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Forgotten forests: 
discover the UK’s rainforests

• Get to know natterjack toads
• Saving turtle doves
• Rescued eggs given a second chance
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Explore Celtic rainforest  
at these RSPB reserves
•  Carngafallt, Ynys-hir and  

Lake Vyrnwy, Powys
•  Mawddach Valley, Gwynedd
•  Gwenffrwd-Dinas, 

Carmarthenshire
•  Haweswater, Cumbria
•  Wood of Cree,  

Dumfries and Galloway
•  Inversnaid, Stirlingshire
•  Glenborrodale, Highland
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Celtic rainforest Celtic rainforest

Discovering  
our forgotten forests 

RSPB ecologist Gareth Fisher has been working on woodlands for 
over a decade. Here he introduces one of the UK’s most mysterious  
and overlooked ecosystems.

When you think of a rainforest, 
the chances are you imagine 
somewhere hot and humid on the 
other side of the world, with trees 
like skyscrapers and colourful birds 
calling from the canopy. 

But there are rainforests much 
closer to home than you might 
think – and they’re even rarer 
than their tropical counterparts.

BEAUTIFUL AND DIVERSE

Found along the west side of the 
UK, damp and humid temperate 
woodlands – known as Celtic 
rainforests – once covered large areas 
of our landscape. But now far less 
remains, mostly in Scotland, Wales 
and parts of England.

These unique and verdant forests are 
made up of ancient oak, hazel, ash, 
birch and pine trees, often clinging to 
hillsides and ravines. High humidity 
and mild temperatures create the 
perfect conditions for moisture-loving 
lichens, mosses, liverworts, ferns and 
fungi to thrive, and everywhere you 
look they cloak the trees, creating 
miniature rainforests on their trunks 
and branches. 

Many are nationally and globally  
rare: some can’t be found anywhere 

else in the world. From witches’ 
whiskers to frilly lettuce, their names 
are as weird and wonderful as the 
organisms themselves! 

A HAVEN FOR WILDLIFE

As well as the wonderful variety of 
plant life, Celtic rainforests are home to 
an impressive array of other species. 
Migrant birds, including wood warblers 
and redstarts, fly thousands of miles 
from Africa every spring to raise a 
family in and around the forests, and 
other rare birds, like hawfinches and 
lesser spotted woodpeckers, can be 
seen flitting through the canopy. 

Mammals tend to be much harder 
to spot, with dormice sticking to the 
safety of low-growing shrubs, where 
they build their nests and sleep away 
the winter. Pine martens also call 
Scotland’s Celtic rainforests home, as 
well as some areas of Wales, thanks to 
a successful reintroduction project. 

RESTORING RAINFORESTS

Celtic rainforests are an important part 
of our natural heritage, but historically, 
large areas were cleared for timber 
and farming, leaving just fragmented 
pockets. Even what remains is 
under threat from invasive species, 
overgrazing and poor management.

Rhododendron is a particular problem 
in many areas. Introduced to the 
UK in Victorian times, it spreads 
rapidly, smothering native species. 
At reserves where rhododendron and 
other non-native species have taken 
hold, our staff and volunteers fight a 
constant battle to keep them in check. 

But it’s not just us humans that play 
a vital role in restoring rainforests – 
we’ve enlisted some hairier helpers 
too, in the form of sheep, cattle and 
ponies. At our reserves Coed-y-parc 
and Coed Garth Gell, Connor the 
Highland steer and two Highland 
cattle, known as “The Twins” act as 
lawnmowers, nibbling away at the 
vegetation to keep it under control. 
As they move around, their hooves 
disturb the ground, creating variety 
in the habitat structure. It’s a careful 
balance though – too many grazing 
animals would prevent the forest  
from regenerating. 

Did you know?
Named for its 
resemblance to 
human lungs, tree 
lungwort was used 
by Medieval doctors 
to treat respiratory 
problems. It is 
incredibly sensitive to 
pollution, and so its 
presence indicates 
good air quality.
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Pied flycatchers feast on caterpillars 
and other insects. 
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Holes in old and dead trees provide vital nesting 
sites for redstarts and pied flycatchers.

Dormice need areas of dense vegetation to 
snuggle into when they hibernate. 
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Though regeneration is 
vital to create the next 
generation of trees,  
you can have too much 
of a good thing. 

If too many saplings 
grow, they can begin to 
crowd veteran trees and 
shade light-loving lichens, 
so we clear “halos” 
around important trees, 
to allow them to thrive. 
This also keeps the 
habitat just the way that 
rare birds, such as pied  
flycatchers, like it.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

The future of Celtic rainforests – and the 
wildlife that call them home – depends 
on continued careful restoration and 
management. Going forward, we hope 
to expand and connect these isolated 
woodlands, creating corridors that allow 
wildlife to move between them. 

As well as managing our own 
reserves, we also work in partnership. 
In Wales, we’ve joined forces 
with other conservation 
organisations, including the 
Snowdonia National Park 
Authority and the Woodland 
Trust, on an exciting project 
to restore Celtic rainforests in 
four areas. By raising awareness 
of these special places, we hope to 
inspire the next generation to protect 
and enjoy them.
 

“Celtic rainforests 

are even rarer 

than their tropical 

counterparts ”
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Species spotlight Species spotlight
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Natterjacks are the loudest toads in Europe. 
Singing males can be heard a mile away!

Natterjacks lay their spawn in long strings, 
unlike common frogs which lay clumps.

The distinctive yellow stripe on their back 
distinguishes them from common toads.

Natterjack toadlets are the size of a thumbnail 
when they leave the pond where they hatched.
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Get to know 
natterjack toads
Natterjack toads are one of our rarest 
amphibians. They have declined 
significantly in the UK, due to the loss  
of coastal dunes, grazing marshes  
and sandy heaths where they breed.  
But thanks to careful management they 
are thriving at several of our reserves. 

Covid-19 restrictions limited monitoring 
work on our reserves this year, but luckily, 
our warden at Mersehead in Dumfries  
and Galloway lives on site and counted  
83 adult natterjacks in just one evening.  
At least 200 toadlets were also recorded 
at The Lodge in Bedfordshire.
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SAVING
TURTLE DOVES

Rescued eggs given second chance

WHAT’S SO SPECIAL 
ABOUT TURTLE DOVES?

Probably most famous as the 
second lover’s gift in the song The 
Twelve Days of Christmas, turtle 
doves have been an important 
part of our culture for thousands 
of years, often as a symbol of love 
and devotion. In Greek mythology 
turtle doves pulled the chariot of 
Aphrodite, the goddess of love, 
and they have inspired artists, 
poets and playwrights from 
Botticelli to Shakespeare.  

Weighing in at just 140g, on 
average, these diminutive birds 
are Europe’s only migratory 
species of dove. UK-breeding 
turtle doves spend the winter in 
West Africa, south of the Sahara 
in countries such as Senegal and 
Mali, before returning to the UK  
in spring.

WHY DO WE NEED  
TO HELP THEM?

The gentle purr of turtle doves 
was once an evocative sound of 
summer, but the UK population 
of these birds crashed by 98% 
between 1970 and 2018, giving 
them the unenviable title of the 
UK’s fastest declining bird.  

Losing turtle doves as breeding 
birds in the UK is a real possibility,  
but we’re determined not to let 
that happen. 

WHAT IS THE RSPB 
DOING FOR TURTLE 
DOVES IN THE UK?

In 2012, we joined forces with 
Pensthorpe Conservation Trust, 
Natural England and Fair to 
Nature, as part of Operation 
Turtle Dove, to improve the 
fortunes of these struggling birds. 

Research shows that a major 
cause of the population decline 
here in the UK is a shortage of 
suitable seed food during the 
breeding season. That’s why our 
turtle dove conservation advisers 
work with farmers, communities, 
landowners and volunteers in key 
“Turtle Dove Friendly Zones” in 
southern and eastern England, to 
ensure turtle doves have access 
to food and water, close to 
nesting habitat. 

As well as providing a specially 
designed seed mix that will 
ensure turtle doves have access 
to the right food plants, we also 
put out supplementary seed. This 
bridges the “hunger gap” for 
turtle doves between when they 
arrive in the UK in April and when 
their food plants start producing 
seed later in the season. 

In 2019, we increased the area 
of land within active 
Turtle Dove Friendly 
Zones by more than 
a quarter and 

more than doubled 
the number of 
supplementary feeding 
sites. And the good news is,  
it’s working! Camera trap images 
show turtle doves making the 
most of the buffet.
 
HOW ARE WE HELPING 
THEM OVERSEAS?

Our turtle doves spend at least 
seven months a year outside the 
UK, so to help them recover, we 
also need to tackle the threats 
they face on migration and on 
their wintering grounds. 

We fitted turtle doves with 
satellite tags in 2019 and tracking 
has revealed that all turtle doves 
breeding in north-west Europe, 
including the UK, migrate through 
France and Iberia. Other research 
clearly shows that they have 
been hunted in these areas at 
unsustainable levels in autumn. 

We are working with our partners 
to end this unsustainable hunting, 
and have produced a 10-year 
action plan to guide conservation 
work. We are already starting to 
see reduced levels of hunting 

in France and Iberia, and 
we hope that working in 

partnership both at home 
and abroad will help 
ensure these iconic birds 
will still be purring for 
many summers to come. 

News

After raiding the house of a suspected egg thief, police 
and RSPB officers found seven eggs in an incubator.

Flying turtle doves by D
avid Tipling, sitting turtle dove by Laurie C

am
pbell (both rspb-im

ages.com
)

Smaller than a moorhen and with 
a love of hiding in tall vegetation, 
corncrakes might not be the  
easiest birds to spot, but their 
unique “crex crex” call is a sure 
sign of their presence. Thanks to 
ongoing work to create the perfect 
habitat for these rare birds, we’re 
delighted that their distinctive call 
has been heard echoing across our 
reserve on Rathlin Island for the 
fifth year running. 

Corncrakes are one of Northern 
Ireland’s rarest birds, and as a result 
of habitat loss and agricultural changes 
their numbers have plummeted across 
the UK. 

Stone-curlews on the up 
With their knobbly knees and yellow-eyed stare, stone-curlews 
make for an unusual sight. Nesting on open farmland and 
heathland, they rely on camouflage to protect their eggs and 
chicks – which is great as a defence against predators, but less 
helpful in the face of an approaching tractor.

Having declined significantly, stone-curlews were in real trouble.  
But by working with farmers, landowners and volunteers to  
protect nests and establish suitable habitat, as part of the Wessex 
stone-curlew project, we’ve seen the population there recover to 
about 130 pairs at the last count in 2019, up from about 30 in the 
1980s. We’ve also seen similar success with our project to support 
stone-curlews in the Brecklands in Norfolk and Suffolk. 
 
And there’s more good news: at our Winterbourne Downs reserve, 
2020 has turned out to be the best year yet for stone-curlews, with 
seven confirmed nesting pairs and 15 young successfully fledging. 

While raiding the house of a 
suspected egg thief, police and  
RSPB Investigations officers  
found seven eggs in an incubator. 

To give the eggs the best chance of 
survival, we took them to a specialist 
nursery, where three golden plovers and 
one curlew successfully hatched. They 
have now been released into the wild 
and their chances of survival look good.

RSPB Investigations Officer,  
Howard Jones, said: “We’re  
delighted to see a happy end to  
this story. Thankfully very few  
egg collecting cases come to light 
these days, but finding live eggs,  
which have then gone on to hatch, 
is unprecedented.” 

A 63-year-old man remains under 
investigation over the incident.
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Grasping the nettle for corncrakes
After flying all the way from Africa in 
spring, corncrakes like to hunker down 
in tall vegetation to breed, and so 
RSPB staff and volunteers have been 
planting nettles – a favourite of these 
birds – at our reserve on Rathlin. 

Although monitoring has been  
difficult this year, because 
of Covid-19 restrictions, 
we know that corncrakes 
have returned once again. Going 
forward, our aim is to increase the 
size of our reserve on the island and 
double the area of suitable corncrake 
habitat over the coming years, to 
support a sustainable population of 
these birds for the future. 
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Turtle doves
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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.     
359-1268-19-20     Front cover: Celtic rainforest by Richard Bowler (rspb-images.com)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



