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FLOW COUNTRY PARTNERS

Warden Paul Turner shares 
what it’s been like on the 
reserves while the visitors 
have been away. 
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Long-tailed tits  
are among those 

using the nest 
boxes at RSPB 

Lake Vyrnwy 
(page 16).

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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Cazz Jones, Editor

Welcome to your Winter issue of Impact. It’s been a challenging year for 
everyone and that goes for the reserves and RSPB-supported projects 
too. The teams have continued to work tirelessly under really difficult 
circumstances to make sure the wildlife we care so much about has continued 
to get the support it so badly needs. 

In this issue, we bring you news of the first-ever World Albatross Day, 
which took place online, aimed at raising awareness of the threats faced by 
these endangered birds. We look back on 20 years of sustainable farming at 
Hope Farm, where a small change to land use has made a huge difference for 
wildlife. At Loch Lomond we catch up with the advancements in vegetation 
management that are helping to give nature a home on the reserve, and find 
out how to help our winter migratory birds too. 

Your support remains critical to the RSPB and our many partnerships.  
The harsh reality is that nature doesn’t stop for pandemics, so neither can we 
– with your help, we can continue to provide the amazing support we always 
have and, hopefully, always will. Thank you for continuing to believe in us, and 
nature’s recovery. I hope you enjoy the updates. 

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 and Slavonian grebes – are fighting global extinction. Look for the 

red stamp to find out how your support is helping to save Red-Listed species. For 
more information and to see the full list, visit rspb.org.uk and search for Red Alert.

FRIENDS OF THE LODGE

The show must go on
Alan Kell shares the realities of continuing to get vital 
work done on an RSPB reserve during a pandemic. 

Healthy heathland  
Even ahead of the planned introduction of ponies this 
spring, our heathland has never looked better. Species 
are responding to management, with a breeding pair of 
stonechats present for the past two years. Two Dartford 
warblers are currently wintering onsite. These are the 
first recorded birds of this species onsite in 16 years! RED 

ALERT

Adaptation  
At HQ, Covid-19 meant adapting 
and overcoming challenges 
so we could continue our 
vital conservation work. Most 
devastatingly of all, there’s been no 
sharing of tea and biscuits! But we’ve 
stayed upbeat for the love of nature that surrounds us. 

Winter felling  
The winter season has been 
dominated by birch removal to 
preserve the heathland. We use 
two techniques for this:

Cut and treat 
A contractor cuts the larger (6-9ft), 

denser blocks of birch with a mechanical 
clearing saw and treats the stumps with a herbicide to 
prevent regrowth and coppicing.

Tree poppers
Our staff and volunteers use these tools on smaller trees.  
They clamp onto the base and ‘pop’ the tree out with its 
roots. We used them for the first time last year, increasing 
the area we can cover. They remove the need for herbicide, 
making it a more environmentally friendly technique and one 
that we will transition to completely in the near future. 

Normally, I work as part of the 
reserve team on the Forsinard 
Flows nature reserve; surveying 

beautiful red-throated divers and counting 
golden plover and dunlin. Roving across the 
vast expanse of the peatlands; negotiating 
intricate pool systems buzzing with insects. 
None of that happened last year.

With most of our team in the far north on 
furlough, I found myself responsible for the 
essential maintenance and checks on three 
very different RSPB reserves. 

In addition to Forsinard Flows, I also 
adopted our Dunnet Head and Broubster 
Leans reserves. Dunnet Head is the most 
northerly point on the UK mainland and an 
amazing location to see breeding seabirds 
during the summer, while Broubster 
Leans is a complex mosaic of grassland, 
heathland, moorland and wetland habitats. 

A welcome relief from working from 
home, I felt privileged to have access to 
such beautiful natural locations and to be 
the only person witnessing the spectacular 
wildlife: puffins on the sea cliffs at Dunnet 
Head, breeding lapwings at Broubster and 
sky-dancing harriers at Forsinard. While 
the pandemic imposed extreme limitations 
on our ability to survey and monitor these 

species, it was heart-warming to see nature 
carry on regardless. 

With an easing of restrictions in late 
summer/early autumn, our team returned 
and we prepared to continue our ongoing 
peatland restoration programme. We 
started the final two phases in our current 
Long Term Forest Plan (LTFP) and secured 
Peatland Action (PA) funding for deep 
mulching, hydrological works, regeneration 
control and a brash-chipping trial. 

As difficult as 2020 often was, we look 
forward to 2021 with a renewed sense of 
purpose and enthusiasm.

Paul Turner at 
Dunnet Head.

Sky-dancing harriers.

Nature  
continues 

Dartford 
warbler
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GUARDIANS OF SHERWOOD

RSPB LOCH LOMOND

Work has been under way to 
improve some of the heathland 
habitat at Budby – part of the 

Sherwood site – to encourage rare and 
specialist wildlife. The Baring All At Budby 
(BAAB) project includes adding some 
lovely features, like an insect amphitheatre. 

Insect amphitheatres are a concentrated 
patch of bare earth with a range of 
features. They create an open space,  
with a curved bank around one side.  
The vertical and horizontal bare earth and 
south-facing slopes create a wider range 
of niches for burrowing invertebrates – 
gathering an orchestra of insect sounds. 

Exposed, sandy soil is a vital element 
of heathlands because it supports a wide 
range of invertebrates that like to burrow 
into sandy soil to make their nests.  

RSPB Scotland Loch Lomond is 
one of the sites benefiting from 
the LIFE 100% for Nature project, 

funded by the LIFE Programme of the 
European Union. The principle behind it 
is to enhance and restore protected areas 
back to a favourable condition for wildlife 
and habitats. At RSPB Loch Lomond, 
the focus is on the habitats for one of 
the most important species on site – 
wintering Greenland white-fronted geese. 
The reserve supports an internationally 
important population of around 300 birds. 

The geese spend a large proportion of 
their time feeding on nearby farmland, 
which is not subject to any protection, P
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Baring all at Budby 

Making 
tracks 

Heathland improvements and a new ‘insect 
amphitheatre’ are doing wonders for wildlife at Budby. 
Lucy Hodson tells us what all the buzz is about. 

New equipment will help us 
support wintering Greenland 
white-fronted geese, reports 
site manager Paula Baker.

Many of the reserve’s footpaths 
were stripped of the nutrient-rich top 
layer of soil, exposing the compact,  
sandy substrate underneath.  
The hope is this bare earth  
will now be maintained by  
visitors’ footsteps.

The project also included 
improvements to grazing 
infrastructure on the reserve, so 
traditional management using English 
longhorn cattle could continue.  
The cows graze the heath and stop 
encroachment of some plants that 
would out-compete heathland 
species. By maintaining a diverse 
sward structure, ground-nesting 
birds like nightjars and woodlark  
can find suitable places to nest. 

so creating and improving feeding and 
roosting areas on the reserve is key to 
providing the best conditions for them.

This is made challenging by the reserve 
being very wet and clay-rich, so most 
normal machinery can’t access the areas 
that require management when it is 
needed. The LIFE project has allowed 
us to purchase a tractor with specialist 
‘Soucy’ tracks, with a fraction of the 
ground pressure. Over the next five or 
more years, we will be completing an 
annual programme of cutting and removing 
vegetation from large areas of the site. 

The project would not be possible 
without our supporters, so thank you!  
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Why is vegetation 
management  
so important?   
Greenland white-fronted geese like 
one of two things: highly managed, 
fertilised grassland, or a mixture of soft 
rush coverage, wet pools, grasses and 
sedges. The latter is more beneficial for 
a wider array of wildlife, so this is what 
we are creating at Loch Lomond.  
In some places this type of habitat 
already exists but requires regular 
management. Elsewhere, more 
intensive work is needed. The new 
equipment allows us to do both.  
Much of what we do for geese will also 
benefit breeding waders – who look for 
a range of plant heights, 
muddy edges 
and wet pools 
– so redshank, 
lapwing and 
snipe are also 
likely to 
benefit.

WHO’S WHO?   
Meet three of the 

rare species we’re 
protecting at Budby.   

Nightjars   
Ground-nesting 
birds with amazing 

camouflage. Nightjars 
are nocturnal and make 
an eerie churring  

noise at night. 

Black oil beetle 
A huge, black  
beetle with a  

violet iridescence.  
It’s kleptoparasitic 

(steals the food) of 
solitary bees like  
ashy mining bees.

Woodlark  
A ground-nesting 
bird with a  

beautiful song.

A tractor with special 
‘Soucy’ tracks.

an effect on Coquet’s residents. However, 
seabirds are amazingly resilient and despite 
productivity for some not matching previous 
seasons, they still did pretty well.

The end of 2020 marked the final year 
of the EU-funded Roseate Tern LIFE 
Programme. Our rosys have once again 
broken the population record since the 
RSPB took over management. This season 
130 pairs nested, beating last year’s 122. 
However, the unsettled weather impacted 
the birds and, sadly, we lost half of the ‘B’ 
chicks (the second chick to hatch). Despite 
this, the nest boxes helped during the wild 
conditions and 122 chicks fledged.

Battling the elements
As for the other species, the weather 
was against us yet again. Eiders struggled 
for another season, with low numbers of 
nesting females and bad weather coming  

at the worst time, decimating  
duckling crèches. 

Arctic and common 
terns also struggled in 

the unsettled weather, 
resulting in relatively low 
productivities. The impact 
of the weather on these 
other tern species highlights 
the importance of the nest 

boxes for the roseates, which 
give youngsters much more 

protection from the elements.
Sandwich terns appeared to fair 

better, possibly due to being a larger 
species with differing foraging habits – 

2020 marked the 50th anniversary of 
the RSPB taking over management 
of Coquet Island. It’s amazing to 

think what has been achieved, with species 
now nesting on the island which never had 
before, and others increasing in number. 

Coquet Island has been a sanctuary 
for seabirds since 1926, when the 
RSPB offered the lighthouse keeper an 
honorarium of £25 to restrict landings and 
protect nesting eiders from local sailors and 
fishermen, who used to take their eggs. 
From those early days, when there were 
only a few hundred terns and eider ducks 
and a handful of puffins, and the wardens 
slept in sheds, the island now supports over 
70,000 nesting seabirds each year. 
In 1990 the light became automated 
and the landowner, the Duke of 
Northumberland, offered our wardens 
accommodation in the lighthouse. 

A rosy future
More recently, the bad 
weather here last summer 
had 

1,669 pairs nested this year and we saw 
large numbers of youngsters fledging from 
the colony onto Coquet’s beach.

On the up
Back to the good news: kittiwakes were 
also record-breakers, with the highest 
population ever recorded. They are more 
commonly associated with the taller cliffs of 
the nearby Farne Islands, but an impressive  
453 kittiwakes nested on the island this 
season. The first pair only nested here in 
1991! Kittiwakes have increased so much 
they have run out of nesting ledges.  
The wardens are creating new ledges by 
chiselling into the cliff face and a volunteer 
blacksmith is making stainless-steel ledges 
to set into the cliff – amazing innovation!

Fulmars deserve a mention as, despite 
being the least numerous nesting seabird 
on the island, an impressive 61 pairs nested 
this season – significantly up on last year. 

And finally, puffin numbers appeared 
very healthy. Puffins now number some 
25,000 pairs, nesting in burrows excavated 
in the soft sandy soil. We also helped Puffin 
Books (the children’s imprint of Penguin 
Books) to celebrate their 80th anniversary 
by creating our very own ‘puffin library’.  
It quickly became a favourite perching point 
for the birds, who are always drawn to 
higher areas from which to scan the seas.
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FRIENDS OF COQUET ISLAND  

David Kinchin-Smith brings us an 
update on our 50th anniversary year 
and looks back on what we’ve 
achieved in the last half-century. 

Kittiwakes

Residents embrace 
a new ‘puffin library’ 
celebrating 80 years 

of Puffin Books. 

➜ FIND OUT MORE
Visit rspb.org.uk and search for  
‘Friends of Coquet Island’.

For every season RED 
ALERT

Another 
great year 

for our rosys

Greenland white-fronted goose
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We hear about a green recovery, but what about a blue one? 
Maximising carbon storage, restoring habitat and biodiversity 
are essential, but we also need to stop unsustainable 
fishing, including bycatch, to see a true blue recovery. 
Rory Crawford and Ruby Temple-Long tell us 
about a new report that has set out to do just that. 

U   nsustainable fishing is a major 
driver of biodiversity loss across 
the globe. A wide variety of 

species, including sharks, seabirds, 
marine mammals and sea turtles,  
are highly susceptible to bycatch in  
most forms of commercial fishing.  
Many are already highly threatened,  
with bycatch posing an extinction risk  
for several species.

A new report that assesses the risk 
of bycatch in the supermarket ASDA’s 
supply chain has identified the fisheries 
that pose the greatest risk to non-target 
animals, and suggests ways to minimise 
the risk to marine wildlife. 

At the request of ASDA, and 
conducted by the Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership, RSPB/Birdlife International 
and Whale and Dolphin Conservation, 
the study reveals risks associated with 
some of the most popular seafoods in 
the UK, including tuna, cod and haddock. 

The report used available information 
to determine the 

riskiest fisheries 

Into the 
BLUE

by looking at the conservation 
status and diversity of bycaught 
species, the rate (or intensity) of 
bycatch and the geographical extent of 
this. For seabirds, the riskiest fisheries 
identified were cod and haddock gillnets 
in Iceland and Norway, salmon caught 
with gillnets in Alaska and albacore tuna 
longlined by Korean vessels.

Sea to plate 
We all want to know more about the 
food we eat, so we can make decisions 
that represent our values. The study 
shows there is still much to be done 
to tackle the capture of seabirds by 
fisheries – whether that’s albatrosses 
soaring over distant oceans or 
guillemots and fulmars plunging into 
uncertain seas closer to home. 
Happily, there are solutions to this             
problem for minimal cost. 

We hope this study results in better 

*According to the Sea Fish Industry Authority (Seafish)

uptake and improved 
monitoring of fisheries 

– so the more retailers that 
participate in a similar process, the 
greater the potential impact.

Overall, the fisheries we looked at  
are very poorly monitored in spite of 
both the risks to vulnerable species and 
the fact that some have been certified  
as sustainable. 

We are therefore calling for substantial 
scaling up of the observer effort in  
these fleets, alongside the introduction 
of measures to reduce bycatch.  
The next step is to work with ASDA  
to discuss how they might go back  
to their suppliers and address these 
issues directly.

In the report, we made recommendations 
about stepping up monitoring in the 
fisheries we looked at. Here’s a summary 
of what we’d like to see to cut bycatch.  

● All retailers should systematically 
assess their seafood supply chains  
for risks to ETP species, including 
certified products.

● Require vastly improved monitoring 
of fisheries that pose risks to vulnerable 
bycaught species. 

● Change fishing equipment or 
techniques such as avoiding certain 
baits and adopting other measures  
to avoid catching ETP species. 

Our recommendations 

SEALIFE GUARDIANS

£4bn 
Changes to shopping 

habits caused by 
Covid-19 saw UK 

seafood sales soar to 
£4bn in 12 months 
from June 2019–

June 2020.*

97% 
of UK 

shoppers buy 
seafood.* 

Razorbills are among the 
seabirds that are caught and 
drowned by fishing nets.
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The Fisheries Act
Setting out the framework for  
future fisheries management 
across the UK, the Fisheries Act is 
a once-in-a-generation opportunity 
to achieve real and lasting change 
for our seas. To help maintain 
and restore healthy populations 
of seabirds and other marine 
wildlife, the RSPB is calling on all 
governments to tackle bycatch by:

● Improving monitoring, with 
cameras on vessels to fully 
document fisheries.

● Supporting methods that 
minimise damage to habitats and 
bycatch of vulnerable species.

● Investing in regulations and 
funding, to accelerate a shift to 
lower impact fishing including 
development and trials of seabird 
bycatch mitigation measures.

● Delivering a complete network 
of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
with effective management and 
monitoring, including protection  
of foraging grounds. 

SEABIRD BYCATCH IN THE UK  

“There is much to be done to tackle the 
capture of seabirds – whether that’s 

albatrosses soaring over distant oceans 
or guillemots and fulmars plunging into 

uncertain seas closer to home.”

A wide range of sealife is at risk from 
bycatch – and not just the obvious 
species that you might expect. 

Northern fulmar 
An estimated 2,200–

9,100 are killed in  
UK waters every  
year as a result of 
longline bycatch. 

Guillemots
Thousands are 

estimated to be killed 
annually in gillnet 

fisheries around  
the UK.

Leatherback 
turtles 
Longlines are a major 

threat to sea turtles 
like leatherbacks. Some 

simple measures, 
such as switching to 
fish bait instead of 
squid bait and using 
circle hooks, would 
substantially reduce 

bycatch and increase 
survival rates for 

turtles that are caught. 

Blue sharks  
Up to a quarter 
of the total catch 
in some longline 
tuna and swordfish 

fisheries are sharks 
– blue sharks are 

frequently the victims 
in North Atlantic 

swordfish fisheries. 

North Atlantic 
right whale   
On the cusp of 

extinction, these 
whales get entangled 

in lobster- and crab-pot 
rope lines off the 

coast of Atlantic 
Canada and the 
USA.
 
Harbour 

porpoises   
An estimated 4,000 

annual fatalities occur in 
north-east Atlantic gillnets.

Unusual suspects
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The fisheries identified in the report were not in the UK, but bycatch is one of 
the top three threats that seabirds face globally, and other
studies indicate a seabird bycatch problem in the UK too. The report 
demonstrates retailers championing the need for sustainable fisheries,  
emphasises the need for transparency, and raises awareness.  

➜ FIND OUT MORE
Read the full report here:  
bit.ly/ASDA_bycatch_report



 FRIENDS OF THE ALBATROSS  FRIENDS OF ABERNETHY

Last June the first-ever World Albatross Day (WAD) was 
celebrated in response to a declaration of crisis made by 
ACAP (Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses 

and Petrels), due to continuing declines in albatross numbers. 
The team created a buzz on social media for WAD2020, 

which was held online due to Covid-19. The focus was the 
different threats albatrosses and petrels can face, both at 
sea and on their breeding islands, including from introduced 
rodents, cats and pigs. It also recognised ongoing efforts to 
eliminate the introduced mouse that kills breeding albatrosses 
and their chicks on Gough Island and Midway Island.

WAD attendees were treated to a live Q&A with some of 
the world’s leading experts in albatross conservation (you 
can watch the event on the Albatross Task Force’s YouTube 
channel.) Questions ranged from how to prevent seabird 

bycatch, to what everyone’s 
favourite albatross is.  

The experts – from 
Albatross Task Force, RSPB, 
BirdLife International, British 
Antarctic Survey and the 
fishing industry – explained 
some of the biggest threats 
facing almost all 22 species. 
They discussed studies 
to further understand 
population patterns and 
movements and, importantly, 
what we can all do to help 
one of the most endangered 
groups of birds in the world.

The albatross will 
have its day 

No 
smoke 
without 
fire  

Alan Munro reports on the first World 
Albatross Day, to celebrate these birds and 
raise awareness of the threats they face. 

Last year’s visitor season was like no other. The onset of 
Covid-19 meant the opening of the newly refurbished 
Loch Garten Nature Centre was put on hold. While the 

nation battened down the hatches and some of the team was 
furloughed, the rest of the visitor-facing team was confronted 
with a new challenge – the dreaded disposable barbeque!  
But this turned out to be an opportunity. 

The Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC) enshrines the 
right to responsible access to our countryside, but with a lack of 
feet on the ground, our reserve and the wildlife which depends 
on it were at higher risk. In response to an influx of visitors – 
who, understandably, wanted to spend some much-needed 
time in nature – our visitor team morphed into mobile rangers, 
carrying out up to three patrols a day. Primarily to prevent 
wildfires started by barbecues or campfires, the patrols enabled 
us to keep an eye on our busiest areas and chat with members 
of the public to encourage responsible behaviour. 

It turned out to be a positive experience that showed 99% of 
people visiting wanted to do so responsibly, and were simply 
grateful to be able to enjoy such a beautiful reserve. 

WHAT’S NEXT?  
 
We’re setting our sights 
on seabird bycatch 

With all our target fisheries 
now legally requiring the 
use of bycatch mitigation 
measures, the Albatross 
Task Force is focused on 
making sure the regulations 
stick. That means training 
fisheries observers and 
inspectors, trouble-shooting 
implementation with the 
industry, and ensuring that 
seabird bycatch is as integral 
to fisheries management  
as keeping track of target 
fish stocks.

Protecting 
nature
From May to October the 
team collectively walked 1,100 
miles, put out more than 40 
barbecues and campfires 
and spoke to 800 campers.             
Here are the top five ways to 
enjoy the reserve responsibly (when 
Covid-19 restrictions allow visits)...

1. No fires or barbecues. Under the SOAC these are not 
permitted in forests or on peat soils. We have lots of both!

2. Keep to the paths. From 1 April–15 August, dogs should 
be on a lead to avoid disturbing ground-nesting birds.

3. Photograph responsibly. Please don’t damage trees to 
make artificial sets for birds, or use peanut butter or net bags. 

4. Park in designated areas. The two car parks are large and 
convenient. Parking on the verge risks damaging habitats.

5. Take your litter home. Nature is beautiful – let’s keep it 
that way. Leave only footsteps and take your litter with you. 
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 FRIENDS OF RAMSEY ISLAND

This shy bird is becoming ever rarer, but the team at Sherwood Forest 
are determined to help them thrive once more. By Helen Moffat.

A public call for help has led to the successful rescue of 
grounded Manx shearwater fledglings. Site manager Greg Morgan explains.  

For the past few years, we have run 
a public awareness campaign (with 
our friends at the Wildlife Trust of 

South and West Wales) to encourage 
the public to look out for grounded Manx 
shearwater fledglings in September. 

Manx shearwaters fledge from the 
islands at night and are attracted inland 
by artificial light pollution. We have had a 
fantastic response from the public to be 
on the look-out for them, with hundreds 
of birds being picked up and successfully 

➜ FIND OUT MORE
Keep up to date on Twitter @RSPBRamsey 

re-released by our team of volunteers on 
the mainland. These are birds which would 
otherwise have died. 

Pembrokeshire is home to more than 
50% of the world’s population of Manx 
shearwaters, yet most locals have no idea 
what they are, due to the birds’ mysterious 
nocturnal lives. This campaign has been 
a valuable educational tool and next year 
we hope to do more, such as encouraging 
coastal areas nearest the colonies to dim 
their lights during fledging time. 

Fledgling SOS Adult Manx 
shearwater

Ramsey 
Island 
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Guided by  
the light
Why do fledglings  
get stranded? 
Fledglings leave their burrows under 
cover of darkness and head to the sea. 
To begin their journey to South America, 
they orientate by heading towards the 

horizon as it is relatively lighter than the 
surrounding area. However, human-made 
light pollution now means the mainland is 
often the brightest object around, so some 
birds get disorientated and head inland 
instead. Once inland and grounded, they 
are unlikely to be able to take off again 
(they need to climb a vantage point due to 
their long wings and feet set far back on 
their body) so without help they will either 
starve or fall victim to cars or predators.

Fledglings fly towards 
lights on the mainland 

instead of out to sea.

How can you help? 
We ask the public to look out for stranded 
shearwaters every year in September – 
they are mainly in Pembrokeshire, but we 
also get a few birds further afield in Wales. 
Keep an eye out for updates on Twitter  
and posters near you about how to let  
us know if you see any. 

RED 
ALERT

➜ FIND OUT MORE
To save an albatross, go to:
bit.ly/how-to-save-an-
albatross 
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It’s been an interesting year for Hope Farm – we celebrated 20 years of 
operating as a wildlife-friendly farm, while talk of a green recovery and 
farmland biodiversity came to the fore in light of a global pandemic. 
Georgina Bray explains how we plan to lead by example in 2021. 

Even within the boundaries of a  
farm in South Cambridgeshire,  
we are noticing the effects of 

climate change and biodiversity loss on 
our ability to produce food, and the need 
to do everything we can to help stop – and 
reverse – these changes. 

At Hope Farm our winters are getting 
warmer and wetter, resulting in higher 
flood risk, while our ability to establish 
crops and rely on hard frosts to help 
control pests and disease has reduced. 

Meanwhile, summers are drier and 
hotter, meaning that in the spring, drought 
is also an increasing concern. The methods 
of farming that have worked well over 
the last 50 years are struggling at times, 
with resistance of troublesome pests and 
disease on the rise. New chemicals that 
work on these pests may still wipe out 
beneficial pollinators and predators.  
We are potentially at a breaking point, but 
thankfully there are positive solutions. 

                                                            
Reap what you sow 
The work we have undertaken at Hope 
Farm in the last 20 years demonstrates 
the huge potential benefits for wildlife 
through making relatively small changes – 
such as taking only 10% of the land out of 
production and putting it to conservation 
purposes. Profits have remained stable 
from our cropping, but the changes to 
wildlife have been staggering. 

This is not just something that is put into 
practice at Hope Farm, but on many other 
farms across the country as well.  

As a result of taking marginal areas of 
land out of a cropping rotation and into 
conservation habitat management, the 
average number of butterflies skyrocketed 
by over 400%, winter farmland bird 

HOPE FARM

Hope for the future of

FARMING
numbers increased by a huge 1,500%,  
and breeding birds are up by 150%. 

Bumblebee numbers are 19 times higher 
at Hope Farm than at a nearby farm that 
doesn’t have the same environmental 
measures in place.  

All this shows the benefits for 
biodiversity that wildlife-friendly farmers 
across the country can bring about, and 
that the effect on profitability can, at 
worst, be neutral. 

This is the key message we need to 
take to policy: to show what a difference a 
small area of land can make for biodiversity 
across farmland.

Not only that, but that these habitats can 
also provide a safe refuge for beneficial 
biodiversity to help grow crops, to provide 
buffers against the risks of floods and 
soil loss, and to provide opportunities to 
sequester carbon in our soils.

Getting our hands dirty 
While Hope Farm shows that you can 
achieve massive on-farm benefits by 
taking just a small area of land out of 
production, we are also investigating ways 
to work with nature within the cropped 
area too, and so are others. 

This means planting more wildflower 
corridors, designed specifically to promote 
parasitoid wasps, ground predatory 

beetles, hoverflies and other beneficial 
species. These may help to control certain 
species of flea beetles, aphids, slugs and 
weevils that pose a threat to the crop.

We are adding organic matter to the 
soils, where our trials have increased 
organic matter by 1% over five years. 
Cutting out insecticide should help us 
to allow beneficial species to thrive, 
and control insect pests, improving the 
ecosystem balance, rather than relying  
on chemicals that may damage non- 
target species. 

Use of other practices like growing cover 
crops rather than leaving fields fallow over 
winter will help to improve soil health, 
which will also reduce our carbon footprint. 
Our findings so far also suggest that they 
could be good for invertebrates and birdlife 
with carefully considered plant mixes  
and cultivations. 

All of these practices are changes that,  
if made correctly, and supported by 
scientific research, will help to improve  
the sustainability of farming. We might  
be facing a breaking point, but it could also 
be a positive turning point in the future  
of farming. 

“This is the key message we need to 
take to policy: to show what a difference 
a small area of land can make for 
biodiversity across farmland.”

STAY ON TARGET 
Agricultural policies are changing, and we sit at a crossroads. The money that 
has, to date, helped to stabilise farm businesses is changing so it will no longer 
support the status quo, which is a good thing. However, farm businesses still 
need our support to look after the land and produce food in a sustainable way. 
Policy has been driving farming towards a high-input system that doesn’t account 
as it should for its environmental consequences, but we could reverse this so 
farmers are able to assist in biodiversity recovery, and enhance our environment, 
which can in turn help in producing food. Nature and farming are interlinked, 
and we need a policy that recognises that. In the UK, 75% of land is farmed, 
so supporting farmers to help nature recover is going to be a massive step in 
achieving biodiversity targets.

The Farmland 
Bird Indicator
In 1999, the government set a target 
of reversing the decline in farmland 
birds by 2020. This is measured by the 
collective population trend of the 19 
bird species that are most dependent 
on farmland in the UK – known as the 
Farmland Bird Indicator (FBI). 
Since 2000, we have seen a steady 
rise in numbers of arable farmland 
birds breeding at Hope Farm, including 
the goldfinch (pictured). In January 
2016 we recorded 2,933 
birds of 48 species, 
compared to 
534 birds of 
30 species 
in January 
2001. 
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19 times 
more 

bumblebees

1,500% 
more winter 

farmland birds400% 
more 

butterflies

150% 
more breeding 

birds

Yellowhammers at Hope Farm return to 
the hedgerow after feeding.  

Inset from left: yellow wagtail, red-
tailed bumblebee, red admiral butterfly, 

reed bunting. 

➜ FIND OUT MORE
bit.ly/hope-farm-sustainability
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T  he area around Gola Rainforest 
National Park in Sierra Leone is home 
to Timneh parrots, pygmy hippos, 

Western chimpanzees and much more.  
The RSPB and our partners, particularly Gola 
Rainforest Conservation, work with cocoa 
farmers there to help them improve their 
yields whilst growing their crop as part of 

an agroforest system, 
retaining canopy 

trees to provide 
shade. 

This 
cash 
crop 
can 

reduce the need for farmers to remove 
forest just to make a living. It helps both 
endangered birds and farmers, whose cocoa 
trees benefit from shade and from the home 
that canopy trees provide for predators that 
eat cocoa pests, increasing their yield. 

When they have time to relax, farmers 
even find their shady cocoa farms a pleasant 
place to sit and read or listen to the radio. 

Our research, funded by the Darwin 
Initiative, IDH – the Sustainable Trade 
Initiative, and Divine Chocolate, shows that 
the cocoa farms support at least 140 bird 
species. Many of these are only found in 
forested places. 

The bird species include three that are 
threatened with global extinction –  
the aforementioned Timneh parrot,  
yellow-casqued hornbill and brown- 

Yellow-
casqued 
hornbill

Many of us head to 
the hills to boost our 
physical and mental 

wellbeing. But many of our 
upland areas are in poor health 
themselves. Large areas of our 
uplands in Northern England 

and Scotland are not wild at all 
but intensively managed to 
support large numbers of red 
grouse to be shot. 

Sadly, some associated 
management practices 
are having a devastating 
impact on wildlife and the 
environment. Birds of prey 
like hen harriers, golden 
eagles and goshawks 
continue to be illegally 
shot, trapped and poisoned, 
and important carbon-rich 
peatland is burned, releasing 
CO² into the atmosphere.

But the RSPB is committed 
to improving this situation, by 
having a dedicated team on the 
ground gathering evidence of 

raptor persecution, exposing these 

BIRDS OF PREY DEFENDERS 
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➜ FIND OUT MORE
To read more about our gamebird review, 
visit: rspb.org.uk/gamebirdreview 

IN NUMBERS
47 million 
game birds are released into the wild 
each year, which is devastating for 
biodiversity and depletes natural food 
sources for native wildlife.   

85 incidents
confirmed in 2019 of bird of prey 
persecution in the UK, including 
shooting, trapping and poisoning. 

350,000 
estimated tonnes of CO² are being 
released from England’s upland 
peatlands into the atmosphere each 
year. 75% is a direct result of burning.

What can we do to mitigate the impact of grouse moor 
management on birds of prey and the environment? Jenny 
Shelton explains what’s in our arsenal to help protect them. 

Keeping the 
pressure on    
At our AGM in October, we announced 
a policy update about how we monitor 
progress and make sure it happens:  

● We will seek new laws and 
tougher enforcement to end the 
illegal killing of birds of prey, the use 
of lead ammunition and vegetation 
burning on peatlands.   

● All intensive gamebird shooting 
should be regulated to reduce the 
negative environmental impacts.   

● We propose licences for ‘driven’ 
grouse shooting. We will assess 
progress within five years and call 
for a ban if there is failure to deliver 
effective reform.   

● For the release of non-native 
pheasants and red-legged 
partridges, we will work with public 
bodies and the shooting sector to 
improve the environmental standards 
of shooting. In 18 months we will 
call for further regulation to improve 
environmental standards if we don’t 
see significant progress. 

HOW YOU 
CAN HELP

Our Investigations 
Team works tirelessly 

at gathering evidence to 
bring an end to the killing. 

To support them, visit  
rspb.org.uk

/defend. 

The good fight 

stories, and pushing for change. You can 
help, too. Thank you if you have already 
supported RSPB Investigations work by 
becoming a Defender. Your support is 
vital, much appreciated and really makes 
a difference.

Progress was made in Scotland 
recently with the announcement that 
Scottish grouse moors will require a 
license to operate, and risk losing this 
licence if they are found to be breaking 
wildlife protection laws. 

Let’s hope this is the start of 
meaningful change and a better future 
for birds of prey the UK over.
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Buzzard

RED 
ALERT
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Toxic pharmaceuticals  
still a threat to vultures
Recent surveys in India, Nepal and 
Bangladesh have revealed that, in some 
places, diclofenac and other toxic NSAIDs 
(non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs)  
are still available. Diclofenac, often 
prescribed for cattle, has decimated Asian 
vulture populations; three species – white-
rumped, Indian and slender-billed vultures 
– declined by 95% or more in a decade. 

During the 10 years after the 
governments of India, Pakistan, Nepal and 
Bangladesh banned the veterinary use 
of diclofenac, cattle carcasses continued 
to be found containing potentially lethal 
concentrations, along with dead vultures 
containing residues of the drug. 

In undercover surveys, the team posed 
as livestock owners and were offered the 
illegal drug. However, sales did decline 
during the course of the survey, sparking 
optimism that diclofenac and other harmful 
drugs still being prescribed will eventually 
go out of circulation completely. 

A vulture-safe NSAID continues to be 
promoted, and there is hope that a second 
one will soon be announced, helping to 
reduce the number of pharmacies offering 
fatal alternatives. 

SAVING ASIAN VULTURES FROM EXTINCTION

 RAINFOREST GUARDIANS

Saving Asian vultures during  
a global pandemic 
Our work has obviously been hugely 
affected by Covid-19, which restricted our 
ability to carry out routine essential work. 
We had to adapt quickly around the world. 

In Nepal, activities at the breeding centre 
have been maintained, as well as safe 
feeding sites. Released birds have been 
ranging more widely – something the team 
had been cautiously hoping for – possibly 

On a wing 
and a prayer  

Under the canopy 

2020 was a year of ups and 
downs for Asian vulture 
conservation, with work 
halted by the pandemic.  
But recent findings spark 
optimism, says Mary Davies. 

Fiona Sanderson from the RSPB’s Centre for Conservation 
Science explains why protecting the Gola Rainforest is good 
for everyone, including the 140 bird species that live there.

because of changing 
access to food due  

to the pandemic.
Food shortages during lockdown have 

also been a cause for concern in India, 
with new sources of safe vulture food 
being sourced (at greater expense) in case 
things get difficult again. 

While fieldwork is largely halted in 
Bangladesh, several vulture-related papers 
and funding proposals are under way, and 
the Himalayan griffon vulture rescue centre 
is being rebuilt, after a cyclone in 2020. 

On the plus side, a breeding colony 
of white-rumped vultures has been 
discovered at a wildlife sanctuary in Laos.

Another consequence is that funding 
streams for partners in all countries have 
become more uncertain, so your support 
is more important than ever to help us  
in making sure these birds have a bright 
future. Thank you!
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Chocolate 
from the 
rainforest
Forest-friendly 
chocolate bars, 
created for the RSPB, were launched in 
January 2019. Thanks to your help, we 
have sold more than 11,000 bars. Profits 
from these sales will be reinvested into 
the Gola Rainforest Cocoa Project to 
support farmers to develop sustainable 
and self-sufficient businesses for 
forest-edge communities. The bars are 
available from rspbshop.co.uk

cheeked hornbill. 
In areas where there is little forest 

cover in the landscape, the tree canopy 
overshadowing cocoa is particularly 
important for supporting diverse  
bird communities. 

Cocoa agroforest around Gola  
represents a rare opportunity where 
sustainable livelihoods and endangered 
birds may coexist in exactly the same place. 

RED 
ALERT

Griffon 
vulture

RED 
ALERT



HOW CAN I HELP WINTER 
MIGRATORY BIRDS?
Close to home
You can help winter migrant birds and 
other wildlife in your own garden.  
Put out food and water, plant native 
berry-bearing shrubs, such as berberis, 
rowan, sea buckthorn, yew, guelder rose, 
hawthorn and spindle, and make spaces 
for insects to hibernate. 

Plus, you can carry out work in the 
winter that will help next year’s summer 
migrant birds – put up swift nest boxes 
and house martin cups, dig a pond and 
plant wildflower seeds and flowering 
shrubs to help insects.

Further afield
Other birds, leaving 
the Arctic for 
Western Europe, 
need slightly more 
special places, 
such as our coastal 
wetland reserves.  
These include 

Each winter, the UK is a hub of 
activity for migratory birds.  
Its climate and geography make it 

an ideal stop on the East Atlantic Flyway, 
stretching from the Arctic to South Africa. 
The UK is the starting point for our 
breeding birds heading south, a vital pit-
stop for huge numbers of more northerly 
breeders heading south, and we are the 
destination for winter visitors. It is for 
some of these hardy birds that visit our 
shores – particularly waders and wildfowl – 
that the UK is globally important. 

The future of all migratory birds can only 
be secured through a co-ordinated global 
response. The RSPB is playing a leading 
role in driving conservation, working with 
and supporting our BirdLife Partners all 
along the flyway.

What can I see? 
Our winter migrants tend to come from 
colder European countries such as  
Iceland, Scandinavia, the Baltic States,  
Germany, Poland and Russia. Look out  
for redwings, fieldfares and bramblings  
in the countryside.
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Some migrants are easy to notice, as 
they are present at some points of the year 
and absent at others, like swifts, which 
arrive April–May, departing July–August, 
and redwings, which arrive in October 
and leave March–April. Waxwings tend to 
arrive in large numbers if the food sources 
in Scandinavia are poor. 

But other winter migrant species hide in 
plain sight. There is a resident population 
of robins, blackbirds, song thrushes, 
starlings and goldcrests, but others 
migrate here from Russia and northern 
Europe – so ‘your’ garden robin could in 
fact be of Viking heritage. Our resident 
starlings are joined by huge numbers of 
continental migrants, together forming 
spectacular ‘murmurations’. Mallard, teal, 
tufted ducks and coot from similar regions 
seek freshwater refuges here.

Others are just passing through, using 
the UK as a vital stop-off point. These 
include huge numbers of wetland birds – 
different populations of knot, sanderling 
and dunlin that winter further south –  
as well as rarer birds, including little gull, 
black tern, ruff and curlew sandpiper.

Two in five of the world’s 11,000 bird species are migrants. Some fly hundreds of thousands 
of kilometres over their lifetime. But these journeys can be perilous, with risk from habitat 
loss, hunting, poisoning, man-made structures and climate change. Guy Anderson reminds 
us that a global effort is needed if we want to continue to enjoy migratory birds each winter.   

BIRDS WITHOUT BORDERS

WINTER VISITORS 

Redwing

Brambling

RED 
ALERT

Campaign
Many of our migrant birds rely on 
protected sites, especially wetlands, to 
thrive. Laws that protect these sites must 
be robust and enforced. 

Help to Revive Our World
Migrant birds will particularly thrive in 
our campaign for a green recovery. 
They will benefit from more native 
trees in the right places, more 
sustainable land management, and 
the creation of wetlands through 
coastal managed realignment 
projects, like at Wallasea, in Essex. 

Nature is in crisis and it needs our 
help. Migratory birds don’t know national 
boundaries – they truly are without 
borders. In order to be fully protected, they 
need this work to be done along the entire 
flyway between their breeding grounds 
and overwintering areas.
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Our work
Black-tailed 

godwits
In Portugal, an 
airport site is being 
considered in an 
internationally 
important area for 

black-tailed godwits. 
Around 50,000 birds 

stop there between 
January and February. The RSPB is 
supporting the Portuguese BirdLife 
Partner SPEA and BirdLife Europe in 
their international response.

Turtle doves
Turtle dove populations 

have plummeted  
95% since 1995  
and they are now 
categorised as  
‘Vulnerable’ to global 

extinction. Two main  
threats for western 

European turtle doves  
are poor breeding habitats, 

without enough food, and hunting 
on their migration flyway. 

Here in the UK we are working 
with farmers, landowners, 
communities and volunteers 
to deliver suitable feeding and 
nesting areas during the breeding 
season. On the flyway and 
wintering grounds we are working 
with BirdLife partners to stop 
unsustainable hunting and to 
advocate for Important Bird  

Areas (IBAs).

Swifts
In fewer than 25 
years, more than 
half our swifts have 
vanished from the 
UK. Swifts mate for 

life and remain loyal 
to nest sites, but if 

older buildings are lost or 
renovated, they find their nest 

sites gone when they return to the 
UK from Africa. Working with swift 
conservation partners, we launched 
Swift Mapper online in spring 2020. 
By adding observations of nesting 
swifts, you can help focus local 
conservation efforts, to protect and 
provide nest sites, to the best areas. 
Learn more at swiftmapper.org.uk. 

➜ JOIN IN
Demand legally binding targets to save 
nature: rspb.org.uk/ReviveOurWorld.
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wading birds such as dunlin, knot, 
sanderling, bar-tailed godwit, grey plover 
and turnstone. Plus huge numbers of 
wildfowl: Brent geese from Russia, 
Canada, Svalbard and Greenland, which 
travel more than 6,000km to get here, and 
whooper swans from Iceland.

The UK is incredibly important for these 
birds – 85% of the world’s population 
of pink-footed geese travel more than 
5,000km to the UK from Greenland and 
Iceland. It’s vital that we maintain our 
reserves in the best possible condition  
to help birds like this. 

See a breathtaking  
winter spectacular 
At many RSPB nature reserves, like 
Snettisham in Norfolk, or Loch Leven in 
Kinross, you can see migratory waders 
and wildfowl in huge numbers. Check 
what facilities are open and government 
guidelines on travel before visiting.

Volunteer 
Undertake practical or people-engagement 
volunteering work on one of the reserves.

WHAT WILL YOU 
SEE THIS WINTER? 

While you’re looking for winter 
migratory birds, why not take part 

in the Big Garden Birdwatch (29–31 
January 2021) and help us track 

the number of birds spending their 
winter in the UK? Remember, not 
all the birds you see are resident 
here year-round! Find out more 

at rspb.org.uk/birdwatch.

“It’s vital that we maintain our 
reserves in the best condition 
possible to help birds like this.”
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 RSPB LAKE VYRNWY

Moths in the spotlight 
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A rarely seen species of moth made a special appearance during a recent 
visit from BBC Countryfile. Sioned Jones gives us the lowdown. 

Some of you may have caught a 
glimpse of RSPB Lake Vyrnwy on 
BBC’s Countryfile in late October, 

where presenter Ellie was shown the 
wonders of the Welsh clearwing moth, 
the hidden secrets in our nest boxes 
and some of the reasons behind conifer 
removal on our uplands.  

The Welsh clearwing moth is a 
daytime flying moth that only breeds on 
mature birch trees. Here at Lake Vyrnwy 
we have had a population since 1992, but 
in recent years signs of breeding 
have reduced. The adults like to 
spend most of their 
time at the tops 
of trees and 
are therefore 
rarely seen, 
making 
them 
hard to 
survey.

pheromone trap at a historic breeding 
site on the reserve during the summer 

months, suggesting they were 
still holding on away from their 

main breeding site, which 
was amazing to see.

Visiting RSPB  
Lake Vyrnwy
At the time of printing, and 

in line with new national 
measures announced by the 

Welsh Government, the toilets, 
car parks, Visitor Centre, RSPB Shop, 

RSPB hides and onsite café are currently 
closed. The trails and sculpture park 
remain open for locals to exercise.  
These are reviewed regularly.

➜ VISITING US  
To avoid disappointment, please go to our 
website rspb.org.uk before visiting.  

Adult
Welsh 
clearwing

However, during the summer months 
reserve staff and volunteers monitored 
the birch for signs of these 
wonderful insects by looking 
out for their larval cases, 
known as exuviae, or small 
exit holes in the tree bark 
that they leave behind as 
they emerge. 

It’s not just about 
recording them – 
management of their key 

habitat is also essential. 
So, while keeping one eye 
out for any signs of their presence, 

monitoring the amount of sunlight 
that falls on the tree and taking note 
of which twigs and branches might 

need to come off in the winter 
are also essential for their 
success.

An adult Welsh 
clearwing was lured to a 

FACT FILE
The Welsh 

clearwing moth’s 
conservation status 
is UK BAP species, 

Red Data Book and 
Priority species  

in Wales. 

Who’s been living in our nest boxes?  
As we clean and repair our 500 nest boxes each winter, we also record the 
different species that use them. Recording these numbers, especially the pied 
flycatchers, allows us to compare year-on-year how a species is doing and where 
they are on the reserve, and allows us to closely monitor any drops in numbers.   

173  
occupied  
by tits, like 
this long-
tailed tit

24  
occupied by 
wood mice

5  
occupied by 
pipistrelle 
bats

8  
occupied  
by redstarts

77  
occupied 
by pied 
flycatchers

22  
occupied by 
nuthatches

The other 
boxes were 
empty. 
It was a 
good year 
for natural 
nests! 


