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Bringing  
nature back  
to the Lakes
• Learn to love vultures
• One million turtle doves saved
• Sniffing out subterranean seabirds
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Haweswater Haweswater

Return of the wild 
Bringing nature back to the Lake District

With its majestic fells, rushing 
streams and tranquil valleys, the 
rugged landscape of the Lake 
District is what many of us picture 
when we imagine ‘wild’ England. 
But take a closer look and things 
aren’t quite as wild as they seem. 
 
When the RSPB took on the tenancies 
of two farms, Naddle and Swindale, 
in 2012, centuries of intensive 
management, and overgrazing by sheep 
and deer, had left the land in a poor 
state. Pockets of rich ancient woodland 
were isolated, squelchy bogs had 
been drained dry and once-flourishing 
wildflower meadows were no longer 
havens for bees and butterflies.
 
So we set to work on a range of 
different projects designed to welcome 
nature back, protect homes from 
flooding, improve water quality and 
allow the landscape to lock away more 
carbon – all while making it an even 
more beautiful place to visit. 

‘REWIGGLING’ RIVERS  
AND REWETTING BOGS

One of our first tasks was to restore 
Swindale Beck, the river running 
through the valley, which had been 
straightened about 200 years ago, 
to increase the amount of farmland. 

While this made sense for the 
people living there at the time, who 
wanted water to move through the 
valley quickly, it had the unintended 
consequences of increasing flood 
risk to those living downstream and 
destroying habitat for wildlife. 

By restoring the river’s natural, wiggly 
channel, we slowed the flow of water, 
reducing flood risk and allowing gravel 
banks to form. Just a few months 
after work was completed, salmon 
returned to spawn on these banks,  
for the first time in centuries. 

Thanks to the removal of artificial rock 
walls, the ‘rewiggled’ river can now 
spill over onto its floodplain meadows 
during periods of high rainfall. This has 
contributed to reducing the flood risk 
downstream and allowed nectar-rich 
wildflowers like marsh marigold to 
thrive, supporting pollinators.  

As well as restoring the river, we 
worked with United Utilities, Natural 
England and Cumbria Wildlife Trust to 
block moorland drains across many 
hundreds of hectares, returning the  
blanket bog to its natural, soggy state. 
Not only has this encouraged  
peat-forming plants, like sphagnum 
moss to flourish, it has allowed the 
bog to act like a giant sponge, slowing 

and filtering the flow of water and 
locking away climate-warming carbon.

FORESTS OF THE FUTURE

Although Haweswater is home  
to important areas of ancient 
oak woodland, they are far less 
widespread than they used to be,  
as a result of many centuries of felling 
and grazing. That’s why we’ve been 
busy planting out tens of thousands 
of new saplings, grown in our own 
nursery, to expand the area of tree 
cover and create leafy corridors to 
allow wildlife to move more freely.  
As the trees grow, their roots will  
help to bind the soil, preventing 
erosion and in turn provide cleaner 
drinking water for people.

An important part of this planting 
project is the creation of our 
Celebration Wood, which sits adjacent 
to Naddle Forest. Here supporters 
can plant a tree to commemorate 
a special occasion or remember a 
loved one, while helping to restore 
the landscape. As the wood matures 
it will not only provide vital habitat for 
threatened species like red squirrels, 
pied flycatchers and redstarts, it will 
become a place for quiet reflection. 
If you would like to find out more 
about planting a tree here, please 

Reducing grazing  
and fencing off areas 
of the reserve has 
allowed mountain 
plants like wild  
thyme to recolonise.
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visit wildhaweswater.co.uk or call 
Bea Normington on 07719 078962. 
She will guide you in choosing the 
right tree for your preferred planting 
location from a selection of native 
species, including sessile oak, willow 
and rowan. She can also organise 
the creation of a pair of personalised 
ceramic tree markers – one to hang 
on your tree’s branches and the other 
to keep with you.

A VISION OF HOPE

Landscape restoration is 
a long and complicated 
process, but the last ten 
years of work at Haweswater 
show that by changing the way 
land is looked after, we can benefit  
not only wildlife, but people too.
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Dippers are thriving  
in Swindale Beck, 
thanks to its  
clean water and 
abundant insects.

Tucked away at the eastern edge of the Lake District National Park, RSPB 
Haweswater is being transformed. Together with landowner United Utilities  
we’re restoring a landscape of colourful wildflower meadows, meandering rivers, 
rich woodlands and healthy, wet bogs – with benefits for nature and people. 

Pied flycatchers 
fly from Africa to 
Haweswater’s 
ancient woodland  
to breed in spring.
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 Discover more of 
Haweswater’s story
In his new book Wild Fell, RSPB 
Haweswater’s Site Manager  
Lee Schofield shares his deeply 
personal account of the highs 
and lows of nature conservation 
in the Lake District. Available at 
rspbshop.co.uk.

Haweswater’s restored

woodland will provide 

a haven for threatened

red squirrels. 

http://wildhaweswater.co.uk
http://rspbshop.co.uk
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Learn to love 

vultures

Species spotlight

A conservation breeding programme has 
helped to bolster numbers of threatened 
species, including long-billed vultures. 

It’s safe to say that vultures don’t 
have the best of reputations. But 
these underrated and misunderstood 
birds perform a vital role as nature’s 
cleaners, clearing up the remains of 
animals that have died and helping  
to prevent the spread of disease. 

Just how important their role is became clear in 
the 1990s when vast numbers of vultures began 
dying in India, under mysterious circumstances. 
With nature’s waste disposal crews disappearing 
fast, dead cattle piled up, the number of feral  
dogs increased and with them came rabies.  
This left India facing health and environmental 
clean-up costs running into billions of dollars. 

And the problem wasn’t confined to India. Vultures 
were also vanishing from the skies of Bangladesh, 
Pakistan and Nepal. It’s estimated that a staggering 
40 million vultures were wiped out, including 
99.9% of white-rumped vultures.
 
In a bid to solve the mystery, the RSPB teamed up 
with other organisations and in 2003 there was a 
breakthrough. It was discovered that diclofenac, an 
anti-inflammatory drug used to treat livestock, was 
poisoning vultures that fed on their carcasses. As 
part of the Saving Asia’s Vultures from Extinction 
(SAVE) partnership, we then identified meloxicam, 
and later tolfenamic acid, as safe alternative drugs 
and called for an end to the use of diclofenac for 
livestock. In a historic move, India, Pakistan and 
Nepal agreed to a ban in 2006 and work is ongoing 
to identify and remove other drugs that may be 
toxic to vultures, to ensure they can feed in safety.  

With vulture numbers perilously low in the 
wild, the SAVE partnership set up a number of 
conservation breeding centres. But it wasn’t an 
option to simply release young birds back into an 
environment where diclofenac could still pose a 
threat. That’s why we’ve been working hard to 
establish huge diclofenac-free Vulture Safe Zones 
(VSZ), where vultures are not at risk of coming into
contact with toxic drugs. In December 2021, we 
were delighted to hear that the Gamdaki-Lumbini 
VSZ in Nepal had been declared the first fully safe 
area for vultures in Asia – a fantastic milestone. 

Thanks to years of effort, vulture numbers are now 
stabilising in India and recovering in Nepal, where 
captive-bred vultures successfully reared a chick 
for the first time in 2021. There’s still a long way to 
go, but with recent surveys revealing more chicks 
this year, the future looks bright for Asia’s vultures.
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Thanks to their huge wings, vultures are able 
to soar for hours on thermals using very little 
energy, as they search for prey below. 
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The world’s 23 species of vulture are split into  
two groups: Old World in Europe, Asia and 
Africa, and New World, like this king vulture, 
in the Americas. They aren’t closely related.
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Legacy and In Memoriam Adviser Amanda McQuat 
explains how she’s giving nature a home in her 
garden and reveals her favourite Birdwatch biscuit. 
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MEET THE 
LEGACY TEAM

Bitterns booming at Ouse Fen

HOW DID YOU COME TO 
WORK FOR THE RSPB?

I actually started out with a career 
in jewellery and silversmithing. 
But after working as a manager of 
a jewellery store, I decided that I 
wanted a job that would make a 
positive difference to the planet. 

I was an RSPB member and had 
always loved wildlife, so I decided 
to investigate what jobs were 
available and saw a Membership 
Area Manager post advertised.  
I’m a real people person, so I 
jumped at the chance to manage 
a team of membership recruiters 
and was lucky enough to land the 
job. After several years in the post 
I went off on maternity leave and 
when I returned I moved over to 
the wonderful Legacy Team as a 
Legacy and In Memoriam Adviser. 

WHAT DO YOU ENJOY 
MOST ABOUT YOUR JOB?

It’s so rewarding to be able to help 
people support a cause they, or 
their loved ones, care passionately 
about – people’s generosity is 
really inspiring. 

As a team, we’re really keen to 
show people the amazing work 
that their money will help to 
fund and so running events is a 
real highlight for me. During the 
pandemic these had to be virtual, 
but I’ll be hosting my first face-to-
face event soon and I can’t wait! 
It’s a great way to meet people 
and give them a behind-the-
scenes look at the places  
and wildlife they’re supporting.

WHAT’S YOUR  
EARLIEST MEMORY OF 
DISCOVERING NATURE?

I grew up in the countryside 
next to woodland and so I was 
surrounded by wildlife at a young 
age. We had all sorts of birds 
in the garden, as well as foxes, 
deer and hedgehogs. I was never 
afraid of spiders or bugs – in fact, 
I used to love playing with snails. 
My sisters and I used to compare 
their shells and decide which was 
the prettiest!  
 
DOES NATURE HELP  
YOUR WELLBEING?

Absolutely – especially when I’m 
working at home. I know I’m a 
much happier person if I get out 
into the fresh air and go for a 
walk during my lunch break. I’m 
very much a forest person and 
so being outside, in amongst the 
trees, is my happy place.    
 
HAVE YOU EVER HAD A 
‘WOW’ MOMENT WITH 
WILDLIFE?

One thing that really sticks in my 
mind is seeing my first golden 
eagle as a teenager, while 
out on a group hike for my 
Duke of Edinburgh Award. 
It was the perfect golden 
light of a summer evening 
and there it was, sitting on a  
post. When it spread its wings 
and flew off the whole bunch  
of us were just like, ‘Wow!’. 
 

WHICH RSPB PROJECT 
HAS INSPIRED YOU MOST? 

The RSPB has so many amazing 
projects across the world, but 
what I find most inspiring is the 
idea that all of us can give nature 
a home in our own patch. It’s 
something I’m really passionate 
about and so my garden is full of 
pollinator-friendly plants and we 
put out food and water for the 
birds. We even have hedgehog 
highways in our fences and a 
hedgehog house – now we’re just 
waiting for one to move in! 
The RSPB website has lots of 
helpful tips on making your garden 
wildlife friendly, so I’d encourage 
anyone interested to take a look:  
rspb.org.uk/yourdoorstep

WHAT’S YOUR FAVOURITE 
BISCUIT FOR DOING THE 
BIG GARDEN BIRDWATCH? 

Definitely a chocolate bourbon. 
There’s nothing better than 
dunking one in a cup of tea. It’s 
a pretty hardy biscuit too, which 
means I can be dunking and still 
watching the birds. Perfect!

News

Between 1995 and 2018, turtle dove numbers in the 
UK crashed by a staggering 95%. But an estimated 
one million turtle doves were saved in 2021, thanks 
to a one-year hunting ban across Spain, Portugal 
and France – countries that all UK turtle doves 
migrate through in spring and autumn. 

This breakthrough came after RSPB staff led the 
creation of an in-depth action plan for the recovery 
of turtle doves, which set out priority conservation 
needs, including an end to unsustainable hunting 
across Europe. We hope this is just the beginning 
and, together with our partners, we will be pressing 
for this ban to be extended. 

Halting hunting gives turtle doves much needed 
breathing space, but it’s not the complete solution 
to their declines. Once in the UK, turtle doves 

Surveying species is vital to help 
us understand how they are faring. 
But that task becomes much harder 
when the birds in question – Manx 
shearwaters and storm petrels – nest 
underground and come and go under 
the cover of darkness. 

So, a team of RSPB scientists decided to 
investigate whether dogs could sniff out 
subterranean seabirds. The team enlisted 
the help of Islay, a Golden Retriever, and 
Dewi, the resident sheepdog on our 
Ramsey Island reserve off the coast of 

Since 2001, the RSPB and Hanson UK  
have been working in partnership on a  
30-year restoration project to transform  
a quarry in the Cambridgeshire Fens into  
a vast wetland nature reserve.  

So far, we’ve created new wetland habitat 
across an area the size of 420 football  
pitches, and 130,000 reeds have been  
planted by hand, many by local volunteers. 
When it’s complete, Ouse Fen will be 
Britain’s biggest reedbed.

The site is already home to a huge array of 
wildlife including bearded tits, cranes, 
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One million turtle doves saved

Meet the team

Sniffing out subterranean seabirds

marsh harriers, water voles and otters. And we’re 
delighted to report that the resonant booms of 12 

male bitterns were heard echoing across the 
reserve during the breeding season in 2021. 
That’s more than the entire UK population in 

1997, when just 11 booming males remained. 

2021 also saw the opening of a new entrance 
to Ouse Fen, allowing visitors to explore an 
access-for-all path to a viewpoint and picnic area, 
as well as onward routes to new trails around 
the site. 

To discover more about Ouse Fen visit  
rspb.org.uk/ousefen

Pembrokeshire. After some rigorous, 
reward-based training the dogs were 
assessed, with encouraging results. 

Islay could pinpoint the precise location 
of a hidden storm petrel scent and tell 
the difference between storm petrel and 
Manx shearwater scents with 100% 
reliability. Dewi was also highly successful 
at finding shearwater nests (see photo).

It’s hoped that the study will encourage 
more research into the use of detection 
dogs in conservation. 
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Dewi in action on Ramsey

struggle to find food and safe places to nest, as a 
result of changes to farming practices. That’s why 
we have seven advisers working across turtle dove 
strongholds in East Anglia and South East England, 
helping hundreds of dedicated farmers and land 
owners to improve conditions for the birds. Only  
by tackling both issues simultaneously can we hope 
to secure a brighter future for turtle doves.

The successes we’ve achieved are  
only possible thanks to supporters 
like you, who not only help fund  
our work for turtle doves over  
the long term, but also – through 
sheer numbers – give us the 
political clout to influence policies 
across Europe. Together, we really 
are a stronger force for nature.
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http://rspb.org.uk/yourdoorstep
http://rspb.org.uk/ousefen
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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.     
359-0546-21-22    Front cover: Haweswater by Michael Conrad (shutterstock.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
mailto:legacy.team%40rspb.org.uk?subject=
http://rspb.org.uk/legacy

