
in the Namibian demersal 
longline fishery.

Namibia’s hake fisheries 
were found to be among the world’s deadliest, 
with an estimated 30,000 birds being killed 
each year. This included threatened species 
such as the Atlantic yellow-nosed albatross 
and white-chinned petrel (right).

Members of the Albatross Task Force team 
have worked with the country’s fishing 
industry and fishing managers for over a 
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Speaking up for our wildlife
The RSPB has always campaigned on behalf of 
wildlife and the environment. You can add your 
voice to our latest campaign encouraging everyone 
to Revive Our World and push for legally binding 
targets to restore nature by 2030. Visit  
rspb.org.uk/ReviveOurWorld to find out more.

Swifts

Swift bricks provide safe nests

Field cricket translocations a success

decade to demonstrate ways to keep 
seabirds off baited fishing hooks. 

One simple device is to use 
bird-scaring lines, with 

colourful streamers 
towed behind the 
vessel that act as 

‘scarecrows’. In 2015, 
the Namibian Government brought in a law 
that meant seabird mitigation measures 
were essential on all vessels. 

We are delighted with the results, which 
follow on from the 99% reduction in albatross 

deaths at a trawl fishery in South Africa. We 
hope to replicate this success in fisheries in 

Argentina and Chile in the next couple of years.

Wardens carrying out fire and livestock 
checks at the two reserves heard 
field crickets singing last year. As field 
crickets have an annual life-cycle, this 
proved that they must be the offspring 
of ones released in previous years. 

There were fewer than 100 field crickets 
in the UK in the 1980s, all in one 
location. Now they are found in eight 
places across south-east England.  
We will continue to monitor numbers on 
our reserves.

http://www.swiftmapper.org.uk
http://www.rspbshop.co.uk
http://rspb.org.uk/ReviveOurWorld
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Around a third of our income comes from people who have decided to share  
their love of nature for future generations to enjoy, saving wildlife across  
the length and breadth of the UK (and beyond). Every legacy is truly valued and every 
single one matters to wildlife, meaning that we can further support and protect nature.

Thank you for requesting information about legacy giving. We hope you have 
everything you need, but should you have any further questions on how you can 
help secure a future for nature, please get in touch and your local adviser will be 
available to answer any queries.

YOUR LEGACY IS
NATURE’S FUTURE
The amazing work shown throughout the pages of this 
newsletter would not be possible without the support  
of people like you.

The RSPB is the UK’s largest nature conservation charity, inspiring everyone to give nature a home.  
The RSPB is a registered charity in England and Wales 207076, in Scotland SC037654.     
359-0416-20-21    Front cover: Atlantic yellow-nosed albatross by Andy Schofield (RSPB)rspb.org.uk
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Email: legacy.team@rspb.org.uk
Telephone: 01767 693276  Web: rspb.org.uk/legacy

http://rspb.org.uk
mailto:legacy.team%40rspb.org.uk?subject=
http://rspb.org.uk/legacy



