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1. Introduction
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Working across the UK, the 
RSPB currently manages 
222 nature reserves across 
England, Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland.

222 RSPB reserves 
across the UK

St Aidan’s, Gavin Thomas

The area of these nature reserves covers almost 
159,000 hectares (ha) – that’s an area four times the 
size of the Isle of Wight or almost four times the size of 
the Isle of Arran! These reserves cover a wide variety of 
the UK’s habitats, from windswept blanket bogs in the 
north of Scotland to purple-clad heathlands in the far 
south of England.

Each year, RSPB ecologists collate and review 
information from RSPB nature reserves to help inform 
the conservation work we undertake. This is only 
possible thanks to the hard work of staff and volunteers 
at each of the reserves, partner organisations and 
supporters.

The number of species recorded on RSPB nature 
reserves exceeds 18,500. This large number of species 
highlights the importance of RSPB nature reserves for 
a wide range of wildlife, and as the pie chart shows, 
this total is made up of a wide range of wildlife groups, 
including flies, spiders, beetles, bees, butterflies, 
moths, plants, lichens and fungi. There are many rare 
or scarce species included in this, and it is important 
to consider the requirements of these species when 
managing nature reserves.

With limited monitoring in 2020 due to COVID-19 
restrictions, 2021 marked the return to a full 
programme of monitoring of breeding birds on RSPB 
reserves, and the resumption of more surveying and 
monitoring of other wildlife. This report summarises the 
ups and downs of the 2021 bird breeding season on 
RSPB nature reserves, together with news about other 
wildlife species on RSPB nature reserves in 2021.

First though, as 2021 was the year of the important 
COP26 United Nations Climate Change Conference, 
here we take a look at how we are adapting the 
management of RSPB nature reserves to take 
account of changes in climate (referred to as  
climate change adaptation), and the role of many 
of the habitats on those reserves in helping 
reduce concentrations of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere (referred to as climate 
change mitigation).
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Bees, wasps and ants 5%

Beetles 15%

Birds 2%

Butterflies & moths 10%

Fish 1%

Flies 18%
Fungi 16%

Lichens 6%

Mammals <1% 

Molluscs 1%

Mosses and liverworts 2%

Other 1%

Other arthropods 3%

Other insects 2%

Vascular plants 9%

Reptiles & amphibians <1% 

Slime moulds 1%

Spiders & harvestmen 3%

True bugs 4%

The percentage of species 
in each wildlife group 
recorded in RSPB reserves

Bittern, Paul Sawer, rspb-images.com
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2. RSPB reserves 
and climate change
The RSPB has been taking the expected impacts 
of climate change into account in the management of 
our nature reserves for many years. In fact, the first 
RSPB report that described how climate change might 
affect key habitats was produced 25 years ago. We have 
also been continually adapting what we do on reserves. 
We do this by reviewing each reserve’s management 
plan every five years (or every ten years at some sites 
where little or no habitat management takes place, 
such as some seabird cliffs), and by annually reviewing 
what we are doing on each reserve. This allows us 
to continually adapt our management of each site, 
based on the success of current measures, changes in 
species’ distribution, and other new information.

For the vast majority of wildlife, the most important 
ways that we can help it adapt to changes in climate 
are by reducing non-climate change-related pressures 
on them, and by maintaining and creating larger areas 
of high-quality habitat. Reducing non-climate change-
related pressures should make populations of species 
larger and more resilient to future change. Importantly, 
the combination of larger populations of species and 
larger areas of suitable habitat, should make it easier for 
wildlife to colonise new areas as the climate continues 
to change. 

Climate change also makes it even more important to 
create new areas of intertidal habitat through managed 
realignment. This is to both help offset historical losses 
of this habitat due to past land ‘reclamation’, as well as 
to compensate for areas of intertidal habitat expected 
to be lost in the future through climate change-driven 
‘coastal squeeze’*. We have already created new areas 
of intertidal habitat, usually in partnership, on RSPB 
reserves such as Medmerry, Freiston Shore, Hesketh 
Out Marsh, Nigg Bay, and Wallasea Island (page 16). 

Similar adaptive approaches have been investigated for 
coastal reserves identified through climate modelling 
as being at risk of coastal erosion. Mersehead, for 
example, has begun the process of adapting to 
receding dynamic dunes with the aim of building long-
term resilience into its natterjack toad habitats. 

We have also been taking account of expected 
climate change-related changes in water availability on 
reserves. In southern England in particular, sites are 
expected to become drier in late spring and summer. 
We have therefore been taking this into account in the 

hydrological design of wetlands, such as at Lydden 
Valley (see pages 12-13), and by blocking artificial 
drainage and otherwise slowing the flow of water out 
of some woodlands, such as at Blean Woods (page 37). 
Meanwhile, at Leighton Moss, a new reedbed cell has 
been created to enable better control of water levels 
throughout the year.

RSPB nature reserves also help in the fight against 
rising temperatures. Many natural and semi-natural 
habitats reduce concentrations of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere. Plants take up CO2 through 
photosynthesis, and a proportion of the carbon within 
it is subsequently stored in vegetation, soil, peat or 
accumulated sediment. Some habitats, and changes 
in land use, are particularly valuable in helping reduce 
concentrations of greenhouse gases, especially 
establishing woodland, and creating intertidal habitat 
on ex-arable land and agriculturally improved grassland. 
We have created a total of about 2,400 ha of woodland 
on our nature reserves, including at Abernethy Forest, 
Corrimony, Inversnaid, Geltsdale and Haweswater.

Another important way of reducing concentrations 
of greenhouse gases whilst benefitting wildlife is 
by rewetting artificially drained peatlands. Peatlands 
have often accumulated vast quantities of carbon over 
millennia, but historical drainage of them, mainly for 
agriculture, results in the rapid release of this carbon 
back into the atmosphere in the form of CO2. Rewetting 
prevents this, and so we have been blocking artificial 
drainage on large areas of upland peatlands on RSPB 
reserves such as Forsinard Flows (which continues 
to be a hub for research and the practice of restoring 
plantation to bog), Yell, Aird’s Moss, Lake Vyrnwy and 
Dove Stone. In the lowlands, creation of wetland on 
cultivated, drained peat such as Lakenheath Fen, also 
benefits both wildlife and the climate. 

*The process whereby current areas of intertidal habitat are lost due to rising 
sea levels, but new areas of it are prevented from developing further inland due 
to the presence of sea walls.
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3. Summary of wildlife 
on reserves in 2021
2021 was a year of mixed fortunes for breeding birds 
on RSPB reserves as is usually the case. Most wetland 
birds continued to fare well, particularly species whose 
UK breeding populations are largely or completely 
confined to nature reserves and which benefit from 
site-based conservation interventions (bittern, crane 
and red-necked phalarope), and species that are 
colonising or re-colonising Britain and require large 
areas of good wetland habitat (spoonbill and great 
white egret) or else favour nature reserves because 
they provide areas safe from human disturbance for 
nesting (cattle egret). It was yet another good year for 
breeding black-necked grebes on RSPB sites including 
record numbers at St Aidan’s.

Lowland wet grassland-breeding lapwings and 
redshank continue to fare well on RSPB reserves, 
but total numbers of lowland wet grassland-breeding 
snipe and curlew on RSPB wet grassland reserves are 
showing slight long-term declines. Despite there being 
a slight increase in numbers of breeding limosa race 
black-tailed godwits at the Ouse and Nene Washes due 
to Project Godwit’s headstarting programme, they still 
had another year of very low breeding productivity.

On farmland habitats, breeding populations of stone-
curlew and cirl bunting on RSPB reserves remained at 
high levels, but turtle doves continued their catastrophic 
decline. Total numbers of corncrakes on RSPB reserves 
and in management agreement areas also continued 
to decline in parallel with the overall population. 
Highlights, though, for corncrakes in 2021 were a 
sharp recovery from two singing males to fourteen 
on Oronsay and an increase in numbers on RSPB’s 
landholding on Rathlin Island, from just a single singing 
male in most years between 2014 and 2020, to four 
singing males in 2021. It is hoped that corncrakes along 
with breeding seabirds and other wildlife, will benefit 
from the LIFE Raft project aiming to eradicate rats and 
ferrets from Rathlin Island.

Heathland birds (nightjar, woodland and Dartford 
warbler) continued to fare well, no doubt reflecting 
good habitat conditions on RSPB reserves combined 
with, in the case of Dartford warbler, a continuing 
run of mild winters. 

Willow tits continued to decline, reaching their 
lowest ever overall numbers on RSPB sites. Many 
upland species also had a poor year, with the lowest 
recorded total of black grouse at RSPB sites. There 
were also continuing declines of upland and machair 
breeding waders at some sites. 

Terns, another group that targeted conservation 
measures can benefit, had another good breeding 
season in general on RSPB reserves, with roseate 
terns increasing yet again to record numbers since 
their population crash in Europe in the 1970s. Sandwich 
terns increased to their highest levels at least in recent 
history on Coquet Island. At Larne Lough Islands in 
Northern Ireland, Sandwich tern numbers increased 
from 900 pairs in 2020 to 1,113 pairs in 2021 and were 
also joined by a pair of roseate terns that successfully 
fledged one chick.

Water vole Arvicola amphibius, were recorded at Ynys-
hir and St Aidan’s during 2021 after being absent at 
both sites for several years. The Critically Endangered 
bearded stonewort Chara canescens was recorded at 
two ponds at Saltholme in 2021 following its discovery 
there in 2020.

Water vole, Ben Andrew, rspb-images.com

https://projectgodwit.org.uk/
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As the RSPB continues to acquire land, the 
impacts of RSPB management cannot be 
assessed by just looking at changes in the 
number of breeding pairs on the RSPB’s 
landholdings. This is because the number would 
be expected to go up even if there was no benefit 
of RSPB management due to the increasing area 
of land. Instead, we show changes in numbers of 
birds on different fixed areas of RSPB land.

In the graphs shown in this report, numbers of 
breeding birds present on the area of land that 
the RSPB managed in 2005 are shown in  

dark blue; numbers on the area of land acquired 
during the 2005-12 Reserves Acquisition Strategy 
in mid blue (and only shown from 2013 onwards 
so that the figures shown refer to the same 
area of land each year). In some cases, species 
were not monitored in 2020 due to COVID-19 
restrictions, and for these species numbers for 
2020 are interpolated and are shown in grey.

For a small number of species, numbers of 
individual sites are shown in additional colours 
that are explained next to the relevant graphs.

Interpretation of the graphs in this report

Great white egret, Gavin Thomas, rspb-images.com
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In late 2019, RSPB launched the LIFE 100% for 
Nature project – which aims to demonstrate how 
action at a large scale can transform the status of 
key habitats and species. The project is working 
at 11 RSPB locations in Scotland. Each habitat and 
species has a specific management intervention 
prescribed through the project to help improve its 
condition, including: 

• a tree nursery at Abernethy to bring on scarce 
 sub-arctic willows to augment existing remnant 
 populations in the Loch A’an basin

• removal of invasive scrub at Culbin Sands to 
 restore natural dynamism to the dunes and 
  support species such as dingy skipper Erynnis 

tages 

• trialling virtual fence technology on a small cattle 
 herd at Mersehead to help keep scrub 
 encroachment in check on the fixed dune habitat

• mechanical cutting of difficult wet ground and 
 rough vegetation at Loch Lomond to improve 
 Greenland white-fronted goose habitat 

• mimicking natural process at Abernethy through 
 trials to cut and mulch the forest field-layer 
 using a robotic mower and introducing a small 
 herd of cattle, with beneficial impacts from 
 their trampling and dung. This aims to improve 
 habitat for capercaillie and other biodiversity

• trialling a herd of koniks to graze on reed 
 encroaching on the fen habitat at Insh Marshes 

• installing chough shelters on Islay and Oronsay 
 to help with their breeding success. 

We hope that the interventions will improve the 
condition status of designated features, including 
chough and capercaillie, within over 2,500 ha of 
habitat.

Cattle grazing, Neil Cowie

LIFE 100% for Nature

https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/100-for-nature/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/100-for-nature/
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4. Coastal & wetland habitats
The RSPB manages many internationally important wetland 
habitats on reserves and plays a key role in the creation of new 
wetland habitats, including reedbeds (such as at Lakenheath Fen) 
and saline lagoons (such as at Wallasea Island). Such habitat 
creation has formed an integral part of successfully increasing the 
numbers of bitterns breeding on RSPB nature reserves.

Total numbers of both breeding bitterns and cranes 
continued to increase on RSPB reserves, with both 
reaching the highest ever number in 2021. Bitterns 
increased to 108 boomers from 97 the last time 
they were fully surveyed in 2019, largely due to 
the continued increases at reedbed creation sites. 
Highlights in 2021 were the first breeding bitterns at 
Middleton Lakes (one booming male and two nests) 
and at Burton Mere Wetlands (one nest with at least 
one fledged young), together with an increase at 
Leighton Moss following targeted rejuvenation of the 
reedbed habitat. At Leighton Moss, numbers increased 
from two boomers in 2020 to four boomers in 2021 

Key lowland wet grassland restoration projects 
that have progressed at great speed in 2019/20 are 
restoration of coastal grazing marsh at Seasalter Levels, 
funded through the Defra Green Recovery Challenge 
Fund, and of coastal grazing marsh at Lydden Valley, 
funded through the Environment Agency’s Water 
Environment Grant (see photograph opposite).

on the main part of the reserve with an additional two 
boomers in the reedbed created at Silverdale Moss, 
the first time they have bred there. There were about 
seven booming bitterns on our Anglesey reserves in 
2021, three each at Cors Ddyga and Valley, with another 
recorded adjacent to the latter site. This compares with 
four boomers on our Anglesey reserves when they 
were last fully surveyed in 2019.

Total numbers of breeding cranes on RSPB reserves 
increased yet again from 19 pairs in 2020 to 22 pairs in 
2021, fledging a respectable 13 young. This was due to 
an increase from eight to ten pairs in the re-introduced 
population at West Sedgemoor, and an increase from 
two to three pairs at Lakenheath Fen (the first time 
there has been three pairs). A pair also nested for the 
second year running at Snape but, although these 
hatched young for the first time, these disappeared 
when about three weeks old. A highlight, though, 
was the first fledged young (a single bird) at Otmoor. 
There are no historical records of cranes breeding in 
Oxfordshire, although it is assumed that they bred 
there at some time in the past.

Bitterns & cranes

Common cranes, David J Slater, rspb-images.com
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Bitterns 
increased to 
108 boomers 
from 97 the 
last time they 
were fully 
surveyed in 
2019

A drone image showing the Wetland Enhancement Grant 
(WEG) funded groundworks undertaken at Lydden Valley, 

Kent in 2021. Charlotte Pestell
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Nature reserves in general have been important 
in facilitating the colonisation of Britain by a range 
of species in the past (Hiley et al. 2013) and RSPB 
reserves are playing a key role in the colonisation or 
re-colonisation and spread in Britain of spoonbills, 
great white egrets, cattle egrets and little bitterns. 
Although it is commonly assumed that climate change 
is facilitating the spread of these species, it is likely to 
at most be playing only a very minor role. In the case 
of spoonbills, great white egrets and glossy ibises, 
their increase in range in Europe is largely due to them 
re-colonising their former range, following declines 
in persecution and other factors, undoubtedly due to 
conservation efforts. Recent population increases of 
these and some other wetland birds in SW Europe 
have also undoubtedly also been driven by the 
presence of a new, super-abundant food in the form of 
invasive non-native red swamp crayfish Procambarus 
clarkii. Meanwhile, the range expansion of cattle egret 
is a continuation of their worldwide range expansion 
that began in the 1950s.

Spoonbills showed a big increase on RSPB reserves in 
2021 including the first ever nesting pair for Cumbria 
at Hodbarrow which fledged one young. In addition, 
numbers of spoonbills at Havergate Island increased 
from five pairs in 2020 to 13 in 2021, with these 
fledging an impressive 21 young. Meanwhile, the 
colony at Fairburn Ings continued to grow, increasing 
from two pairs in 2019 to six pairs in 2020, and 
eight pairs in 2021. These were also very productive, 
fledging 14 young in 2021. There were regular 
movements of spoonbills, with adults often feeding 
on the Humber and commuting back to their nests at 
Fairburn Ings.

Elsewhere, in 2021 there were more records of non-
breeding spoonbills at both RSPB and non-RSPB sites 
during the breeding season and thereafter. Notably, 
there were more birds present at two sites that could 
potentially support breeding populations of them. 
At Frampton Marsh, birds were present from May 
through to late autumn, with a peak count of 30 in 
August. Birds were also often present at Wallasea 
Island from mid-June to September, with a maximum 
of eight present in August and, unusually for East 
Anglia, three birds still present there in February 2022. 
Surveys of the saline lagoons created on ex-arable at 
Wallasea Island show that they are being naturally 
colonised by a range of characteristic saline lagoon 
invertebrate species (see box on page 16).

Wetland colonists

Population trends of breeding spoonbills, great 
white egrets & cattle egrets on RSPB reserves
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Great white egrets showed a large increase on RSPB 
reserves since 2020, due to an increase from five 
to 14 pairs at Ham Wall and on adjacent land, and 
the first recorded breeding in Cambridgeshire at the 
Ouse Washes, where two pairs fledged two young. 
Great white egrets had also been present at the Ouse 
Washes during the breeding season in 2020, but 
lockdown restrictions meant that it was not possible 
to search for nesting birds using a drone, as was 
done in 2021. The 14 pairs of great white egrets at or 
adjacent to Ham Wall were productive, fledging a total 
of 23 young. Three pairs also nested at Burton Mere 
Wetlands (the heronry is just outside of the reserve, 
but the birds spend most of their time feeding on the 
reserve), with three pairs (the same as in 2020) fledging 
a hugely impressive ten young.

There was a big increase in numbers of cattle egrets 
breeding on RSPB reserves in 2021, no doubt in part 
reflecting their high overwinter survival following the 
mild winter of 2020/21. A highlight was four pairs 
nesting at Ouse Fen, the first time that they have 
been recorded breeding in Cambridgeshire. These 
four pairs fledged six young. Meanwhile, there were 
an amazing 25 pairs of cattle egrets in the heronry at 
West Sedgemoor. This is the first time they have been 
recorded breeding there. There was also an increase 
from five to seven apparently occupied sites at Pagham 
Harbour, with these fledging ten young, and an increase 
at Northward Hill from two apparently occupied sites 
in 2019 (when they were last surveyed) to at least 
four in 2021, with these fledging at least nine young. 
A pair also nested in the heronry next to Burton Mere 
Wetlands but were unsuccessful. 

Also, at Ouse Fen and the adjoining Ouse Washes, 
there were several glossy ibises present through 
spring, with two first-year birds courting in early spring. 
Glossy ibises have had two half-hearted nest-building 
attempts in Britain but are yet to breed successfully. 
Most glossy ibises arriving in Britain are first year birds, 
particularly from their main breeding colony in Doñana 
in south Spain (as revealed by sightings of colour-ringed 
birds). The ability of these birds to then remain in Britain 

through the winter and become old enough to breed 
is strongly influenced by winter temperature (Ausden 
et al. 2019), with most breeding for the first time in 
their second year. If glossy ibises are able to remain 
and survive in Britain during winter 2021/22, there is a 
chance they could breed here in 2022.

Only one barking male little bittern was recorded at 
Ham Wall in 2021, down from two in 2019 and 2020, 
and a maximum of four in 2014 and 2015. One or more 
barking male little bitterns have been recorded at Ham 
Wall every year bar one since 2009. Together with other 
nearby areas of the Avalon Marshes, this is the only 
place in the UK where they regularly occur. 

It was also another disappointing year for black-winged 
stilts, both on RSPB reserves and in the UK as a whole. 
A long period of cold north to north-easterly winds 
in spring undoubtedly reduced numbers arriving in 
southeast England and none nested on RSPB reserves. 
In fact, we are only aware of one nesting pair of stilts 
elsewhere in Britain in 2021, and this pair failed. Only 
single pairs of stilts nested in Britain in 2019 and 2020, 
with only the pair in 2020 fledging any young.

Cattle egret, Nick Upton, rspb-images.com

Spoonbills feeding at dusk, Jarrod Sneyd
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At Wallasea Island, around 700 ha of coastal wetland 
has been created on ex-arable land. This wetland 
includes a ca 160 ha area of managed realignment 
known as Jubilee Marsh, together with wet grassland, 
saline lagoons, and many islands. These non-tidal 
habitats greatly increase the overall value of the site 
for coastal wildlife. Other partners in the project are 
Crossrail, Defra, the Environment Agency and Natural 
England. 

About 170 ha of saline lagoons have been created, 
probably the largest complex of shallow saline lagoons 
in northwest Europe. Water levels and salinities 
in these lagoons are managed to provide optimal 
conditions for wildlife. It is important to prevent the 
lagoons from becoming hypersaline, as this would kill 
the invertebrates and fish in them. We aim to maintain 
the salinity of these lagoons between about 15 and 45 
parts per thousand. 

The development of the invertebrate fauna of these 
lagoons has been monitored. This has been both to help 

Invertebrate colonisation of saline lagoons at Wallasea Island

inform whether the lagoon’s management regime is 
providing suitable conditions for abundant wildlife, and 
to see how quickly, if at all, the newly created lagoons 
are naturally colonised by characteristic saline lagoon 
species. There were no saline lagoons present at the 
site prior to the start of the project.

The first lagoons were flooded with saline water in 
winter 2015/16 and have already been colonised by 
a range of typical saline lagoon invertebrate species. 
These include the spire-snail Ventrosia ventrosa, lagoon 
cockle Cerastoderma glaucum, the isopod Idotea 
chelipes, all of which are now abundant in the lagoons, 
together with the rare lagoon sand shrimp Gammarus 
insensibilis. Meanwhile, the lagoon margins are also 
developing a valuable insect fauna containing species 
typically found in upper saltmarsh, for example, the 
Nationally Scarce shore-bugs Halosalda lateralis and 
Saldula pilosella and Nationally Scarce ground-beetles 
Tachys scutellaris and Pogonus littoralis.

One of the shallow, saline lagoons created on Wallasea Island, Malcolm Ausden
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At Burton Mere 
Wetlands, the 
overall density of 
breeding waders on 
the wet grasslands 
was 3.8 pairs per 
ha, one of the 
highest in the UK

RSPB reserves now support a large proportion of the 
UK’s wet grassland-breeding waders, a group which 
has severely declined in the wider countryside in 
recent decades. Considerable effort goes into providing 
suitable conditions for wet grassland-breeding waders 
on RSPB reserves and, of the five widespread species, 
numbers of lapwings, redshank and oystercatchers 
are still faring well, while there are concerning signs 
of a gradual decline in numbers of breeding snipe and 
curlew (see following graphs).

In 2021 there were particular successes for both 
breeding lapwings and redshank on areas of coastal 
grazing marsh in the Greater Thames area, with the 
highest ever numbers of both species at Bowers 
Marsh, Great Bells Farm, Rainham Marshes and 
Wallasea Island.

There were also successes for breeding waders at Loch 
Gruinart, where redshank increased to a total of 175 
pairs. Ardnave recorded 28 pairs of breeding redshank, 
the highest number there for 18 years. At Loch Gruinart, 
numbers of drumming snipe increased from 44 when 
last surveyed in 2019 to 51in 2021. The large breeding 
population of lapwings at Loch Gruinart and Ardnave 
remained steady at 225 pairs.

Other successes elsewhere in the country in 2021 
were the highest number of breeding lapwings at West 
Sedgemoor (22 pairs) since 1995; while there were 
also the highest ever numbers of breeding redshank 
at Brodgar (21 pairs) and at Burton Mere Wetlands on 
both Inner Marsh Farm 1 (18 pairs) and Inner Marsh 
Farm 2 (54 pairs). 

At Burton Mere Wetlands, the overall density of 
breeding waders (lapwing, redshank and avocet) on the 
wet grasslands was 3.8 pairs per ha, one of the highest 
in the UK. Meanwhile, total numbers of breeding 
lapwings, redshank and snipe remained fairly stable on 
northern fen on the RSPB’s reserves at Insh Marshes, 
Ballinlaggan, and the Loons and Loch of Banks, albeit 
with a decline in breeding lapwings at the last site since 
2016 (25 pairs in 2021, compared to 36 when last fully 
surveyed in 2019, and a peak of 68 
in 2016). 

There were worrying declines in lapwings at Otmoor 
(57 pairs in 2021 compared to 71 in 2020 and a peak 
of 120 pairs in 2015), and at Morfa Dinlle (20 pairs 
compared to 30 when last surveyed in 2019, and a 
peak of 51 in 2015). There were no major declines in 
numbers of breeding redshank at individual sites 
in 2021. 
 
Overall, predator-exclusion fences are still proving very 
effective on RSPB reserves, with average lapwing 
productivity at sites with predator-exclusion fences 
remaining at or above the level thought to be required 
to maintain a stable population (see graph). On the one 
hand, this can be viewed as an indication of success. 
On the other hand, it is sobering that levels of predation 
on wader nests and chicks must currently be so high 
in much of the wider lowland landscape, that even the 
extreme measure of fencing areas only raises average 
lapwing productivity to about the level required to 
maintain a stable population.

Wet grassland-breeding waders
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Lapwing breeding productivity at RSPB 
lowland wet grassland reserves that have 
predator-exclusion fences in operation. 
The solid line shows the mean productivity and the 
dotted lines ± one standard error, with the numbers 
above showing the number of sites contributing to the 
figures. The light grey shaded area shows the level of 
breeding productivity (between 0.6-0.8 young fledged 
per pair) thought to be required to maintain a stable 
lapwing breeding population (MacDonald & Bolton 
2008). At most of the sites for which productivity is 
shown, only a proportion of the site is enclosed by 
predator-exclusion fencing, and so figures for these 
sites include birds that nested outside the fenced 
area. Only very limited monitoring took place in 2020 
due to COVID-19 restrictions, and so the figure for that 
year is interpolated.

The effectiveness of 
predator-exclusion fencing
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Washes has not suffered from bank-to-bank flooding or 
periods of exceptionally dry weather in spring.

In the figure below, the top row shows years from 
1980 to 2021, the dark blue squares indicate when the 
breeding season at the Nene Washes was disrupted 
by bank-to-bank flooding during May and/or June, and 
light blue squares indicate years when April rainfall in 
East Anglia was less than half of the 1980-2021 average 
(data from metoffice.gov.uk/research/climate/maps-
and-data/uk-and-regional-series).

There were concerning declines in numbers of 
drumming snipe at Mid Yare (six drummers in 2021, 
a decline from eight when last surveyed in 2019, and 
from a recent peak of 23 in 2016), and at Otmoor (seven 
in 2021, down from between 20 and 34 during 2015-
19). Total numbers of breeding curlews on lowland wet 
grassland reserves excluding West Sedgemoor have 
also been slowly declining. However, there was good 
news at Otmoor, with these benefitting from the use of 
temporary electric fencing. Meanwhile, at Lower Lough 
Erne, 183 pairs of waders were recorded, including 37 
pairs of curlews which experienced a moderate fledging 
success of 0.6 chicks per pair in 2021.

For the past few years, the RSPB team at Otmoor 
have been closely watching curlews on the reserve, 
and when they start nesting the team put temporary 
electric fences around the nests to protect them from 
mammalian predators. This has increased breeding 
success, with nine juveniles fledging in 2021. Overall, 
numbers of breeding curlews on the reserve have 
increased from between one and two pairs between 
2014 and 2019, to five in 2020 and six in 2021.

In 2021 the team worked with a licensed bird ringer 
and colour rings were fitted to three juveniles; one 
was seen on the west coast of Ireland just a few 
weeks later. The project aims to learn more about the 
wintering grounds of Otmoor’s curlew, and where they 
attempt to breed.

Project Godwit is a partnership between RSPB and the 
Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust (WWT) with major funding 
from the EU LIFE Nature Programme, the HSBC 
150th Anniversary Fund, Natural England, the National 
Lottery Heritage Fund through the Back from the Brink 
programme and the Montague-Panton Animal Welfare 
Trust. It aims to secure the future of breeding limosa 
race godwits in Britain. projectgodwit.org.uk, has 
successfully increased the total numbers of breeding 
godwits at the Ouse and Nene Washes, with birds 
having colonised the Ouse Washes Pilot Project. There 
were six pairs on the Pilot Project in 2021 compared 
to seven in 2020. However, it was another desperately 
poor breeding season for godwits. The 34 pairs at the 
Nene Washes (32 in 2020) are thought to have fledged 
just two young (compared to just three in 2020), with 
predation the main cause of this low productivity. 
Meanwhile, the six pairs on the Pilot Project also only 
fledged two young.

More variable weather conditions are becoming 
increasingly evident, which might be having an effect on 
the wildlife of some wetlands. In the fifteen years since 
2007, there have only been five springs where the Nene 

Curlew, Steve Round, rspb-images.com
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Other high priority and rare 
wetland species
RSPB reserves support a significant proportion of the 
UK breeding populations of a range of other rare and 
scarce wetlands birds, including black-necked grebes, 
spotted crakes, garganey and Savi’s warblers. 

It was another good year for breeding black-necked 
grebes on RSPB reserves, due to an increase at St 
Aidans from ten pairs in 2020 to a site record of 17 
pairs in 2021. There were again two pairs of breeding 
black-necked grebes at South Essex Marshes (where 
they first bred in 2019), and a single pair at Frampton 
Marsh (where they first bred in 2019, and which 
supported two breeding pairs in 2020). The 17 pairs 
at St Aidans fledged 19 young, the two pairs at South 
Essex Marshes fledged three young, but the pair at 
Frampton was unsuccessful. 

There was also a welcome water vole sighting at 
St Aidans after an absence of several years. Their 
previous loss at the site is thought to have been 
caused by extensive flooding. Ynys-hir also had signs 
of water voles after an absence of many years. This 
is encouraging news given that water voles are the 
fastest declining mammal species in the UK. 

Numbers of garganey and spotted crakes arriving in 
Britain can fluctuate from year to year. 2021 was a 
poor year for both species on RSPB reserves, with low 

numbers of garganey (28 pairs) and, on the 2005 land 
area just 23 pairs compared to an average of 35 since 
2005. Meanwhile, there were just six singing spotted 
crakes recorded, including two at Loch of Kinnordy, 
one at Insh Marshes, and one at the restored bog 
at Ynys-hir. 

RSPB reserves support a significant proportion of the 
small numbers of singing Savi’s warblers recorded in 
the UK each year. Suitable breeding habitat for Savi’s 
warblers (significant sized areas of reedbed that contain 
an understorey of sedges or other vegetation) is rare 
in Britain, and suitably managed areas of reedbed on 
RSPB reserves could play a valuable role in establishing 
more regular breeding by Savi’s warblers here. There 
were four singing Savi’s warblers on RSPB reserves in 
2021, two at Ham Wall and one at each of Minsmere 
and Mid Yare. There is also good news about fen 
raft spiders Dolomedes plantarius at Mid Yare as 
the species continues to spread across the site. The 
species is now present in 111 one-hectare grid squares 
at Buckenham and Cantley Fens and surveys of the 
most suitable areas of Strumpshaw Fen are planned 
for 2022. 

Black-necked grebes, Dave Ward, RSPB
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Ringed plovers increased slightly on RSPB coastal 
and wetland reserves (see below for ringed plover on 
machair), showing a slight recovery from a low in 2018, 
following a long-term decline in total numbers since the 
early 2000s. Numbers of ringed plovers have been in 
decline in the UK, most likely largely due to increased 
predation and, on beaches increasing disturbance by 
people and dogs. The predicament of many coastal-
nesting populations of ringed plovers is illustrated by 
the situation at Titchwell Marsh. Here, despite efforts 
to protect them, the seven pairs had fifteen nesting 
attempts, and are thought to have fledged just one 
young. Beach-nesting ringed plovers fared better, 
but still not brilliantly, at nearby Snettisham, where 
protection measures enabled the 21 pairs to fledge 
an estimated 12 young, which is still unlikely to be 
sufficient to maintain a stable breeding population. 
There was an increase in shorebird wardening within 
the Eastern Solent harbours to reduce disturbance. The 
number of ringed plovers at Pagham Harbour increased 
to eleven pairs fledging six young and at nearby 
Medmerry five pairs fledged six young.

Having been first recorded at Saltholme in 2020, 
the Critically Endangered bearded stonewort Chara 
canescens was recorded at two ponds at the reserve in 
2021. It was only previously known from several ponds 
near Peterborough and a small colony in the Western 
Isles. At Loch Leven, Loch Leven spearwort Ranunculus 
flammula x reptans was abundant in 2021 following 
successful vegetation management and helped by 
suitable water levels at the Loch. Rare aquatic plants 
were resurveyed at Pulborough Brooks and Amberley 
Wildbrooks, with cut grass Leersia oryzoides and sharp-
leaved pondweed Potamogeton acutifolius recorded 

at both sites, small water pepper, Persicaria minor at 
Amberley Wildbrooks and true fox sedge Carex vulpina 
and narrow-leaved water-dropwort Oenanthe silaifolia 
found in the South Brooks at Pulborough Brooks. 
Meanwhile, at Loch of Strathbeg, healthy populations 
of the Endangered curved sedge Carex maritima were 
recorded on the saltmarsh.

Montiaghs Moss, a relict lowland raised bog site at 
Portmore Lough has numerous pools resulting from 
peat cutting and is an important site for Irish Damselfy, 
Coenagrion lunulatum. An MSc study investigated the 
use of pools by the damselflies in relation to various 
parameters including pool depth and presence of 
individual plant species. This found the damselfly to 
prefer pools with open water over those that are totally 
or partially choked with vegetation.

Healthy population of the Nationally Rare scavenger 
beetle Hydrochus brevis were found on the wet 
grassland at Cors Ddyga. This remains the species’ only 
known site in Wales.

At Lydden Valley (see photo on page 13), a number 
of wetland plant species were found that must have 
germinated from the buried seedbank exposed by 
excavation of pools and other soil disturbance. These 
included several species that are rare in Kent, for 
example fen pondweed Potamogeron coloratus, slender 
club-rush Isolepis cernua, slender spike-rush Eleocharis 
uniglumis and the stonewort Tolypella nidifica var 
glomerata, some of which have not been seen in 
the immediate area since its drainage in the 1950s, 
together with large amounts of the uncommon and 
declining lesser water-plantain Baldellia raununculoides.

Ringed plover, Ray Kennedy, rspb-images.com
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5. Lowland heathland

The RSPB manages a number of heathland reserves, 
and has also restored and recreated areas of heathland, 
including at Broadwater Warren, Farnham Heath, Arne, 
Minsmere and The Lodge. 

The three key bird species associated with lowland 
heathland, nightjar, woodlark and Dartford warbler 
all continued to fare well on RSPB reserves in 2021. 
This is largely due to the maintenance of good 
habitat conditions on existing areas of heathland and 
restoration of new areas, and with Dartford warblers 
also undoubtedly also benefitting from a recent run of 
mild winters. 

There has been an overall increase in numbers of 
churring nightjars on RSPB land present in 2005 and 
acquired during 2005-12, due to increases on land 
acquired for restoration (Farnham Heath, Hazeley 
Heath, Denton Fell at Geltsdale, Snape, Suffolk and at 
Arne). Numbers of churring males were high in 2021, 
primarily due to increases at Aylesbeare Common (17 
in 2021, compared to historically low numbers of ten 
in each of the previous two years), Minsmere (13 in 
2021, compared to nine when last surveyed in 2019) 
and at Stoborough Heath (23 in 2021 compared to a 
historically very low figure of ten when last surveyed 
in 2019). There were also two churring male nightjars 
recorded on one night in May 2021 at the recently 
restored Covert Coch bog at Ynys-hir.

Numbers of breeding woodlarks have fluctuated on 
RSPB reserves while showing a slight overall upward 
trend. Total numbers were fairly high in 2021, in part 
due to good numbers at Minsmere (26 pairs in 2021, 
compared to 20 in 2020, and a previous highest of 29 in 
2016) and 11 pairs at Farnham Heath compared to the 
previous highest of ten in 2020. 

There were also eight singing males at Budby South 
Forest at Sherwood Forest in Nottinghamshire, which 
is close to the northern edge of the breeding range 
in Britain.

Dartford warblers reached their highest ever total 
number on RSPB reserves in 2021, with notable 
increases taking place on the Suffolk Coast at Minsmere 
(a highest ever total 37 pairs in 2021 compared to the 
previous highest of 29 in 2020 from visits only carried 
out before lockdown, and 23 when last fully surveyed 
in 2019), North Warren (13 pairs in 2021 compared to 
eight when last surveyed in 2019), and on heathland 
created within Dunwich Forest (a highest ever total 
of seven, compared to six in 2020 from visits only 
carried out before lockdown, and the previous highest 
of three in 2018 and 2019). In contrast, numbers were 
low at Grange Heath (six pairs, the lowest since 2011) 
and Stoborough Heath (eight pairs, the same as when 
last surveyed in 2019, but less than the 14 to 17 pairs 
recorded during 2016-18). Five pairs were recorded 
breeding at Broadwater Warren, ten years after we 
started restoring heathland there by felling conifer 
plantation.

At Arne, southern damselfly Coenagrion mercuriale  
was recorded at its traditional area on Stoborough 
Heath, but two individuals were also found in a new 
area cleared as part of the Back from the Brink project 
naturebftb.co.uk the previous winter. Another individual 
was also recorded at Arne Moors. At Arne, 50 plants of 
yellow centaury Cicendia filiformis, a nationally scarce 
and declining annual plant of damp heathland, were 
counted, together with 68 on nearby Grange Heath. 
On Ramsey Island, 2,769 flowering heads of yellow 
centaury were counted at four different locations.

Lowland heathlands provide vital open spaces for 
wildlife, including for many rare and threatened species. 

Dartford warblers reached their highest ever numbers on 
RSPB reserves in 2021. Ben Andrew, rspb-images.com

https://naturebftb.co.uk/
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Numbers of nightjars and woodlarks at sites not 
regularly monitored prior to 2013 are shown in  
light blue. See information on page 9 for key to  
other colours shown on the graphs.

Population trends of lowland heathland 
birds on RSPB reserves

Nightjar, David Tipling, rspb-images.com

Woodlark, Richard Bowler, rspb-images.com
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6. Upland habitats

There are many specialist species associated with 
the uplands present on our reserves, including the 
mountain ringlet butterfly Erebia epiphron, Britain’s 
only true alpine butterfly species, at Haweswater and 
mountain hare Lepus timidus at reserves including 
Abernethy Forest, Crannach, Hoy and Forsinard Flows. 
Black grouse, capercaillie, hen harrier, ring ouzel, 
dotterel and snow bunting all breed on our upland 
reserves.

In contrast to the fortunes of most lowland wetland and 
heathland birds on RSPB reserves, the picture for many 
upland bird species on the RSPB’s upland reserves 
during 2021 was more mixed. 

Upland-breeding waders
Breeding populations of curlew, like most other wader 
species, have been in long-term decline in the British 
uplands, but have generally been holding their own on 
RSPB sites. There are, though, increasing indications 
that populations on reserves are not immune from 
these wider declines. Numbers of breeding curlews 
were particularly low on upland survey plots at 

Geltsdale in 2021 (12 compared to 21 when last 
surveyed in 2019). Cold and dry conditions in spring 
resulted in curlews being late to settle there, which 
appeared to result in them moving to lower ground and 
so increased the numbers on the in-bye (34 pairs in 
2021 compared to 19 pairs when last surveyed in 2019). 

 While numbers of breeding golden plover, dunlin and 
curlew have all increased at Dove Stone following  
re-wetting of drained and degraded blanket bog, which 
was started by United Utilities and has continued in 
partnership with the RSPB, the number of curlews 
there were low in 2021, and golden plovers were also 
lower than when last surveyed across the whole site 
in 2017. The recent lower numbers of both species may 
have been caused by dry springs in 2019, 2020 and 
2021 - metoffice.gov.uk/research/climate/maps-
and-data/uk-temperature-rainfall-and-sunshine-
anomaly-graphs. We will have to wait and see if 
numbers recover. Meanwhile, dunlins are still faring 
well at Dove Stone, and in 2021 reached their highest 
level since rewetting began, increasing from 28 pairs on 
sample plots when they were last surveyed in 2019, to 
35 pairs in 2021.

The UK’s uplands consist of hills, valleys, moors and 
mountains. RSPB reserves contain large areas of 
upland habitat, including blanket bog, upland hay 
meadows and heather moorland. 

Juvenile hen harriers, James Bray

https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/research/climate/maps-and-data/uk-temperature-rainfall-and-sunshine-anomaly-graphs
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/research/climate/maps-and-data/uk-temperature-rainfall-and-sunshine-anomaly-graphs
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/research/climate/maps-and-data/uk-temperature-rainfall-and-sunshine-anomaly-graphs
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Breeding populations of the following three wader 
species, all of which have only tiny breeding populations 
in Britain, continued to fare well on RSPB reserves: red-
necked phalarope, wood sandpiper, and Icelandic race 
black-tailed godwit.

The majority of the UK’s breeding red-necked 
phalaropes are on RSPB reserves. It was another 
excellent year for this species on our Shetland reserves, 
with a total of 42 apparently breeding males recorded. 
This follows some sites being grazed for the first time 
in decades and ongoing cutting management to link up 
habitats. The Site Manager Kevin Kelly said:

“Following considerable management intervention, 
there is always a slight nervousness around species 
response. It was incredible to bear witness to 
these fears being sensationally quelled this year, 
by a superb reaction by red-necked phalarope to 
the works, with new record numbers gathered at 
the key sites. Whilst we will remain realistic of the 
challenges phalaropes face out-with our control, 
that may impact their post migration numbers 
each year. We will continue to improve and inject 
dynamism to our sites to ensure they are in peak 
condition for returning birds.”

In 2021 there were also twelve pairs of breeding wood 
sandpipers at their main RSPB breeding site, the equal 
highest number recorded there, and up from nine pairs 
when last surveyed in 2019. There were also three pairs 
of breeding wood sandpipers at Forsinard Flows, a 
site where they are not regularly monitored. Numbers 
of breeding Icelandic race black-tailed godwits on 
RSPB reserves on Orkney remained steady, with five 
pairs in 2021 compared to four pairs between 2017-
19 (they were not surveyed in 2020 due to COVID-19 
restrictions).

Other high priority upland wildlife
It was a poor year for both species of woodland 
grouse on RSPB reserves: capercaillie and black 
grouse. Numbers of black grouse at individual sites 
can fluctuate greatly over relatively short periods. The 
lowest total number of lekking black grouse on RSPB 
reserves were seen in 2021, with a continued decline 
at Abernethy (17 lekking males in 2021, compared to 
19 when last surveyed in 2019), a decline from 58 to 36 
lekking males at Corrimony between 2019 and 2021, 
while numbers at Geltsdale also fell from 26 males in 
2020 to 21 in 2021. There were also no lekking males at 
Crannach for the first time since the RSPB acquired it, 
there having been three lekking males there when last 
surveyed in 2019. In more positive news there were 
five lekking males at Inversnaid, the most there since 
2011, and these are hopefully beginning to react to the 
early stages of establishing woodland from historical 
planting and regeneration.

Dunlins are still 
faring well at 
Dove Stone, 
and in 2021 
reached their 
highest level 
since the start 
of rewetting

Golden plover, Oliver Smart,rspb-images.com
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Meanwhile, there were just 20 lekking male capercaillie 
on RSPB reserves in 2021, down from 23 when 
last surveyed in 2019. Numbers in the core area of 
Abernethy increased by one lekking male since 2019, 
whereas many other sites in Strathspey with previously 
good numbers in recent years saw big declines in 2021.

There were some notable highlights for other wildlife at 
Abernethy in 2021: 

 No pine hoverfly Blera fallax larvae were found 
 following previous translocation (see Taylor et 
 al., 2021), but due to the successful breeding at  
 The Royal Zoological Society of Scotland 860 larvae 
 were translocated to Bognacruie and 1,080 larvae 
 to Garten Woods. As deer impacts are still too 
 high in the forest, some areas of regenerating 
 Rowan at Mondhuie have been protected using 
 fencing to provide a nectar source for rare 
 invertebrates including the hoverflies. Large 
 numbers of hoverfly stumps were also created  
 at various sites including importing pine logs to the 
 Bognacruie site for the translocation work.

 A new monitoring scheme was set up for narrow 
 headed ant Formica exsecta one of the UK’s rarest 
 ants, using sub-sampling plots, and 76 nests were 
 recorded in total.

  Tooth fungi had a bumper year at Abernethy again 
with nearly 7,000 fruiting bodies on the North 
Abernethy track from 12 species. The Speyside 
Way track in Mondhuie had nearly 1,500 fruiting 
bodies from 12 species, and even the Nature 
Centre track had nearly 100 fruiting bodies from  
7 species.

 102 rosettes of one-flowered wintergreen 
 Moneses uniflora were found in 2021 after an 
 absence in 2020. The colony was grazed as part of 
 the Large-scale Field-layer Disturbance (LFD) trials 
 in winter 19/20. 

 Green shield moss Buxbaumia viridis and the rare 
 stump lichen Cladonia botrytes were both found.

Breeding Slavonian grebes had a good breeding season 
at their only RSPB reserve breeding site, with four pairs 
nesting on the RSPB section of the Loch and five pairs 
elsewhere on it, the same total as when they were last 
surveyed in 2019. Pleasingly, breeding productivity was 
high in 2021, with these nine pairs fledging 15 young.

Ring ouzels have declined on RSPB reserves, mirroring 
their population decline in Britain as a whole. Total 
numbers of breeding ring ouzels increased slightly 
in 2021 compared to when they were last surveyed 
across most RSPB reserves in 2019. This was due to 
an increase in numbers recorded at Haweswater (17 
males compared to 12 in 2019), and Dove Stone (nine 
singing males compared to a recent low of six in 2019). 
In 2021, ring ouzels were surveyed for the first time at 
Abernethy, and six singing males were recorded.

Numbers of breeding hen harriers on RSPB reserves 
increased in 2021 compared to when last fully surveyed 
in 2019, following a decline since 2016 driven by a 
reduction in numbers on the RSPB’s Orkney reserves. 
Breeding productivity on the RSPB’s Orkney reserves 
was slightly better in 2021 than in previous years, with 
23 apparently occupied territories fledging a minimum 
of 27 young. Loch Gruinart continued its good run for 
the species with four nests on the reserve fledging at 
least 12 young, with a 5-year mean productivity of four 
fledged young per nest.

2021 was an interesting year for hen harriers at 
Geltsdale. The season started very positively with 
two nests on the reserve, the first time that there 
have been two nests since 2002. However, both 
males disappeared, a fate that befalls many breeding 
hen harriers near land managed for driven grouse 
shooting, and as a result both nests failed. A third pair 
of hen harriers set up territory later in the season and 
successfully fledged four juveniles, two of which were 
fitted with satellite tags by the RSPB. This is the first 
time that hen harriers have fledged young at Geltsdale 
since 2016 when they fledged one young.

Male ring ouzel, Andy Hay, rspb-images.com
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7. Lowland farmland

Machair is a rare, botanically diverse coastal grassland 
and the majority of this habitat occurs in north and 
west Scotland. Traditional low-intensity management 
by crofters is intrinsically linked to the abundant 
wildlife this habitat supports and so at RSPB nature 
reserves with machair present, such as Balranald on 
North Uist, the RSPB works closely with crofters to 
care for this special habitat. Each summer the machair 
is transformed into a spectacular floral display alive 
with insects and birds. At RSPB nature reserves, 
these include great yellow bumblebees Bombus 
distinguendus and calling corncrakes. 

Although numbers of both breeding stone-curlews and 
cirl buntings were slightly down on RSPB reserves in 
2021, both are still at historically high levels. Stone-
curlew numbers at Minsmere declined from their 
record of 13 pairs in 2020 to their second highest 
level of 11 pairs. There was also a reduction from one 
breeding pair at Dingle Marshes in 2020 to none in 
2021. Numbers remained the same in 2020 and 2021 
at Winterbourne Downs (7 pairs) and Cavenham Heath 
(8 pairs). Productivity was poor at Cavenham, with the 
eight pairs only thought to have fledged two chicks. 

Numbers of breeding cirl buntings remained stable at 
Labrador Bay (30 pairs in 2021 compared to the same 
when last surveyed in 2019) but declined slightly at 
Ashill (19 pairs in 2021, compared to 23 when last 
surveyed in 2019). Colonisation of the Exe Estuary, 
where there was a maximum of three pairs in both 
2015 and 2016, has petered out with breeding last 
being recorded there in 2017.

For stone-curlews, numbers of pairs on the area of 
RSPB managed land present in 2005 are shown in 
dark blue. There are no breeding stone-curlews on 
land acquired since then. For cirl bunting, numbers 
at Labrador Bay (acquired in 2008) are shown in 
light grey, and numbers at Ashill (most of which 
was acquired in 2017) in light blue. Numbers at both 
sites were not monitored in 2020 due to COVID-19 
restrictions, and so are interpolated and are shown  
in grey.
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Farmland currently makes up around 72% of the 
UK’s land area and changes in agriculture have been 
identified as the most important driver of biodiversity 
change over the past 45 years (Hayhow et al. 2016).
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Stone curlew, Mike Lane, rspb-images.com
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The alarming declines of some farmland wildlife are 
well documented, including the fastest declining bird 
species in the UK – the turtle dove. 

Turtle doves continued to decline on RSPB reserves, 
mirroring their catastrophic decline in Britain as a 
whole. Numbers fell at Minsmere from eight territories 
when last surveyed in 2019, to none in 2021. Nearby 
on the Suffolk Coast at North Warren there was also a 
decline from six territories when last surveyed in 2019 
to three in 2021. Meanwhile, in 2021 there were no 

turtle doves at Frampton Marsh or Otmoor, both sites 
that have supported regular breeding birds up until at 
least 2019. There was some good news at Snettisham, 
where numbers increased from one territory in 2020 to 
three in 2021, and at Fen Drayton where there was an 
increase from one territory when last surveyed in 2019 
to five in 2021. The only other RSPB site with more than 
a single territory was Lydden Valley, which had four in 
2021 compared to five in 2020.
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Turtle doves 
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on RSPB reserves, 
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Corncrake, Richard Brooks, rspb-images.com
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There is also continuing concern over the worsening 
status of corncrakes in the wider countryside across 
their core areas. Total numbers also continue to 
decline on RSPB reserves in 2021. This saw the 
lowest numbers in recent years at Balranald (22 
singing males compared to 24 in 2020 and 34 in 
2019). Numbers at Coll also declined (23 singing 
males compared to 32 in 2020), and numbers at The 
Reef, Tiree went down from 26 in 2020 to 18 in 2021. 

The overall population declines can be accounted 
for by the lack of recruitment of second year birds 
into the breeding population. This high mortality of 
fledged birds is likely to be linked to increasing early 
mowing of silage cover off reserve. The level of take-
up of agri-environment schemes for corncrakes has 
also declined in the wider countryside. In the core 
areas, 783 ha of farmland was taken out of corncrake 
management from 2014 to 2019 involving a 21% 
reduction in delayed mowing and a 25% reduction 
in early/late cover. This trend continued into 2021. It 
is not clear why some corncrakes do not select the 
better habitats on reserves in favour of less optimum 
and pressured habitats off reserve. Our reserves 
continue to support important proportions of local 
populations and continue to work on optimising 
the habitat. In 2021, the Coll reserve held 23 of the 
island’s 30 singing male corncrakes. 

Oronsay saw its numbers increase from two in 2020 
to 14 in 2021, and numbers of singing corncrakes on 
Rathlin Island increased from just a single singing 
male in most years between 2014 and 2020 to four 
singing males in 2021 (with a fifth bird elsewhere on 
the island). 

Breeding waders, a key group on machair, are also 
having mixed fortunes on RSPB reserves. Both 
ringed plovers and lapwings were down at Balranald. 
Here, ringed plovers declined from 46 pairs when 
last surveyed across the whole reserve in 2014, to 
just 27 pairs in 2021. Over the same period, lapwings 
have declined from 229 pairs to just 100 pairs on  
the reserve. 

The Reef, Tiree had a successful year for most 
breeding waders. Its 49 pairs of breeding ringed 
plovers in 2021 was the highest on the RSPB 
estate, while its 65 pairs of breeding redshank 
was the highest number on the reserve for over 20 
years. These were complemented by 147 pairs of 
oystercatchers, 107 drumming snipe and 304 pairs  
of lapwings.

On the RSPB’s Coll reserve in 2021 redshank were 
at 51 pairs, continuing the recent upward trend. 
Breeding snipe were slightly down at 19 drummers. 
Lapwings increased slightly to 70 pairs, but this was 
still below the 81-108 pairs present between 2010 
and 2017. On Oronsay, redshank and lapwing were 
down, probably driven by increasing pressure from 
crow predation.

The Islay reserves (Loch Gruinart and Ardnave, The 
Oa and Smaull Farm) recorded 13 chough nests 
(32% of the Islay population), with 33 juveniles, 
an average productivity of 2.6 chicks per pair, 
confirming a steady run of decent years for this 
remnant population. On Ramsey Island, 10 pairs 
of choughs prospected with nine going on to nest 
build and attempt breeding. Unfortunately, three of 
those nests failed, but those remaining managed to 
fledge 16 young (also a productivity of 1.8 chicks per 
pair). At South Stack, choughs had a good year with 
ten pairs, eight of which went on to fledge young, 
resulting in an overall productivity of 1.8 chicks 
fledged per pair. 

It was also a good year for spatulate fleawort 
Tephroseris integrifolia maritima at South Stack, 
with 4,746 flowering spikes counted in 19 colonies. 
The most inland colony on the reserve, comprising 
of 10 rather tall spikes, was found in heather during 
2021, whereas it is typically found in the maritime 
grassland. Whilst a complete count of spotted rock-
rose Tuberaria guttata was not possible at South 
Stack in 2021, 1,300 plants were counted at six 
colonies and more plants were present.

Chough, Richard Brooks, rspb-images.com
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8. Broadleaved woodland

People have had a profound influence on woodlands. 
Our ancient woodlands are often home to special 
communities of birds, plants and invertebrates. 

As can be seen from the graph below, nightingales 
have shown a long-term decline in numbers on RSPB 
reserves since 1995, in line with their national trend. 
Total numbers of singing nightingales on RSPB reserves 
recovered in 2021, following very poor numbers in 2018 
and 2019. This recovery was most marked at Minsmere 
(24 singing males in 2021, compared to 11 in 2019 
and an incredibly low eight in 2018), Northward Hill 
(31 singing males in 2021 compared to 25 when last 
surveyed in 2019) and at Pulborough Brooks (13 singing 
males in 2021 compared to five when last surveyed 
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Much of Britain was once covered by woodland, but it now 
accounts for just 12% of the land area (Hayhow et al. 2016). 
Woodlands include scrub, coppice, carr and wood pasture and 
can be home to a spectacular variety of wildlife. 

Long-term population trend of breeding 
nightingales on RSPB reserves

in 2019). Worryingly, 2021 was the first year that there 
were no singing nightingales in Wolves Wood, numbers 
having declined from a high of ten in 2012, and three 
when last surveyed in 2019. 

Total numbers of breeding willow tits at sites that 
regularly monitor them declined again, reaching an 
all-time low. It was the first time none were recorded 
breeding at Dearne Valley, which held three pairs when 
last surveyed in 2019. In the wider Dearne Valley to the 
east of the M1 motorway, numbers have fallen from 
80 in 2015 to just twelve in 2021. Meanwhile, numbers 
held up at Ken-Dee Marshes (nine pairs in 2021, 
compared to ten when last surveyed in 2019).

Nightingale, Chris Gomersall, rspb-images.com
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At Blean Woods, the heath fritillary Melitaea athalia 
flight season was hampered by a late spring, followed 
by damp and unpredictable weather throughout the 
summer. A day that started warm and sunny would 
often turn cooler and wetter, and vice versa. Despite 
this, heath fritillaries still had a successful year with a 
seasonal peak count of 1,915. Common cow-wheat 
Melampyrum pratense (the larval food-plant) flourished 
across the reserve. Sensitive management of the plant 
throughout the ride network seems to be working well, 
with careful retention and spacing of trackside oaks 
creating a suitable balance of sun and shade.

A 2021 report from Butterfly Conservation states that 
RSPB Blean Woods is home to the largest and arguably 
the most successful and most important heath fritillary 
colony in the UK. Common cow-wheat was found to 
be more abundant and well distributed at the reserve 
than in any recent year. Similarly, the heath fritillary 
was more widely distributed than in any recent year. 
This success is the result of the excellent long-term 
management by the RSPB team. 

Steve Wheatley, Regional Conservation Manager at 
Butterfly Conservation said: 

“2021 has the highest combined peak counts on 
record for the entire Kent Blean complex. These high 
numbers are undoubtably driving greater dispersal, 
with several heath fritillaries seen in Canterbury 
gardens, in a woodland 5km south of The Blean and 
on a woodland edge 5km further still. The RSPB 
Blean reserve is one of the key ‘engine rooms’ 
driving this phenomenon. And whilst heath fritillary 
populations go through cycles of boom and bust, 
the population in The Blean has never been in a 
stronger position”.

At Garston Wood, a single drab looper Minoa murinata 
moth was recorded by Butterfly Conservation during 
2021. The survey did report good stands of the larval 
foodplant wood spurge being present over the site, 
including along ride sides and in clearings which 
is good news for this Nationally Scarce moth. 

Peak counts of heath fritillary across 
the Blean woods complex (please note 
this includes other sites in addition 
to the RSPB Blean reserve) credit: 
Butterfly Conservation.

One of the twenty-two ‘leaky’ dams installed along a small watercourse at 
Blean Woods to help slow the rate that water drains out of the woodland.  
This should help keep areas of this woodland wet, in the face of expected 
drier summers in this part of Britain. Malcolm Ausden.

There were the first ever RSPB records of the 
Nationally Rare hornet rove beetle Velleius dilatatus 
and Nationally Rare flat beetle Laemophloeus monilis 
in the woodlands at The Lodge during 2021. The former 
is a parasite of European hornet Vespa crabo whilst the 
latter lives under bark of dead or dying trees.

There was an interesting insight into the journey of a 
Nathusius’ pipistrelle Pipistrellus nathusii during 2021. 
This is a migrant species of bat. On the night of 2nd 
May 2021 an adult female (tagged on 29th March 2021 
by the Norwich Bat Group) was found to have flown 
from Minsmere directly to a site called Wijk aan Zee in 
the Netherlands. This was the first detection of such 
a crossing during a telemetry study by Wageningen 
University & Research into the migration of this species.
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Other than breeding terns, most seabird species are 
not censused annually, although recent surveys of all 
species across several years have fed into the national 
seabird census, the results of which are due 
in 2022/23. 

Breeding populations of all of Britain’s tern species 
largely depend on conservation interventions, including 
the provision of suitable nesting habitat, protection 
from human disturbance, and protection from 
mammalian predators. All five UK nesting tern species 
– common, Arctic, little, Sandwich and roseate – are 
currently faring well on RSPB reserves. 

Virtually all of the UK breeding population of roseate 
terns is on Coquet Island, and numbers increased again 
to yet another highest ever total – 150 pairs compared 
to 130 in 2020. Breeding productivity was also up, 
these birds fledging an impressive 186 young. There 
were record numbers of Sandwich and common terns 
breeding on Coquet Island this year.

Additionally, there were good numbers of both little 
terns and Sandwich terns breeding on RSPB reserves 
in 2021. The Pagham Harbour/Langstone Harbour 
metapopulation was this year focussed on Pagham 
Harbour, where permanent predator-exclusion fencing 
offers them protection. The number of little terns at 
Pagham Harbour subsequently increased from 21 pairs 
in 2020 to 46 pairs in 2021, by far the highest number 
of breeding pairs since the RSPB took on the site in 
2011, and the combined Harbours total increased to 
49, up from 43 in 2020. These fledged a respectable 25 
young. 
 
Sandwich terns increased at Pagham Harbour from 175 
pairs in 2020 to 243 pairs in 2021, again the highest 
number since the RSPB took on the site, although 
the metapopulation was slightly lower overall as there 
were 288 pairs across the two sites in 2020. Sandwich 
tern productivity at Pagham Harbour was also high 
with these 243 pairs fledging 252 young. At The Reef 

9. Seabirds
RSPB reserves include many important seabird colonies from 
Sandwich terns breeding at Larne Lough Islands in Northern 
Ireland, the gannet colony on Grassholm in Pembrokeshire, and 
the seabird cliffs at Bempton on the Yorkshire coast and at 
Marwick Head on Orkney.

Roseate tern, Gavin Thomas
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and Coll, there were good numbers of little tern nests, 
but productivity was poor, with all 18 nests failing at 
The Reef, and none of the 17 pairs on Coll fledging 
any young. Predation by large gull species within the 
electric fence on Coll was observed from a trail camera.

There were big successes for both little terns and 
Sandwich terns at Hodbarrow, following work carried 
out on the island through the EU-funded Life on 
the Edge Project (see projectlote.life). Little terns 
increased at Hodbarrow from 11 pairs in 2020 to 47 in 
2021 which fledged a respectable 32 young. This is the 
highest number of breeding little terns at Hodbarrow 
in recent decades. The reserve also retained good 
numbers of Sandwich terns (765 pairs following the 
return of regular breeding there in 2016), and these 
fledged 533 young. 

Terns returned to The Skerries in good numbers 
following their abandonment of the site in 2020, with 
2,976 pairs of Arctic terns and 423 pairs of common 
terns present in 2021. There were also 14 pairs of little 
terns which fledged 10 young at the Point of Ayr on the 
Dee Estuary, a slight decline from 20 pairs in 2020 but 
still a significant increase on the 1-3 pairs that were 
nesting prior to 2020, and an indication that this site is 
now becoming established as a significant satellite site 
to the nearby Gronant colony. 

Also at the Point of Ayr, a survey was carried out for 
the sandhill rustic moth sub-species Luperina nickerlii 
gueneei. This sub-species is confined to sand dune 
systems in North-West England and North Wales 
and is classed as Vulnerable. The natural rarity of this 
sub-species is the result of highly specialised habitat 
requirements, with their only known larval food-plant 
being sand couch Elymus pungens. Ninety-three adults 
were counted during the survey at Point of Ayr, with the 
majority resting on sand couch. 

There were big 
successes for both 
little terns and 
Sandwich terns at 
Hodbarrow, following 
work carried out on 
their breeding island

Arctic skua, Gavin Thomas

https://www.projectlote.life/
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Hodbarrow joined the long-running project to fit 
colour rings on Sandwich terns in 2017, and birds from 
Hodbarrow are now regularly being seen over-wintering 
on beaches as far south as Cape Town in South Africa.  
Birds colour-ringed as juveniles have returned 
to Hodbarrow, but have not been seen to breed 
successfully yet (being long-lived birds Sandwich terns 
typically breed at 3 years old). Elsewhere, Sandwich 
terns also increased to their highest levels at least in 
this century on Coquet Island (1,919 pairs). At Larne 
Lough Islands, Sandwich tern numbers increased 
from 900 pairs in 2020 to 1,113 pairs in 2021 and were 
also joined by a pair of roseate terns that successfully 
fledged one chick. 

On the downside, there were no breeding little terns at 
Old Hall Marshes, which supported between two and 
nine pairs between 2016 and 2020.

Grassholm is the only gannet colony in Wales and the 
third largest in the world behind Bass Rock and St 
Kilda, with the last count being 36,000 pairs in 2015. 
There has been a decline in the productivity in recent 
years which is a cause for concern, but a census of 

the population in 2022 will help determine if there has 
been a change in the colony size. The team based on 
Ramsey Island visit Grassholm late in the breeding 
season to cut free any birds entangled in marine debris 
(mostly fishing gear) that they mistake for seaweed and 
use to build their nests. In 2021 there was the lowest 
number of birds needing to be cut free on record, just 
14 in total (11 young and 3 adults). A further 55 dead 
young were found, with 90% of those seemingly from 
entanglement, but even that figure is reducing. 

Numbers of gannets continue to increase at the Mull 
of Galloway, with around 1% of Scotland’s population 
now breeding there (which equates to around 0.5% of 
the world population). Gannets also fledged a chick on 
Marwick Head, Orkney for the first time. 

Auk counts on Ramsey Island in 2021 saw record 
numbers of guillemots (over 5,000 individuals for the 
first time) and razorbills (over 2,000 individuals for the 
first time).

Arctic tern, David Woodfall, rspb-images.com
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For Sandwich and roseate terns, a large proportion 
of breeding birds are on Coquet Island and these are 
shown in light grey. Otherwise, numbers of pairs on 
the area of RSPB land present in 2005 are shown in 
dark blue (excluding Coquet Island for roseate and 
Sandwich terns), and numbers on the area of land 
acquired during the 2005-12 Reserves Acquisition 
Strategy in mid blue (and only shown from 2013 
onwards so that the figures shown refer to the same 
area of land each year).

Sandwich tern

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

P
ai

rs

Year

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

4000

4500

5000

Roseate tern
20

05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

P
ai

rs

Year

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

Little tern

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

P
ai

rs

Year

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

200

Population trends of roseate, Sandwich 
and little terns on RSPB reserves

Sandwich terns had another good year on RSPB reserves 
in 2021, with their numbers continuing to show an upward 
trend during the last decade. Steve Round, rspb-images.com
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Making it happen 
Nature needs all of us. Thanks to our staff, volunteers, 
partners and supporters we deliver vital conservation 
work across our 222 nature reserves.
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