
N
ature’s future

AUTUMN 2021

Restoring  
our precious  
peatlands
• Discover red-necked phalaropes
• Saving St Helena’s cloud forest
• Getting creative for kittiwakes

ALSO INSIDE



2

N
ature’s future A

utum
n 2

0
2

1

2

Peatlands

Protecting peatlands  
for wildlife, people  
and the planet 

Often overlooked and underrated, 
peatlands are incredibly special and 
fragile habitats. They form when 
layer upon layer of dead plants 
accumulate and partially decay in 
waterlogged conditions, trapping 
the carbon the plants had captured 
from the air while alive. Over time 
this creates rich, dark soil that looks 
a bit like a soggy chocolate cake.
 
Peat builds up incredibly slowly, at 
a rate of just 1mm a year. Some 
peatlands can be over 10 metres deep, 
which means that they began forming 
10,000 years ago – well before the 
Egyptians built the pyramids!

Peatlands cover a tiny fraction of the 
Earth’s surface and yet they store 
more than twice the amount of 
carbon as all of the world’s forests put 
together. As well as being vital carbon 
stores, they also provide homes for 
wildlife, including dunlins, mountain 
hares and large heath butterflies. 

PEATLANDS  
UNDER PRESSURE

Unfortunately, over the centuries 
humans have destroyed and degraded 
vast swathes of peatlands by draining 
them to make way for farming and 
forestry, and by extracting peat for 
use as compost. Overgrazing and 

burning have also left areas of peat 
exposed and vulnerable to drying out. 

As peat dries, it releases stored 
carbon back into the atmosphere, 
contributing to climate change, so 
when it comes to peatlands wetter 
really is better. 

HOPE FOR THE FUTURE

Thankfully, there is lots of work going 
on across the UK to restore peatland 
and create healthier habitats for wildlife, 
including a pioneering partnership 
project in Snowdonia (Eryri).

Back in 2017, we joined forces with 
the National Trust and the Ritchie 
family, who are tenants of Blaen 
y Coed farm, which lies within the 
Migneint Special Area of Conservation. 
The peatland here was in a pretty bad 
state, so the Ritchie brothers have 
blocked old drainage ditches and 
gullies, and created peat dams to allow 
water to accumulate and make the 
landscape soggy once again. 

Close monitoring of the habitat shows 
that it has improved dramatically since 
the work was completed. Pools are 
re-forming, and specialist bog plants 
such as sphagnum mosses, cotton 
grasses and sundews are thriving. 
The icing on the cake has been the 

Did you know?
Sphagnum moss is 
incredibly absorbent 
and was used as 
a wound dressing 
during the First  
World War. 
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Carnivorous sundew 
plants produce 
a sticky liquid to 
ensnare insects. 

Some of Wales’s rarest birds are making a comeback in 
Snowdonia, thanks to peatland restoration work that’s 
also helping to tackle climate change.



Peatlands

return of curlews and golden plovers 
– both species bred successfully on 
the farm in 2021, after an absence of 
more than 20 years. 

With their hauntingly evocative 
‘curlee-curlee-curlee’ calls, curlews  
are iconic birds of our uplands. But 
their numbers have plummeted by 
64% in the UK since 1970, and if the 
current rate of decline continues they 
could disappear from Wales within  
13 years. The success at Blaen y  
Coed offers real hope that, with the 
right support in place, curlews can 
make a comeback.  

David Smith, RSPB Cymru Senior 
Conservation Officer, said: “These 
successes show that working together 
towards a common goal of nature 
restoration really does work, and it’s 
been great to see how the Ritchie 
brothers have succeeded in combining 
conservation delivery efforts with the 
everyday task of running their farm 
business. It’s a brilliant story that we 
hope will inspire similar projects in  
the future.”
 
BENEFITS FOR PEOPLE

As well as benefiting wildlife and the 
climate, restoring peatlands can also 
have a hugely positive impact for 
people too.
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When in good condition, peatland 
acts as a giant mossy sponge, 
absorbing rainwater and helping to 
prevent flooding. It also helps to filter 
the rainwater, making it easier and 
cheaper to process at water treatment 
plants. Plus, the moisture stored in 
peat can help to lower the risk of 
damaging wild fires. 

It’s clear that healthy peatlands have 
a vital role to play in safeguarding 
species, protecting people and 
tackling climate change. That’s 
why, with international attention 
focused on the UK for the COP26 
climate conference, we’ve been calling 
on the government to lead by example 
and make restoring peatlands a priority.

HOW CAN YOU HELP 
PROTECT PEATLANDS?

One of the easiest ways you can help 
keep this precious, ancient habitat 
flourishing is by choosing peat-free 
compost. You can find out more  
about going peat free and add your 
name to our peat-free pledge at  
rspb.org.uk/peatpledge. 

UK governments are considering 
banning the sale of peat and the more 
people that support our campaign, the 
better chance we have of persuading 
them to follow through with a ban.

Thanks to peatland 

restoration, curlews

have successfully bred

at Blaen y Coed farm in

Snowdonia for the first

time since the 1990s
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Two pairs of 
golden plovers 
raised chicks  
at Blaen y Coed  
farm in 2021.
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http://rspb.org.uk/peatpledge


Role reversal: female phalaropes 
compete for nest sites, choose a mate 
and defend him against rival females. 
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Species spotlight

Discover  
red-necked phalaropes
Red-necked phalaropes are one of the UK’s 
rarest – and most unusual – birds. Smaller 
than a starling, these dinky little waders 
spend the summer breeding on Shetland and 
a few other Scottish islands. Their wintering 
grounds remained a mystery until a team of 
scientists from the RSPB, Swiss Ornithological 
Institute and Shetland Ringing Group, fitted 
several birds with tiny geolocators to track 
their journeys.

The results recovered from one bird’s tag were astonishing 
and revealed it had made a 16,000-mile round-trip across 
the Atlantic, down the eastern seaboard of the US, across  
the Caribbean and Mexico to the coast of Ecuador and Peru! 
A truly remarkable feat.

Once back in Scotland, red-necked phalaropes need the 
right conditions to breed successfully: open water pools 
to feed and display on; vegetation at the water’s edge for 
shelter; and grassland with tussocky patches where females 
can lay their eggs in safety. In a bid to make our nature 
reserves more phalarope-friendly, we’ve enlisted the help of 
cattle, who munch and trample the grass, creating tussocky 
habitat for the phalaropes to nest in. We’ve also used 
diggers to open up pools for the birds and create jagged, 
undulating edges where they can shelter and feed.  
On many of our Shetland reserves we’re also able to 
manage the water levels, ensuring that the conditions are 
perfect throughout the breeding season.

This management work is paying dividends, with the 
population of red-necked phalaropes on Shetland reaching 
record levels in 2020. Going forward, we’ll be introducing 
cattle to our Mires of Funzie reserve this autumn, to get the 
vegetation into better shape for phalaropes. We’ll also be 
continuing to offer advice and support to local landowners 
to help them make phalaropes welcome, in a bid to boost 
the population even further.

Red-necked phalaropes feed out in open 
water, swimming round and round in 
circles to stir up small invertebrates.

After the female lays her eggs the male 
incubates them and looks after the 
chicks once they hatch.
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Saving St Helena’s cloud forests

News

The wonderful Aardman Animations 
(of Wallace and Gromit fame) and 
Catsnake: The Story Agency have 
helped us to create a brand new  
TV advert raising awareness of leaving 
a gift in your Will to the RSPB. 

It follows one blue tit’s journey through 
time as it flies over a rapidly changing 
British landscape and we see through its 
eyes the impact humans are having on the 
world. We hope that the advert, voiced 
by Oscar-wining actor Jim Broadbent, 
will touch the hearts of people across the 
nation and boost support for our work to 
help nature and people thrive together.

You can watch it for yourself at  
rspb.org.uk/legacy

Coquet Island off the coast of 
Northumberland is a haven for 
seabirds. So much so, its colony  
of kittiwakes has increased to the  
point that natural nesting sites in  
the cliffs are now in short supply.

In a bid to boost the amount of available 
real estate we began laboriously carving 
out ledges in the cliffs in 2019 and by the 
next breeding season every single one 
was occupied. With the birds setting up 
home on the ledges faster than we could 

Far out in the Atlantic Ocean lies the UK Overseas 
Territory of St Helena, an island whose misty, 
mountainous forests are home to some of the 
world’s most unusual creatures. Luminous 
woodlice, blushing snails and giant daisies  
all call this place home – but it’s under threat. 

Over the centuries, people and livestock have 
chopped and munched their way through 
much of the native cloud forest and 
what little is left is fragmented 
and in poor condition. Not 
only is this bad news for 
the 250 endemic species 
that live there – and 
nowhere else in the 
world – it could spell 
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Don’t miss our new animated advert

Getting creative for kittiwakes

disaster for the drought-prone island’s population, 
who rely on the forest for 40% of their fresh water. 

Now, thanks to funding from the UK Government, 
we’re embarking on an ambitious partnership project 
to restore the island’s forests. Together with St 
Helena’s government, the local community and our 

partners, we will be creating new cloud forest 
and linking the remaining fragments, 
bringing this special habitat back to its 
former glory.  

Find out more at  
rspb.org.uk/st-helena 

carve new ones, we needed a new plan. 
And that’s where RSPB volunteer and 
blacksmith artist Stephen Lunn came in. 

With the help of the Coquet team, 
he designed bespoke stainless steel 
‘hammocks’ for the kittiwakes which 
could quickly and easily be installed into 
the cliffs. Thanks to his hard work the 
extra nesting ledges were in place in time 
for the 2021 breeding season and they 
went down a storm, with pairs quickly 
taking up residence and raising chicks. 

E
d Thorpe

Spiky yellow woodlice  
glow under UV light
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In our new feature we’ll be helping you get to know 
the RSPB’s Legacy Team. First up is Legacy and In 
Memoriam Adviser Shelley Robins, who reveals her 
most memorable wildlife encounter.

MEET THE 
LEGACY TEAM

HOW LONG HAVE YOU 
WORKED FOR THE RSPB?

I’ve actually worked for the RSPB 
for 12 years now, in a variety 
of different teams. I joined the 
Legacy Team about three years 
ago and haven’t looked back. As a 
legacy adviser I answer people’s 
questions about leaving a gift in 
their Will to the RSPB and help 
people who would like to give a 
gift in memory of a loved one.

WHAT DO YOU ENJOY 
MOST ABOUT YOUR JOB?

I love helping people and knowing 
that I can offer support, guidance 
and a listening ear at what is 
often a very emotive time, is very 
special. I’ve spoken to so many 
lovely people through this job 
and I’m always so grateful for the 
support we receive for the RSPB’s 
work. As a team we’re always 
happy to talk, so if you have any 
questions, or just fancy a chat to 
find out more, please give us a call.

DO YOU HAVE A FAVOURITE 
RSPB RESERVE?

That’s got to be Minsmere. It’s 
such a diverse reserve – I love 
being able to walk to the beach, 
explore the woodlands and watch 
wildlife on the wetlands all in one 

visit. It’s an incredibly special 
place that’s home to amazing 
wildlife, so I was really concerned 
to hear about the potential impact 
of the proposed new nuclear 
power station right next door. 

To keep up to date on the latest 
developments at Minsmere, visit 
rspb.org.uk/loveminsmere

WHAT’S YOUR MOST 
MEMORABLE WILDLIFE 
ENCOUNTER?

I’ll always remember pulling in to 
a beach-side car park on a family 
holiday in Scotland and spotting 
dolphins playing in the sea. It was 
so unexpected and my kids were 
so excited to see them. They 
sprinted out of the car to get a 
closer look! On a slightly more 
exotic trip to Australia I was also 
lucky enough to see a thorny devil 
mooching along the side of a road. 
They’re such strange, alien-looking 
lizards covered in spikes and they 
walk a bit like an AT-AT from Star 
Wars – really bizarre.

IF YOU COULD BE ANY 
BIRD, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

Definitely a white-tailed eagle. 
They’re just such beautiful, 
majestic birds. I’d love to see the 
world from their perspective, up 

there circling on the thermals. A 
few years ago I spent a couple of 
days volunteering at RSPB Loch 
Leven in Scotland and as part of 
that we recreated an eagle nest 
so that visitors could see just how 
big they are. I’m 5’4” and I could 
sit in it, it was so huge!  

WHICH RSPB PROJECT 
HAS INSPIRED YOU MOST? 

As a fan of white-tailed eagles, 
I’ve loved hearing about the 
success of the reintroduction 
project up in Scotland. It’s 
wonderful to know that these 
amazing birds are back and 
breeding again, after being 
persecuted to extinction. 
The Wallasea Island Wild Coast 
Project in Essex has been a real 
highlight too. It’s such an 
ambitious project that’s been 
going on for as long as I’ve been 
with the RSPB, so it’s been 
great to see how tonnes of earth 
taken from Crossrail tunnels in 
London have been used to create 
coastal habitat for wildlife. It’s a 
real testament to what we can 
achieve for nature if we  
work together.  

Meet the team

Getting creative for kittiwakes

Your exclusive invitation 
We’re hosting a virtual end of year celebration and we’d love you to join us. The event will be on  
14 December from 10.30–11.30am and will be hosted on Zoom. For details of how to register, please 
contact your local Legacy Adviser, email the team at legacy.team@rspb.org.uk or call 01767 669700.  
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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), and you are vital to that work.

Every legacy is truly valued and makes a real difference for wildlife. Whether looking  
after heathland, safeguarding our sealife, or simply hearing the dawn chorus on a  
spring morning is closest to your heart, as a legacy supporter you can be certain  
your gift will be in good hands.

On behalf of everyone at the RSPB, thank you so much for your support.  
If you have any questions about leaving a gift in your Will, please get in 
contact with us.

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.     
359-0193-21-22    Front cover: peatland pool at Forsinard Flows by Mark Hamblin (rspb-images.com)rspb.org.uk
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Email: legacy.team@rspb.org.uk
Telephone: 01767 669700  Web: rspb.org.uk/legacy

http://rspb.org.uk
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http://rspb.org.uk/legacy

