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Hazel Dormice were 
recorded at Leighton Moss 
for the first time in 2024.

Jules Cox (rspb-im
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Wildlife on RSPB nature reserves in 2024

Introduction
From temperate rainforest in 
Scotland and lowland wetlands 
in England, to moorland in Wales 
and freshwater loughs in Northern 
Ireland, the RSPB looks after  
more than 220 nature reserves 
right across the UK. 
These reserves cover 160,000 hectares, which 
equates to 0.66% of the UK’s land area – that’s 
an area four times the size of the Isle of Wight or 
almost four times the size of the Isle of Arran!

So far, thanks to surveys by staff and volunteers, 
more than 18,500 species have been recorded on 
RSPB nature reserves. These include charismatic 
creatures like White-tailed Eagles and Red 
Squirrels, as well as easily overlooked groups,  
like beetles, bugs, spiders and slime moulds.  
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We manage the nature reserves in our care to 
deliver a range of benefits, but particularly focus 
on the needs of species that are a high conservation 
priority and that are largely, or wholly, reliant on 
so-called ‘conservation-dependent habitats’. These 
are rare habitats that require specific management 
to maintain their value for the characteristic species 
that call them home (see box opposite). 

As well as managing our nature reserves for 
wildlife, we also aim to preserve their historic 
features for future generations, including both 
Scheduled Monuments and other designated and 
non-designated heritage assets. We explore this 
work in more detail on pages 10–11.  

And finally, of course, we aim to manage RSPB 
nature reserves in ways that help people to connect 
with nature and enjoy the many benefits that come 
from spending time outdoors.   

Black Grouse had a good year on RSPB reserves 
in 2024, with their numbers increasing at 
Abernethy, Corrimony and Lake Vyrnwy.
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Conservation aims of the RSPB’s nature reserve network

When managing our nature reserve 
network, we have the following broad  
conservation aims: 

1. 	 To conserve conservation-			 
	 dependent habitats that are of 		
	 high importance for wildlife, 			 
	 together with the species 			 
	 associated with them. We 			 
	 focus in particular on species 			
	 of high conservation concern 			
	 that are themselves dependent  
	 on conservation interventions. 	  
	 Examples of conservation-			 
	 dependent habitats that are of  
	 high value for wildlife include 		
	 reedbeds, machair and saline  
	 lagoons. We achieve this by:

	○ 	 Ensuring the favourable  
	 condition of species and habitats  
	 for which we have a statutory  
	 duty of care, for example those  
	 listed as designated features of  
	 Sites or Areas of Special Scientific 		
	 Interest (SSSIs/ASSIs). In doing so,  
	 we also seek to carry out best 		
	 practice 	conservation  
	 management, for example for 
 	 assemblages of species associated 		
	 with decaying wood. 

	○ 	 Increasing populations of RSPB 		
	 Species Recovery Priorities 			 
	 for which nature reserves 			 
	 are an important conservation 		
	 mechanism. For example, 			 
	 Roseate Terns, Heath Fritillary 		
	 butterflies and Pine Hoverflies. 

	○ 	 Aiming to at least maintain existing 	
	 populations of other conservation-		
	 dependent species for which RSPB 	
	 reserves are important.  

2.	 To develop and demonstrate best 		
	 practice conservation management 		
	 and habitat creation/restoration, 		
	 including of more widespread 		
	 habitats of conservation value,  
	 such as upland heath and lowland 		
	 broadleaved woodland.  
				     
	 Doing this allows us to help influence 	
	 the management of these habitats 		
	 in the wider landscape. We also 		
	 use our reserves to carry out 			
	 research into the best ways to solve 		
	 conservation issues, as well as to  
	 trial solutions. 

While doing all of this work, we also need 
to take into account the impacts that the 
changing climate are expected to have on 
wildlife: minimizing the negative effects 
while also maximizing any potential 
benefits (see pages 8–9). 

Where possible, we also try to provide 
other ecosystem service benefits, for 
example by: 

	○ improving the health and wellbeing of 
visitors by providing access to nature;

	○ reducing the risk of flooding further 
downstream;

	○ benefiting the climate by increasing 
the capacity of our nature reserves to 
store and sequester carbon.
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Summary of wildlife on 
reserves in 2024
2024 was, as usual, a mixed  
year for wildlife on the RSPB's  
nature reserves across the UK. 
While extreme temperatures and drought weren’t 
a feature of 2024, as they were in the previous 
two years, we instead saw extreme periods of 
wet weather, particularly over southern, eastern 
and central England in February. Poor weather 
in the summer is thought to have reduced the 
productivity of some upland-breeding species  
in particular. 

Although the winter flooding of semi-natural 
wetlands in river floodplains and washlands 
is valuable for most wildlife, the severity 
and unusually long duration of the flooding 
experienced in many areas caused problems on 
many reserves, particularly when it extended  
into the breeding season.

Many wetland reserves experienced extensive 
and prolonged periods of flooding that affected 
visitor access and the ability of reserve staff to 
carry out habitat management. This occurred at 
Blacktoft Sands, Cors Ddyga, Fen Drayton Lakes, 
Insh Marshes, Langford Lowfields, Middleton 
Lakes, Minsmere, the Nene and Ouse Washes, and 
Pulborough Brooks, to name just a few sites. Ham 
Wall also flooded above its intended water level for 
nearly nine months. The Ouse and Nene Washes 
did eventually dry out in the summer, but both 
sites flooded again in September. 

In many areas, flooding on the reserves has 
probably been exacerbated by increasingly 
efficient drainage and flood defences elsewhere 
in the catchment. Flooding, in combination with 
intensive arable farming in catchments, also 
deposited high levels of sediment in some wetlands, 
such as Loch of Kinnordy. 

A typical view on many RSPB wetland 
reserves in 2024, with visitor paths 
inaccessible due to extensive flooding, 
in this case at Blacktoft Sands. 

RSPB
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Nesting Spoonbills at the Ouse Washes. 

2024 was the first year that no breeding Dotterels 
were recorded on the area of the Cairngorms plateau 
covered by our Abernethy reserve. 

Some of the highlights in 2024:
	○ Populations of Bitterns, Cranes, Spoonbills and 

Great White Egrets continued to increase in 
both number and range. These rare wetland 
birds make use of the high-quality wetland 
habitat created and maintained on RSPB  
nature reserves.

	○ Site-specific interventions have been successful 
at maintaining the breeding populations of 
ground-nesting birds whose numbers have 
collapsed outside nature reserves. These include 
Corncrakes, beach-nesting Ringed Plovers,  
and other waders such as Curlews. 

	○ Capercaillie and Black Grouse numbers are 
up on RSPB reserves thanks to a range of 
management interventions. 

	○ Roseate Terns had a productive breeding  
season at Coquet Island – their main UK 
breeding colony – and showed signs of 
population recovery following the recent 
impacts of avian flu. 

	○ Beavers colonised a second RSPB reserve in 
southern England. 

	○ A number of rare insects, including the Fiery 
Clearwing, Dainty Damselfly and Maid of Kent 
beetle, were discovered on RSPB nature reserves 
around the Thames Estuary. 

Set against these successes, there were also 
some disappointments:

	○ Populations of Sandwich, Arctic, Common 
and Little Terns were all low on RSPB reserves. 
Little Terns suffered particularly poor breeding 
productivity in 2024, while the other species 
have suffered high mortality over the past two 
years as a result of avian flu. 

	○ Total numbers of wet grassland-breeding 
waders were low on two key reserves – the Ouse 
and Nene Washes – due to prolonged flooding 
during the breeding season and a further 
decline in the numbers of breeding limosa race 
Black-tailed Godwits at the Nene Washes. 

	○ Stone-curlews had very poor  
breeding productivity.

	○ Three upland species are faring particularly 
badly. Ring Ouzels declined to an all-time low 
on reserves where they are annually monitored; 
numbers of Slavonian Grebes fell to their lowest 
level in modern times on the whole of Loch 
Ruthven; and there were no breeding Dotterels 
recorded for the first time on the area of the 
Cairngorms plateau covered by our Abernethy 
reserve. Recreational disturbance is likely to be 
a key cause of the decline in the last two species, 
with climate change also a cause of concern for 
the future of Dotterels.

RSPB
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Climate change adaptation
The changing climate is the 
backdrop to our work on RSPB 
nature reserves. 
For more than 20 years, we've been taking the 
projected changes in the climate into account 
on our reserves, as well as undertaking adaptive 
management through our management planning 
and annual reporting process. 

This adaptive management involves monitoring 
and evaluating the effects of the conservation work 
undertaken on each reserve every year and using 
this to inform future management. Then every five 
years (or 10 years for some reserves with limited 
conservation interventions), we review and re-set 
our site-specific conservation objectives.

Our first climate change mitigation measures on 
reserves began back in the 1990s when we created 
freshwater reedbed habitat inland, to compensate 
for the expected loss of coastal freshwater reedbeds 
(see page 13). 

Since 1990, we’ve also been involved with the  
re-creation of 890 hectares of intertidal habitat to 
help offset past losses and compensate for future 
losses due to climate change. This is about a third 
of the area of intertidal habitat re-created in the 
UK over this period (Ausden et al. 2019). 

Key measures that we've put in place in different 
habitats on our reserves to help adapt to a changing 
climate are summarised in the table opposite.

 

We aim to design the hydrological infrastructure of our freshwater 
wetlands to ensure they will continue to provide habitat for species such 
as Lapwings despite lower water availability in late spring and summer. 

Richard Brooks (rspb-im
ages.com

)
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Habitat(s) Climate 
impact

Adaptation measure Example of reserves 
where measure(s) have 
been put in place

Upland and 
lowland 
peatlands

Drier periods 
in summer and 
increased risk 
of catastrophic 
wildfires.

Rewetting by blocking 
artificial drainage and 
erosion gulleys.

Abernethy, Airds Moss, 
Dove Stone, Eastern Moors, 
Forsinard Flows, Lake 
Vyrnwy, Loch Gruinart, 
Lumbister and The Oa. 

Woodlands 
and scrub

Drier periods in 
summer.

Blocking any artificial 
drainage.

Abernethy, Blean Woods, 
Highnam Woods and 
Wolves Wood.

Freshwater 
wetlands

Reduction 
in water 
availability 
in late spring 
and summer, 
and increased 
short-term 
variation 
in water 
availability.

Designing the hydrological 
infrastructure of freshwater 
wetlands to enable them 
to still provide valuable 
wetland habitat despite 
lower water availability in 
late spring and summer. This 
includes greater storage 
of winter rainfall and a 
greater ability for rotational 
management to make best 
use of scarce water.

Frampton Marsh, Loch 
Leven, Marshside, Otmoor, 
Ouse Fen, Saltholme and 
many others.

Intertidal 
habitat 
and saline 
lagoons

Loss of 
intertidal 
habitat 
through 
coastal 
squeeze and 
increased 
coastal erosion.

Creating intertidal 
habitat through managed 
realignment, using dredgings 
to re-charge sections of 
eroding coastline, and 
creating coastal lagoons 
adjacent to estuaries. These 
measures provide high 
tide roosting and breeding 
habitat for birds that would 
otherwise be missing.

Arne Moors, Freiston Shore, 
Havergate Island, Hesketh 
Out Marsh, Medmerry, 
Skinflats and Wallasea 
Island.
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Archaeology 
RSPB nature reserves are 
important not just for wildlife, 
but for their historic features too. 
Our reserves include land within 
World Heritage Sites, and they 
contain hundreds of Scheduled 
Monuments and Listed Buildings, 
as well as important historic 
landscapes and thousands of 
other historic features.  
To ensure that these features are well managed we 
employ two archaeologists: one covers our reserves 
in England and Wales, while the other covers those 
in Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

The archaeologists help our reserves teams to 
appropriately manage any historic features on the 
site, and provide heritage advice for larger projects, 
such as habitat creation schemes. This work is 
supported by our in-house historic environment 
database, which contains nearly 50,000 records  
of sites, finds and historic features in and around 
the reserves. 

Read on to find out more about some of the 
archaeological work carried out at RSPB reserves 
on upland and lowland heath, peatlands and 
coastal habitats.

Upland and lowland heath
Some of these heaths have never been developed  
or ploughed, and therefore archaeological  
features tend to survive very well. Bronze Age 
(2200–800 BCE) burial mounds are relatively 
common across reserves with these habitats, and 
most are protected by law. In southern England 
they are usually circular earthen mounds up to 
20m across, known as barrows or tumuli. Barrow 
cemeteries can be found at Aylesbeare Common, 
Amberley Wildbrooks and Franchises Lodge. 

Bracken and saplings can cause damage to barrows 
and so reserve staff must regularly monitor and 
cut back vegetation. In some cases, such as at 
Franchises Lodge, barrows on former heathland 
have been covered with conifer plantation and, 
with official consent, the trees must be carefully 
removed (see photo below). Erosion caused 
by visitors can also be a problem; staff have 
occasionally needed to re-route paths and block 
informal ‘shortcuts’ that people have created on  
and around barrows. 

In the uplands, the mounds are made from stones 
and are known as cairns. In these areas bracken 
is less of a problem, but gorse and birch need to 
be controlled. The cairns on some of our larger 
reserves, such as Lake Vyrnwy and Trumland, are 
quite remote, but even in these areas cairns can be 
damaged by visitors adding or removing stones. 

Peatlands
As described elsewhere in this report, we’re 
carrying out a large amount of work to restore 
historically drained and damaged peatlands. The 
archaeology within these habitats can be incredibly 
rich, so it’s important that we undertake desk-based 
and on-site surveys for each project area before 
any restoration takes place. This is most effectively 
done by in-house staff. 

And it’s amazing what can be unveiled before 
the machines go in. For example, the 2024 Loch 

A Bronze Age barrow kept free of 
vegetation at Franchises Lodge. 

RSPB
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Gruinart reserve restoration area has visible 
evidence of 3,000-year-old field walls (and 
presumably buildings) buried by the ever-growing 
peat. The peat has covered a once busy farmed 
landscape around a small loch or wetland,  
which is very hard to imagine today. 

Further evidence includes prehistoric wooden 
objects that were found during peat-cutting  
60 years ago, along with what was thought to be  
a contemporary ‘bog body’. Research revealed  
that the remains were actually 350 years old,  
but still of great significance. 

Thanks to the work of our archaeologists,  
we were able to exclude the sensitive areas from  
the restoration work, safeguarding the historic 
features for the future.  

Coastal habitats
Areas of coastal habitat tend to be within well-
developed areas and as a result they have often 
been significantly modified and intensively 
managed over centuries. The sites have often 
been drained to create farmland, and many 
contain roads, buildings and other infrastructure. 

A prehistoric field wall 
disappearing into the 
peat at Loch Gruinart. 

Archaeological remains in these areas are usually 
linked to previous management or industry, for 
example the piles of debris from Medieval salt 
production at Saltholme and Seasalter Levels. 

Our efforts to reverse the ecological damage caused 
by recent drainage and development can impact 
archaeological remains, and this is a key concern 
when carrying out projects on our reserves. 

For example, trial excavations prior to the coastal 
realignment project at Arne found evidence of 
Roman and Iron Age activity within an area 
previously thought to have no archaeological 
interest. Subsequent excavations revealed  
over forty Bronze Age and Iron Age (2200 BCE  
– 50 CE) structures, as well as a Roman pottery 
kiln and a well-preserved Bronze Age spade  
– one of the oldest wooden tools ever found in  
the UK (see photo below). 

The exact purpose of the structures is still a 
mystery, although they are probably linked  
to salt production or seasonal grazing of the  
coastal marshes. Further analysis of the  
results will hopefully shed light on this  
very important excavation.

 

A rare, Bronze Age 
spade found during the 
excavations at Arne. 

RSPB

W
essex Archaeology



Wildlife on RSPB nature reserves in 2024

12

Reedbeds and fens
We manage large areas of reedbed 
and fen across our reserve network, 
and these reserves have been a 
key focus for habitat creation work. 

Bittern numbers boom
The total number of booming bitterns on RSPB 
reserves increased to another record high, jumping 
from 116 boomers in 2023 to 138 in 2024. This 
included an astonishing increase from 11 to 17 
at Lakenheath Fen, far higher than the previous 
record of 12 in 2022. At Minsmere, the number 
of boomers rose from 14 to a record 17, while 
at Leighton Moss it went up from nine to 11, 
following rejuvenation work and reedbed creation 
and management. 

This increase in the number of booming Bitterns 
continues the long-term success of reedbed  
creation and restoration carried out on RSPB 
reserves. Thanks to this work, the majority of the 
much-increased UK Bittern population can now 
be found in reedbeds that are safe from coastal 
flooding. This is a very different picture to that in 
1997, when most of the UK’s 11 booming Bitterns 
lived in reedbeds at risk of becoming unsuitable  
for them due to coastal flooding (see box opposite).

Despite this success, it’s certainly not ‘job done’ 
for Bitterns, as reedbeds require ongoing and 
sometimes costly management to maintain them  
in suitable condition for breeding Bitterns and 
some other species. A lack of ongoing management, 
which resulted in reedbeds drying out, was the 
primary cause of the UK Bittern population 
declining to near-extinction in the 1990s (eg 
Tyler et al. 1998), so it’s vital that we continue 
management of the reedbeds on our reserves.

Mixed fortunes for other species
2024 also saw Marsh Harriers nest for the first  
time at Mersehead, as well as at Ynys-hir, which 
was their first recorded breeding in Ceredigion. 

There were continued high numbers of breeding 
Black-necked Grebes on RSPB reserves, with 16 
pairs at St Aidan’s, one of their most important UK 
breeding sites. This was slightly lower than the 
record of 18 pairs in 2023. To improve the habitat 
for Black-necked Grebes at St Aidan’s, we’ve placed 
small piles of cut brash into the water along the 
edge of the reeds. These brash platforms encourage 
nesting Black-headed Gulls, which Black-necked 
Grebes like to nest close to, as they provide 
protection against predators. Unfortunately, 
breeding success was quite poor this year, with the 
16 pairs at St Aidan’s thought to have fledged just 
10 young.

It was another poor year for Spotted Crakes on 
RSPB reserves. These birds have long been rare in 
Britain, with the number arriving here thought to 
be influenced by conditions further east in Europe. 
Again, there were just six singing males recorded: 
two on the Ouse Washes, three at Greylake and 
one in a recently flooded area of rushy swamp 
created for crakes at Worth Marsh. The decline in 
the number of Spotted Crakes on RSPB reserves in 
recent decades mirrors their national decline over 
this period. 

Numbers of Garganey were similar to those over 
the last few years, but only two singing Savi’s 
Warblers were recorded on RSPB reserves in 2024: 
one at Ham Wall as in 2023 and one at Saltholme. 

booming Bitterns 
were recorded on 
RSPB reserves, up 
from 116 in 2023

138
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Long-term changes in the number of booming Bitterns on RSPB reserves 

Numbers of booming Bitterns on RSPB reserves. Figures are not given for 2020 because 
monitoring could not take place due to Covid-19 restrictions.

By 1997, the breeding population of Bitterns in the UK was tiny, with just 11 booming 
males left across seven sites. To make matters worse, four of these sites were at risk of 
becoming unsuitable for Bitterns as a result of coastal flooding.

With Bitterns in such a precarious position, a range of organisations joined forces in 
an ambitious and coordinated effort to create safe reedbeds away from vulnerable 
coastal areas, and to improve the condition of existing reedbeds. This work was largely 
funded by two EU LIFE projects and also involved reedbed creation through the 
Environment Agency’s Regional Habitat Compensation and Restoration Programme. 

The RSPB carried out much of the work, which included innovative wetland creation 
on ex-arable land at Lakenheath Fen, on former peat diggings at Ham Wall, on 
botanically poor grassland at Cors Ddyga and following mineral extraction at  
Ouse Fen. 

This joined-up approach has proved to be very successful, with increases in breeding 
Bitterns both at existing sites and in newly created reedbeds. Crucially, the majority of 
the UK’s breeding Bitterns – and those on RSPB reserves – now use reedbeds that are 
safe from coastal flooding (see graph). 

The extensive programme of reedbed creation and restoration has also benefited a 
wide range of other wetland species, including Water Voles and moths, such as the 
rare Small Dotted Footman (see Sears et al. 2013; Hughes 2018). 
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Trial translocation of species-rich fen turf to Leighton Moss

Species-rich fen is home to an array of species, including Swallowtail butterflies and 
Milk-parsley, which are both classed as Vulnerable in Great Britain. However, in its 
Broadland stronghold, this habitat is under threat from the effects of climate change, 
such as saline intrusion and higher temperatures. 

Climate modelling has shown that current and future climates are likely to become 
less suitable in the Broads, but more suitable within the Arnside and Silverdale 
National Landscape. So, to help safeguard the future of this important habitat, the first 
trial translocation of species-rich fen took place at Leighton Moss in September 2024, 
using material from Sutton Fen, as part of Natural England’s Living Fens Project. 

Several potential receptor sites were assessed, and the trial site was chosen based 
on its vegetation, hydrology, and soil and water properties. The initial translocation 
involved stripping 10cm-deep peat turves (cut pieces of turf) from Sutton Fen as 
part of routine turf pond excavation work. These were then wrapped to help retain 
moisture and transported to Leighton Moss, where we had already prepared an area 
to receive them. Next, the material was placed onto the receptor site, which had an 
undulating profile to create wetter and drier areas. 

Going forward, the plants and invertebrates will be monitored to assess how effective 
and viable this translocation technique is. Further translocations at the site, using 
green hay, are an option for the future.    

Species-rich fen at Sutton Fen. 
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Lowland wet  
grassland-breeding waders
Waders that breed on lowland 
wet grassland have declined 
catastrophically in the  
wider countryside.   
Meanwhile, breeding waders in general have 
the unenviable accolade of being the group of 
birds that has declined most in range in Britain 
and Ireland between the 1968–72 and 2007–11 
Breeding Bird Atlases (Balmer et al. 2013). 

Impacts of prolonged flooding
In 2024, the total numbers of breeding Lapwings, 
Redshanks and Snipe on RSPB lowland wet 
grassland reserves were fairly low compared to 
recent years. This was mainly due to a second 
year of flooding during the breeding season at the 
Ouse Washes, which resulted in no Lapwings or 
Redshanks, and only low numbers of late-nesting 
Snipe, breeding there. Numbers of waders were 
also very low at the Nene Washes. This continued 
a longer-term decline but was also exacerbated by 
prolonged spring flooding. 

It was the first time since 2007 and 2008 that the 
Ouse Washes had bank-to-bank flooding in two 
consecutive breeding seasons. Thankfully, breeding 
waders were still able to nest on wet grassland 
created outside of the Washes – both on grassland 
created by the RSPB as part of a pilot scheme for 
providing flood-free nesting habitat outside of the 
Washes, and on Coveney Byall Fen, which is part 
of the UK Government’s Ouse Washes Habitat 
Creation Scheme. 

After eventually drying out over the summer, both 
washlands reflooded in September. Historically, 
reflooding this early in the autumn has been rare 
at both sites, particularly at the Nene Washes. As a 
result of the flooding, livestock had to be removed 
quickly and we weren’t able to complete the new 
predator-exclusion fence on the Low Wash at the 
Nene Washes.  

Limosa-race Black-tailed Godwits had a particularly 
bad year at the Nene Washes, with breeding 
numbers falling from 22 pairs in 2023 to just  
11 in 2024. This continues a longer-term decline 
related to low breeding productivity, which has 

The number of Redshanks breeding on 
wet grassland at RSPB nature reserves 
has remained relatively stable, despite 
their numbers declining catastrophically 
in the wider countryside.
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Changes to grazing management at 
Onziebust have helped Lapwing numbers 
reach their highest level there since 2007.
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been caused largely by high levels of nest and chick 
predation. However the low number in 2024 was 
exacerbated by the late spring flooding.

It was the first year in recent decades that there 
were more nesting pairs of Black-tailed Godwits 
on the nearby Ouse Washes complex than on 
the Nene. Nevertheless, godwits suffered high 
levels of predation at the Ouse Washes complex, 
with 16 pairs – including the first nesting pair at 
Coveney Byall Fen – likely to have fledged just one 
chick. This low productivity was mainly due to 
chick predation. The 11 pairs at the Nene Washes, 
however, managed to fledge nine chicks – the 
highest number since 14 chicks fledged in 2018.

Lapwings flying high
2024 was another amazing year for breeding 
Lapwings at Cors Ddyga, with numbers reaching  
72 pairs. These fledged an impressive 120 young, 
beating the previous record of 102 in 2023. 

We also celebrated the highest number of breeding 
Lapwings on Onziebust since 2007, with 80 pairs 
in 2024 compared to 67 in 2023. We believe this 
rise is at least partly due to changes in grazing 
management. Lapwing numbers at Saltholme 
reached record levels too, with 124 pairs – up  
from the previous highest count of 85 in 2023.  

Waders doing well 
Meanwhile, numbers of breeding waders continue 
to increase at newer, developing RSPB reserves. 

Seasalter Levels, Worth Marsh and the Crook of 
Baldoon have all seen increases since we created 
wet features, installed predator-exclusion fences 
and raised water levels at the sites. 

Maintaining these high numbers on RSPB wet 
grassland reserves is no mean feat, given the 
collapse of breeding populations in the wider 
countryside. Overall, 17 RSPB reserves support 
more than 100 pairs of wet grassland waders  
(see table on page 18). 

Loch Gruinart and Onziebust both hold 
exceptionally high densities, as well as numbers,  
of breeding waders. In 2024, Loch Gruinart 
supported 213 pairs/drummers* per square 
kilometre of grassland, while Onziebust had  
275 pairs/drummers per square kilometre. 

Many of our coastal grazing marsh reserves also 
support very high densities of breeding waders, 
with Frampton Marsh, Great Bells Farm and 
Rainham Marshes all supporting between 121  
and 143 pairs per square kilometre in 2024. 

Other important concentrations of wet grassland 
waders occur at: 

	○ Lower Lough Erne Islands, which continue to 
support a very high proportion of Northern 
Ireland’s otherwise devastated breeding wader 
population, in particular its remaining Curlews; 

	○ Ynys-hir and Cors Ddyga, which support a  
high proportion of Wales’ beleaguered wet 
grassland-breeding waders; 

	○ Otmoor, which contains the only large 
concentration of wet grassland waders in  
central England, including most of its  
breeding Snipe. 

	○ West Sedgemoor and Greylake, which hold a 
large proportion of southwest England’s wet 
grassland-breeding waders, especially Snipe.

*Numbers of breeding Snipe are monitored by counting 
displaying males, known as ‘drummers’. 

Lapwing chicks 
fledged at Cors Ddyga 
– a new record
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RSPB nature reserves that supported more than 100 pairs of  
wet grassland-breeding waders in 2024

Reserve Total number  
(pairs/drummers)

Breeding species present*

Ouse Washes complex 439 L, RK, SN, BW, OC
Insh Marshes 414 L, RK, SN, CU, OC
Loch Gruinart 339 L, RK, SN, OC
Onziebust 272 L, RK, SN, CU, OC
Old Hall Marshes 220 L, RK, OC
Rainham Marshes 209 L, RK, OC
Shorne and Higham Marshes 207 L, RK, OC
Nene Washes 187 L, RK, SN, BW, OC
Lower Lough Erne Islands 186 L, RK, SN, CU, OC
Frampton Marsh 177 L, RK, OC
Great Bells Farm 169 L, RK, SN, OC
Otmoor 160 L, RK, SN, CU, OC
Saltholme 149 L, RK, SN, OC
Ynys-hir 119 L, RK, SN, OC
Berney Marshes 118 L, RK, SN, OC
Mid Yare 114 L, RK, SN, OC
Burton Mere Wetlands 101 L, RK, OC

* L = Lapwing, RK = Redshank, SN = Snipe, BW = Black-tailed Godwit, CU = Curlew, OC = Oystercatcher

Protecting Curlews
At Otmoor, staff and volunteers have been fencing 
individual Curlew nests and this hard work has 
been paying dividends, with Curlews doing well on 
the site. Curlew numbers increased from 31 to 33 
pairs on the whole Otmoor Basin – their highest 
number in recent times. This continues a sustained 
increase there (see graph opposite). 

Curlew numbers also fared well on other RSPB 
wet grassland reserves, including the very large 
population on Onziebust, which increased to 
49 pairs in 2024 from between 35 and 40 pairs 
between 2019 and 2023. Meanwhile, the end  
of the Curlew LIFE project in Scotland  
(curlewlife.org) saw the highest number (101 pairs) 
of breeding Curlews at Insh Marshes, one of the 
project sites, since 2014, when there were 103 pairs.

Numbers of breeding Curlews at RSPB Otmoor and the rest 
of the Otmoor Basin since their nests were first protected 
using temporary electric fencing in 2020. The area of the 
reserve has remained the same over the period shown..
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RSPB nature reserves are both 
nationally and internationally 
important for Whooper Swans.

Temporary electric fencing has been 
used at Otmoor to protect Curlew 
nests against predators.

Ray Kennedy (rspb-im
ages.com

)
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Colonising and  
re-colonising waterbirds
The RSPB’s wetland reserves 
continue to provide habitat for 
several wetland birds whose 
ranges are expanding. Nature 
reserves and other protected 
areas in general are particularly 
important for many birds during 
their initial phase of colonising 
– or re-colonising – new areas 
(Hiley et al. 2013). 

Great White Egrets and Spoonbills in  
particular both need large areas of foraging 
habitat and freedom from human disturbance 
when nesting; conditions that are unlikely  
to be found away from nature reserves. 
Meanwhile, the combination of wetland  
habitats and freedom from human disturbance 

required by breeding Cranes, Baillon’s Crakes  
and Black-winged Stilts is also rare outside  
of nature reserves.

A record year for Cranes
Crane numbers on RSPB reserves reached a  
new record in 2024, with 30 pairs from both  
the naturally re-colonising East Anglian and  
re-introduced Somerset populations. This was a 
20% increase on the previous highest total of 25 
pairs in 2023. This was mainly down to further 
increases at West Sedgemoor, from 12 to 14 pairs, 
and at Greylake, from one to three pairs.

A particular highlight was the first pair of  
nesting Cranes at Ham Wall, which successfully 
raised at least one chick, and three pairs of 
nesting Cranes at Lakenheath Fen, fledging  
three chicks. This was only the second time as 
many as three pairs have nested at Lakenheath. 

Trail camera image of a Crane family 
at Sutton Fen in 2024.

RSPB
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Success for Spoonbills
Spoonbills had a spectacular year on RSPB reserves 
in 2024, with a big increase at Fairburn Ings from 
five to 17 pairs. Spoonbills also bred for the first 
time in Cambridgeshire in about four hundred 
years, nesting at the Ouse Washes, where three 
pairs fledged eight chicks. 

Numbers also increased on Havergate Island, from 
14 to 17 pairs, and a pair bred again at Hodbarrow, 
following a blank year in 2023. A single pair had 
previously bred on the reserve in both 2021 and 2022. 

Spoonbills at all of these sites were very productive 
in 2024: the 17 pairs at Fairburn Ings fledged 
a minimum of 27 young; the single pair at 
Hodbarrow fledged four chicks; and the 17 pairs at 
Havergate Island fledged 35 chicks (bringing the 
total number of fledged young to more than 100 
since they started breeding at the site). Overall, 
the total of 38 pairs of Spoonbills on RSPB nature 
reserves fledged at least 74 young.

Great White Egrets continue to spread
Great White Egrets continued to expand both their 
breeding range and numbers in the UK, and bred 
for the first time in Scotland. The pioneering pair 
nested just outside of RSPB Loch of Strathbeg, 
where the adults and fledglings spent most of their 
time feeding. 

Great White Egrets nested at the Ouse Washes for 
the first time in 2021, and since then their numbers 
have increased, with 13 pairs in 2023 and 24 in 
2024. There were also good numbers at Ham Wall 
(a record 15 pairs, following just five and four pairs 
in 2022 and 2023), while two pairs nested again on 
the Dee Estuary. There was also a single nesting 
pair – or possibly two – at the Nene Washes, where 
they first bred in 2023. 

Great White Egrets were again productive on RSPB 
reserves, with the 24 pairs at the Ouse Washes 
fledging an impressive 46 young, and the 15 pairs 
at Ham Wall fledging 24 chicks. RSPB reserves as a 
whole fledged a minimum of 72 young.

Cattle Egret numbers increase
Numbers of breeding Cattle Egrets continued to 
increase on RSPB reserves as well as nationally, no 
doubt helped by another mild winter increasing 
their ability to overwinter in Britain. This resulted 
in their first nesting in the burgeoning heronry at 
Fairburn Ings (two pairs). 

At Hodbarrow we also recorded a mixed Cattle and 
Little Egret pair, which successfully fledged one 
chick. Hybridisation between similar species can be 
more common where a species’ range is expanding 
and individuals may find it more difficult to find 
a mate of the same species. However, it is very 
unusual for pairs in different genera to fledge 
young (as is the case with Little and Cattle Egrets).

Cattle Egret numbers also increased at Ouse Fen 
from a single pair in 2023 to 10 in 2024, their 
highest number there, while Pagham Harbour 
reached a new high of 31 pairs, up from 29 in 2023. 

Rain in Spain keeps stilts away
Following the equal best breeding season for  
Black-winged Stilts on RSPB reserves in 2023,  
very few stilts arrived in Britain in 2024. 

This was undoubtedly due to heavy rainfall in 
Spain in April, meaning that stilts did not have 
to disperse north in search of suitable breeding 
habitat, which is good news for Spain’s drought-
stricken wetlands. It was nevertheless surprising 
that so few stilts appeared in Britain during the 
spring, given their large and rapid increase in 
breeding numbers in northern France.

There were also no records of singing Baillon’s 
Crakes on RSPB reserves in 2024, following  
birds having been present for two years running  
at the same RSPB site. No Little Bitterns bred  
or summered on RSPB reserves for a second  
year running.
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Wintering waterbirds
The UK is internationally 
important for a variety of 
wintering and passage wildfowl 
and waders, thanks to its long 
coastline, abundance of intertidal 
habitat and the fact that it has a 
mild winter climate for its latitude. 
RSPB nature reserves are very important for many 
of these waterbirds, due to their valuable wetland 
habitat and lack of recreational disturbance. 

At the winter peak in February 2024, RSPB 
reserves supported an estimated 480,000 
waterbirds, with an estimated peak count of 
204,000 wildfowl and 291,000 waders across 
wetland reserves. RSPB reserves supported more 
than 10% of Great Britain's wintering population 
of nine species of wildfowl and 10 species of wader 
(see tables on pages 24 and 25). 

RSPB reserves are particularly important, both 
nationally and internationally, for a range of 
waterbirds whose wintering/passage population  
is mainly concentrated at a small number of  
sites, notably: 

	○ Whooper Swans (the Ouse Washes)

	○ Pink-footed Geese (Loch Leven, Loch of 
Strathbeg, Snettisham, Berney Marshes, 
Mid Yare and the Humber, Dee and Ribble 
Estuaries)

	○ Svalbard-breeding Barnacle Geese  
(Mersehead and Kirkconnell Merse)

	○ Greenland-breeding Barnacle Geese  
(Loch Gruinart) 

	○ Greenland White-fronted Geese  
(Loch Gruinart and Ynys-hir) 

	○ Taiga Bean Geese (Fannyside Loch)

The shallow winter floods on many RSPB reserves 
provide particularly valuable habitat for Shovelers, 
and our reserves support a very high proportion of 
Great Britain’s wintering population of these birds 
(see table on page 24).  

RSPB reserves also support a high proportion  
of Great Britain’s wintering populations of several  
waders that occur in very large concentrations  
on some estuaries, including Dunlins and  
Avocets. For Black-tailed Godwits and Knots,  
RSPB reserves support a high proportion of  
the international population.

waterbirds in 
February 2024

480,000

RSPB reserves support a high 
proportion of the international  
Black-tailed Godwit population

RSPB reserves  
supported an estimated
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RSPB nature reserves provide critical overwintering 
habitat for huge numbers of waterbirds, such as these 
Knots flying in to roost at high tide at Snettisham.

RSPB reserves that supported peak counts of more than 10,000 waterbirds during winter 2023/24 
are shown in the graph below. The largest concentrations of birds on RSPB reserves are mainly found 
at those with intertidal habitat in north-west England (the Mersey Estuary, Dee Estuary, and Ribble 
Reserves) and in East Anglia and the Greater Thames Estuary (Snettisham, Berney Marshes, Wallasea 
Island, Lincolnshire Wash Reserves, Stour Estuary, Old Hall Marshes and Cliffe Pools). The largest 
concentrations of wintering waterbirds inland on RSPB reserves are on the Ouse and Nene Washes, and 
West Sedgemoor and Greylake, all of which tend to flood extensively each winter, and at Mid Yare. 
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Estimated maximum counts of different waterbird species across all RSPB reserves during 
winter 2023/24, and the percentage of GB wintering waterbirds that they support. 

The tables show the 15 most abundant wildfowl and wader species, as well as Cormorants, herons, 
egrets and allies, and Coots. Figures are from monthly Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) counts. WeBS 
is a partnership between the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), the RSPB, and the Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee (JNCC). The survey is carried out by nearly 4,000 volunteers.

Species Estimated 
maximum 

number on all 
RSPB reserves 

in the same 
month 

Estimated 
percentage of 

the Great Britain 
population 
present on  

RSPB reserves a

Estimated 
percentage of 

the international 
population 
present on  

RSPB reserves b

Wildfowl

Wigeon 88,212 20 6

Pink-footed Goose 56,073 11 10

Teal 38,137 9 8

Barnacle Goose  
(Svalbard breeding population)

10,124 24 e 27 e,f

Canada Goose 9,316 6 -

Dark-bellied Brent Goose 8,499 9 4

Whooper Swan 7,887 49 23

Greylag Goose 8,526 4 3

Shoveler 7,635 40 12

Mallard 7,703 1 <1

Shelduck 5,138 10 2

Gadwall 4,122 13 3

Tufted Duck 4,506 3 1

Pintail 4,036 20 7

Pochard 1,946 8 1

Notes:  
a National estimates are only available for 
Great Britain (GB) and the island of Ireland 
(but not separately for Northern Ireland). So 
here we present the maximum count across 
all RSPB nature reserves in GB (ie excluding 
those in Northern Ireland) as a percentage of 
the estimated GB wintering population, based 
on the most recent (2018–19) estimates of their 
national wintering populations (from Frost et 
al. 2019).
b The maximum count across all RSPB nature 
reserves in GB and Northern Ireland as a 

percentage of their relevant geographical 
population  
(see bto.org/our-science/projects/wetland-
bird-survey/data/species-threshold-levels).
c For these species, numbers in GB are highest 
in autumn, so to estimate the proportion 
of the GB wintering population on RSPB 
reserves we excluded counts from reserves in 
September and October.
d These species have increased greatly in the 
UK since the estimate provided by Frost et al. 
(2019), and there are no more recent estimates 

of their GB wintering numbers with which to 
compare numbers on reserves. 
e National and international populations will 
currently be lower than those used in this 
analysis, due to the effects of avian flu on 
Barnacle Geese, and hence the percentage 
recorded on RSPB reserves in winter 2023/24 
will under-estimate the importance of RSPB 
reserves for them.
f International population given as smaller than 
UK wintering population in the sources given 
above, probably due to different rounding 
conventions and/or timeframes of estimates. 

http://bto.org/our-science/projects/wetland-bird-survey/data/species-threshold-levels
http://bto.org/our-science/projects/wetland-bird-survey/data/species-threshold-levels
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Species Estimated 
maximum 

number on all 
RSPB reserves 

in the same 
month 

Estimated 
percentage of 

the Great Britain 
population 
present on  

RSPB reserves a

Estimated 
percentage 

of the 
international 
population 
present on  

RSPB reserves b

Waders

Knot 97,334 37 18

Dunlin 62,043 18 5

Golden Plover 31,687 8 3

Lapwing 68,600 11 3

Black-tailed Godwit 15,888 40 14

Oystercatcher 23,058 8 3

Redshank 9,698 10 4

Bar-tailed Godwit 7,220 14 5

Curlew 7,031 6 1

Grey Plover 4,196 13 2

Avocet 2,748 17 c 2

Sanderling 2,200 2 c <1

Ringed Plover 1,767 2 c 1

Turnstone 703 2 1

Ruff 387 43 c 2

Others

Coot 5,717 3 <1

Cormorant 2,447 4 2

Little Egret 832 - d - d

Grey Heron 274 1 <1

Spoonbill 153 - d - d

Cattle Egret 126 - d - d

Great White Egret 108 - d - d

Crane 42 - d - d



Wildlife on RSPB nature reserves in 2024

26

RSPB reserves support internationally 
important concentrations of both the 
Greenland and Svalbard-breeding 
populations of Barnacle Geese.
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Other wetland wildlife
As well as the wetland habitats 
already mentioned, we also 
manage coastal habitats on our 
nature reserves, such as saline 
lagoons at Wallasea Island and 
shingle at Snettisham.   
Ringed Plovers have experienced a long-term 
decline nationally and no longer breed along 
many stretches of otherwise apparently suitable 
coastline that now have high levels of recreational 
disturbance by people and dogs. 

Nevertheless, there were several highlights for 
Ringed Plovers on reserves in 2024. At Snettisham, 
beach-nesting Ringed Plovers benefited again from 
protection against predators and disturbance from 
people and dogs. Although the number of breeding 
pairs at Snettisham remained the same as last year, 
at 16 pairs, they managed to fledge an estimated  
40 chicks – the highest number ever recorded 
there. The 43 pairs of Oystercatchers at Snettisham 

also benefited from the beach-nesting birds project, 
fledging 32 young. 

At Wallasea Island, Ringed Plover numbers 
increased in the managed realignment area from 
eight pairs in 2023 to 14 in 2024, with these birds 
fledging an estimated 20 young. Prior to 2023, no 
more than two pairs had ever been recorded on  
the reserve.

This success was undoubtedly thanks in large part 
to the work of dedicated volunteers who located 
and protected nests using nest cages. This clearly 
demonstrates how newly created coastal habitat 
can, with the help of volunteers, support thriving 
populations of Ringed Plovers. 

Another positive for Ringed Plovers, and other 
beach-nesting birds, was the use of shingle  
re-charge on Long Island in Langstone Harbour. 
This work was funded through the LIFE on 
the Edge project, and both Ringed Plovers and 
Oystercatchers were clearly impressed by the new 
habitat as they immediately nested on it. 

We used shingle re-charge to raise the level of Long 
Island in Langstone Harbour.

Long Island now provides safe nesting habitat for Ringed 
Plovers, Oystercatchers and terns that is free from 
recreational disturbance.

RS
PB

RS
PB
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Avocets on the up
Meanwhile, Avocets continued to increase on 
RSPB reserves, with a record 174 pairs at Frampton 
Marsh, beating the previous highest tally of 162 
pairs in 2023. These birds managed to fledge a 
phenomenal 257 chicks. These and other breeding 
waterbirds at Frampton Marsh have benefited from 
the predator-exclusion fence we installed there 
prior to the 2020 breeding season. 

There was also an increase in breeding Avocets 
(from 41 to 53 pairs) at Hesketh Out Marsh, where 
the birds have been making the most of a predator-
fenced area of saline lagoons created within an area 
of managed realignment. These pairs fledged an 
impressive 77 young, up from 65 in 2023. Again, 
this shows how well-designed and managed 
realignment sites can benefit breeding waders, when 
coupled with the exclusion of ground predators. 

Ancient shrimp reintroduced to Mersehead
The primaeval Tadpole Shrimp is believed to be 
one of the oldest surviving animal species in the 
world, at 220 million years old. Only two wild 
populations are acknowledged in the UK: one in 
the New Forest and one on the Solway coast. 

Together with staff from the NatureScot-backed 
Species on the Edge project, the team at RSPB 
Mersehead reintroduced Tadpole Shrimp eggs  
to ephemeral ponds at the reserve, and adults 
successfully emerged from some. The shrimps’ life 
cycle involves long periods of desiccation, so we will 
be monitoring their progress over the coming years. 

On the subject of managed realignment, 2024 
was also the first year of a new Environment 
Agency-led project to construct a large area of 
managed realignment and saline lagoons at 
Arne Moors. The managed realignment area is 
scheduled to be breached in 2026. The project 
will create 120 hectares of intertidal habitat and 
30 hectares of saline lagoons at the site, and help 
to protect the freshwater habitats which grade 
into the heathland and mire at our Arne nature 
reserve. To find out about the archaeological 
discoveries made at the site, turn to page 11. 

A Tadpole Shrimp, thought to be one 
of the oldest species in the world. 

Bringing back Beavers
2024 was another successful year for our work to 
re-establish Beaver populations in Great Britain. 

In Scotland, we’re part of a project to return 
Beavers to the Cairngorms National Park, which 
is being led by the Cairngorms National Park 
Authority, working closely with partners, land 
managers and local communities. 

In spring, an additional pair of Beavers was 
released at our Loch Lomond reserve, as well as 
three Beaver families at different areas of Insh 
Marshes. These Beavers have been seen regularly 
on trail cameras on and around Insh Marshes 
throughout 2024. 

After years of advocacy, we were delighted when, 
in late February 2025, the government finally 
announced the licensing of Beaver releases into 

Craig M
acadam

Avocet numbers increased at 
Frampton Marsh to a record

 174 pairs
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the wild in England. The first licensed release took 
place on the Isle of Purbeck in Dorset and further 
projects are now being taken forward. Beavers that 
are already present in the wild are expanding their 
range, with some setting up home at a second RSPB 
nature reserve in southern England.  

In Wales, we’ve continued to support the Welsh 
Beaver Project, which is seeking a licence for a 
Welsh Beaver Trial on the River Dyfi. Progress 
was made in September, when the Welsh 
Government announced that it supports managed 
reintroductions and is proposing legislative changes 
which would hopefully make the Eurasian Beaver a 
European Protected Species in Wales.

New invertebrate discoveries  
Brownfield sites around the Thames Estuary are 
well known by entomologists to support a rich 
variety of invertebrates, many of which are rare  
or scarce elsewhere in Britain. The richest of  
these sites for invertebrates are found where  
there are mosaics of structurally diverse and  
flower-rich grasslands, bare ground, and sparsely 
vegetated areas. 

This mosaic of habitats is a feature of our 
Cliffe Pools reserve, thanks to past deposition 
of dredgings and other physical disturbance 
there, and we work hard to maintain it through 
management at the site. In 2024, Grant 
Hazlehurst and other members of the Kent 
Field Club reinforced the value of the site for 
invertebrates through a series of surveys, which 
added nine species of bee to the reserve’s species 
list. We now know that the site is home to an 
astonishing 110 bee species – that’s almost  
half of the UK’s native bee species. 

Highlights included the discovery of the  
nationally rare Carrot Mining Bee, the nationally 
notable and declining Ruderal Bumblebee,  
and the nationally notable bees Hylaeus pictipes  
and Lasioglossum longulus. An additional eight  
wasp species were also discovered, taking the  
site’s wasp list to 59 species. A colony of the  
rare Jersey Cudweed plant was also found.

The Kent Field Club also discovered the 
extraordinary Maid of Kent rove beetle at 
Seasalter Levels. This striking bumblebee mimic 
is incredibly rare in Britain, and hunts its dung-
inhabiting prey in and on cow pats and horse dung. 

Other special insects found on RSPB reserves  
in north Kent and south Essex in 2024 include  
the stunning Fiery Clearwing, a very rare  
day-flying moth, and the Dainty Damselfly,  
which recolonised England around 2010 and  
in Britain is still confined to Kent. 

Elsewhere, the range of the Norfolk Hawker 
dragonfly continues to expand. Until recently, 
Norfolk Hawkers had, in Britain, been largely 
confined to the Norfolk and Suffolk Broads. In 
2024, the species was recorded at Marazion Marsh, 
the first time it has ever been found in Cornwall.

At Amberley Wildbrooks, the Little Whirlpool 
Ramshorn Snail, one of the rarest and most 
geographically restricted freshwater molluscs in 
Britain, was discovered in 11 ditches in 2024, up 
from just one in 2016. At nearby Pulborough Brooks, 
the Endangered plant Cut-grass has expanded into 
11 ditches, including into restored foot drains.

The Fiery Clearwing is a 
very rare day-flying moth.

The Maid of Kent rove beetle was 
discovered at Seasalter Levels.
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Seabirds
RSPB nature reserves support 
many important seabird colonies, 
from the Gannet colony on 
Grassholm in Pembrokeshire 
and the stunning seabird cliffs at 
Bempton Cliffs on the Yorkshire 
coast, to Rathlin Island in 
Northern Ireland and Marwick 
Head on Orkney and Sumburgh 
Head in Shetland. 
Our reserves also host critically important Storm 
Petrel breeding colonies on Mousa and Priest 
Island, and critically important tern breeding 
colonies on Coquet Island and the Skerries. 

The populations and distributions of these seabirds 
are in many cases largely driven by the supply of 
food in the marine environment, but nevertheless 
they still require nest sites that are free from 
disturbance. For burrow-nesting species and terns, 
nesting sites must be free from rats and other 
ground predators too. 

Terns also benefit from the creation of safe nesting 
islands, so in 2024 we created new nesting islands 
for them at Dungeness, Hodbarrow, Saltholme and 
Langstone Harbour (see page 27). 

A glimmer of hope for Roseate Terns 
Following high mortality in previous years, there 
were very few seabird deaths linked to avian flu 
in 2024, which is encouraging news and raises 
hopes that the birds now have a level of immunity. 
Nevertheless, the impacts of disease in the previous 
two years are still very much evident, with reduced 
populations of some species, especially terns,  
Black-headed Gulls, Gannets and Great Skuas. 

Numbers of Roseate Terns seem to be recovering, 
and their high productivity on Coquet Island in 
2024 was a glimmer of light. The 126 pairs there 
fledged 175 young (1.39 per pair), the highest 

number of fledged chicks ever recorded. This 
compares to a ten-year mean of 1.09 prior to the 
outbreak of avian flu in 2022. Coquet Island also 
enjoyed its highest recorded breeding productivity 
of Arctic Terns (1.49 young fledged per pair) and 
second highest for Kittiwakes (1.23 young fledged 
per pair), all indicative of high food availability. 

A poor year for other terns
Other tern species fared particularly badly on 
RSPB reserves in 2024. Total numbers of Sandwich 
Terns were down, mainly due to a second year of 
low numbers caused by avian flu on Coquet Island 
(1,086 pairs compared to 2,214 in 2022, prior to  
the outbreak of avian flu). However, numbers were 
also low on Larne Lough Islands (621 pairs, the 
lowest since 2014) and Lower Lough Erne Islands 
(42 pairs, the lowest since 2010 when none bred). 

At Hodbarrow, Sandwich Terns had their most 
productive breeding season on record, with 332 
pairs fledging an impressive 396 chicks. The 
terns at this site have been benefiting from a 
fence in the water that helps protect the island 
from foxes. 

Sandwich Tern productivity was fairly average 
across RSPB reserves as a whole, though, at an 
average of 0.58 young fledged per pair, excluding 
the large colony on Coquet whose productivity is 
impractical to monitor.

A record 175 Roseate 
Tern chicks fledged on 

Coquet Island
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Roseate Tern numbers were reduced on Coquet Island in 2024 due 
to avian flu in 2022 and 2023, but they had high breeding success in 
2024, offering a glimmer of hope for their future. 

Brian Burke (rspb-im
ages.com

)
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Little Terns fared badly in terms of both breeding 
numbers and productivity. There were just nine 
pairs in total at Pagham Harbour and Medmerry, 
the lowest level since 2012, and down from a 
combined total of 22 pairs at these sites in 2013. 
Sadly, these nine pairs all failed to fledge chicks  
in 2024. 

Numbers were also low at Point of Ayr, with 21 
pairs in 2024, down from 26 in 2013 and 39 in 
2022. These birds failed to fledge any young in 
2024 due to nest predation by Carrion Crows.  
This contributed to very low breeding productivity 
on RSPB reserves as whole in 2024, with the 85 
monitored pairs on RSPB reserves fledging just  
12 young. 

Common Terns showed the most dramatic 
reduction in numbers on RSPB reserves in 2024. 
Excluding Coquet Island, where they were not 
monitored in 2023, the total number was down by 
28% compared to 2023. When compared to data 
from 2022, which is prior to the outbreak of avian 
flu and includes Coquet Island, Common Tern 
numbers are down a massive 64%.

To conclude the poor year for terns, numbers of 
Arctic Terns were also low, mainly due to a big 
fall in numbers on The Skerries, from 2,929 pairs 
in 2023 to 1,873 pairs in 2024. This is likely to be 
a result of an outbreak of avian flu there in 2023. 

This is the lowest figure since 2004, before they 
increased to more than 2,500 pairs each year 
between 2005 and 2023. 

Thankfully, there was no evidence of avian flu 
there in 2024, but breeding success was low, 
with the colony hit hard by predation, mainly by 
Herring Gulls, resulting in an estimated combined 
productivity of Arctic and Common Terns of just 
0.19 young per pair. This was despite the team 
there using a range of techniques to try to deter 
predation by large gulls, including inserting canes 
into the ground, painting eyes on tern nestboxes 
and installing an inflatable ‘scarecrow’.

The impact of avian flu
There was significant mortality of Black-headed 
Gulls in 2023, and overall numbers in 2024 are 
estimated to be down around 20%, although 
monitoring coverage was incomplete. It is likely 
that there has also been some redistribution of 
birds, for example Frampton Marsh bucked the 
trend with a significant increase in its population, 
but more of the monitored sites (both large and 
small) saw declines rather than increases. 

Gannets on Grassholm have been particularly 
badly affected by avian flu, with numbers falling 
by 52% between 2022 and 2023. So the small 
population increase of 16% in 2024 – from  
16,482 apparently occupied sites in 2023 to  
19,199 in 2024 – was welcome news. 

Nevertheless, their productivity was poor in 2024, 
with birds fledging an estimated 0.26 young per 
pair, lower than the 0.44 young fledged per pair 
in 2023. This was probably due to a combination 
of increased predation by large gulls, possibly 
exacerbated by the lower density of nesting 
Gannets providing less defence against them; an 
increase in younger birds taking up territory; and 
possibly a higher proportion of apparently nesting 
birds who had lost their partners due to avian flu.

Little Terns had a particularly poor year on 
RSPB reserves in 2024, with both low breeding 
numbers and very low breeding productivity. 

Ben Andrew
 (rspb-im
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Other coastal wildlife

		
The bats of Coquet Island

Coquet Island is famous for the seabirds that breed there, but we know far less about 
which bats use the island. In a bid to change this, we set up a bat detector on the roof 
platform of the island’s lighthouse from April to October 2024. This revealed that six 
bat species use Coquet Island and there was much more bat activity that we expected. 

Common Pipistrelles were most frequently recorded, with activity on 47 nights and in 
every month from May to October. Soprano Pipistrelles were recorded on 27 nights. 
Nathusius’ Pipistrelles – which are known to migrate – were present throughout the 
season, but with a peak in activity in April and September. Myotis bat species were 
recorded on 25 nights; 64 of 71 Myotis calls were identifiable as Daubenton’s Bats. 
Noctules were only recorded on two nights. Coquet Island is less than a mile from the 
coast which would seem to place it within easy flight distance for such large bats. 

On one night in September, we also recorded a Brown Long-eared Bat. This was very 
unexpected as these bats are generally considered to be woodland specialists that 
don’t willingly cross large open spaces. 

A Brown Long-eared Bat – an unexpected 
species recorded at Coquet Island. 
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Coastal habitats, including islands, can be very rich areas for wildlife, 
but can face pressures from development, disturbance, and coastal 
change brought about by the changing climate. RSPB reserves are home 
to a vast array of wildlife, from a nationally important Grey Seal colony 
on Ramsey Island to salt-tolerant saltmarsh plants and invertebrates.
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Lowland heathland
The UK supports a high 
proportion of Europe’s Atlantic 
lowland heathland. This habitat 
is home to a diverse range 
of invertebrates and reptiles, 
including many warmth-loving 
species that are towards the 
northern edge of their climatic 
range, as well as a limited  
– but distinct – range of birds. 
Over the years, we have restored good quality 
heathland following plantation removal at 
Farnham Heath, Broadwater Warren, parts of  
Arne and Minsmere, and in areas of forestry  
in Dunwich Forest and Tunstall and  
Rendlesham Forest.  

At Minsmere, our work to restore heathland  
and acid grassland has been on a truly  
landscape scale. Since the 1980s, we’ve  
connected together and enlarged formerly 
fragmented patches of these habitats to give 
wildlife the space it needs to thrive. 

It’s difficult to think of a better example of the 
mantra of ‘more, bigger, better and more joined  
up sites’ for nature, as set out in the conclusions  
of 2010’s Defra-commissioned report Making 
Space for Nature (Lawton et al. 2010).

Another good year for heathland birds
Birds on the RSPB’s lowland heathland reserves 
had another good year. Both Nightjars and 
Woodlarks increased slightly again to reach  
record highs, while Dartford Warblers remained  
in good numbers, albeit very slightly down 
compared to 2023.

Numbers of churring Nightjars did particularly 
well at: 

	○ Minsmere – with numbers increasing from 18 
in 2023 to 24 in 2024, their highest since 1996;

	○ Arne reserves – where numbers increased from 
89 to a phenomenal 93;

	○ Aylesbeare Common – where numbers reached 
their highest ever at 26, up from 23 in 2023; 

	○ Farnham Heath – which reached a record 15 
churring males, up from 12. 

The main increases in Woodlark numbers were 
also seen at Minsmere (from 28 to a record high of 
37 pairs) and Farnham Heath (from 10 to a record 
high of 13 pairs). 

Key heathland bird species have shown a steady 
long-term increase at both Farnham Heath and 
Broadwater Warren, thanks to our heathland 
re-creation work following the removal of conifer 
plantation (see page 36). This clearly shows the 
success of this approach and the benefits of good 
heathland management. 

A national survey of heathland birds will take place 
in 2025, which will allow us to place the increases 
on RSPB reserves in context with national trends. 

churring Nightjars 
were recorded at 
Farnham Heath, the 
highest ever total

15
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Woodlark numbers reached a record 
high on RSPB nature reserves in 2024. 

Ben Andrew
 (rspb-im
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Increase in the extent of lowland heathland (purple), acid grassland 
(green) and other lowland heathland habitats (orange) as a result  
of the RSPB’s habitat creation and restoration at Minsmere and 
Dunwich Forest since 1989

Changes in numbers of key heathland breeding birds at Farnham Heath and Broadwater 
Warren following removal of conifer plantation from afforested heath at these sites.

We acquired Farnham Heath prior to the 2003 breeding season and Broadwater Warren prior to the 2006 breeding season. 
Figures are not given for 2020 because monitoring could not take place due to Covid-19 restrictions.
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A successful year for Choughs
Choughs also increased on RSPB reserves,  
from 30 to 33 pairs. This was because of a  
record year for Choughs on Ramsey Island,  
with 12 pairs recorded, up from nine in 2023. 
They also had high productivity. On Ramsey 
Island the 12 territorial pairs fledged 25 chicks, 
the highest number ever recorded, while at  
South Stack, 14 pairs fledged 23 young.  

The numbers of Choughs on machair on RSPB 
reserves are given on page 40.

Field Crickets doing well
After such a cold wet spring in 2024, it was a relief 
to find that Field Cricket numbers were holding up 
at both RSPB reserves where translocations have 
taken place. We recorded 13 calling males at the 
release site at Pulborough Brooks in West Sussex and 
nymphs were seen in the summer, providing proof 
of breeding for a seventh consecutive year. Although 
numbers are small, they appear to be stable. 

At Farnham Heath, in Surrey, the 86 calling males 
were mostly on a strip of heath to the south of 
their previous range, in an area where there is 
more warm, bare ground. We plan to increase the 
connectivity between this area and other parts of 
heath that have been cut and scraped to provide 
early successional conditions. 

Choughs had a good year on 
Ramsey Island, with 12 pairs 
fledging a record 25 chicks. 

Mixed fortunes for reptiles and amphibians 
At Aylesbeare Common, Smooth Snakes appear 
to be doing well, with nine individuals recorded 
on one transect in 2024. A number of juveniles 
were also seen. Southern Damselflies also had an 
excellent year at the reserve, with 150 individuals 
recorded in 2024, up from 94 in 2023. 

Meanwhile, at Mersehead, we recorded a peak 
count of 106 adult Natterjack Toads in 2024 (230 
in 2023 and 112 in 2022), with a total count of 61 
spawn strings (118 in 2023 and 54 in 2022). At least 
hundreds of toadlets emerged from three locations 
at the reserve (the maximum count was 103). 

At The Lodge there was a peak count of 20 adult 
Natterjack Toads, up on 13 in 2023, but the number 
of spawn strings decreased to 37 in 2024 (from 51 
in 2023 and 45 in 2022). A cold start to the season 
may have affected early-season activity.

M
ike Barker (rspb-im

ages.com
)

A well-camouflaged 
Natterjack Toad 
toadlet at The Lodge.
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Southern Damselflies 
were recorded at 
Aylesbeare Common
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Labrador Bay and Ashill continued to support 
high densities of breeding Cirl Buntings.

Ben Andrew
 (rspb-im
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Lowland farmland  
and dry grassland
The RSPB manages small areas 
of lowland farmland to benefit 
priority species and demonstrate 
best practice management.
Stone-curlews remained at historically high levels 
on RSPB reserves, albeit in slightly lower numbers 
(29 pairs) than their record high of 34 pairs in 2023. 
This was a result of a fall in the number of pairs 
at Minsmere, from a record 15 in 2023 to a more 
typical 10 pairs in 2024. 

These 10 pairs compare with just two pairs on the 
whole of the Suffolk Coast at their low point in 
1998, before habitat creation began in earnest for 
them at Minsmere. Numbers remained the same 
on other RSPB reserves. Productivity was very 
low in 2024, though, with the 29 pairs on RSPB 
reserves fledging just eight young. 

Mixed news for Turtle Doves
In Western Europe there has been encouraging 
news of a 25% increase in Turtle Doves numbers 
between 2021 and 2023, coinciding with two years 
of a hunting moratorium. However, numbers of 
Turtle Doves on RSPB reserves have remained 
worryingly low, with a total of just 15 pairs in  
2024, compared to 12 in 2023 and 17 in 2021.  
These birds were found at Snettisham, Fen  
Drayton Lakes, North Warren, Worth Marsh  
and Snape. 

Safeguarding Cirl Buntings
The RSPB’s Labrador Bay and Ashill reserves 
were both acquired as part of a long-term strategy 
to maintain the UK’s small population of Cirl 
Buntings. Since then, we’ve been managing them to 
maintain a high density, core breeding population 
of Cirl Buntings as a safety net for the species 

in case agri-environment schemes cease to fund 
suitable management for them in the future. 

The total number of pairs at Labrador Bay and 
Ashill remained high: there were 23 pairs at 
Labrador Bay in 2024, down slightly from 28 in 
2023, while at Ashill numbers remained stable  
at 23 pairs, albeit slightly lower than the record 
count of 26 pairs in 2022. 

Tiny engineers introduced to Loch Leven
Like Beavers, Yellow Meadow Ants also act as 
ecosystem engineers. Ant mounds create a unique 
habitat within meadows that has warmer soil, more 
sunlight and a higher percentage of bare ground 
than surrounding areas. As a result, these mounds 
are ideal for plant species to colonise. 

In 2024, Gabrielle Flinn translocated eight Yellow 
Meadow Ant nests to the Bumblebee Meadow 
at Loch Leven as part of her PhD project at York 
University. The nests were taken from a successful 
population at the nearby Lochore Meadows, which 
are managed by Fife Coast and Countryside Trust. 

Initial monitoring shows that the ant nests have  
all survived the move and we look forward to 
seeing how they impact the meadow over the 
course of Gabrielle’s PhD. 

A Yellow Meadow Ant tending aphids.
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Machair
Machair is a rare, botanically 
diverse type of coastal grassland 
that occurs on calcareous  
shell-sand. The majority of the 
world’s machair is found in north 
and west Scotland. 
Machair has been created and is maintained by  
low-intensity agricultural management, and  
can support high densities of breeding waders.  
The majority of the UK’s remaining Corncrakes  
are also found on machair.    

In 2024, we saw an increase in the total number 
of singing Corncrakes on RSPB reserves for the 
third year running. This was thanks to an increase 
from 19 to 26 singing birds at Balranald, as well as 
a count of 50 singing birds at the RSPB’s reserve on 
Coll, up from 45 in 2023, 34 in 2022 and 23 in 2021. 

The welcome increase in Corncrake numbers at 
Balranald is likely to have been due to natural 
fluctuations. However, crofters on North Uist have 
entered land into Corncrake Initiative Agreements, 
as well as Agri-Environment and Climate Scheme 
(AECS) agreements that contain prescriptions for 
Corncrakes, which bodes well for the future. 

Choughs on machair and other coastal habitats on 
RSPB reserves and management agreement areas 
on Islay had good productivity, with a total of nine 
pairs fledging 15 young in 2024. Some of these 
sites in Scotland also host important non-breeding 
flocks, with a total of 59 birds using Smaull Farm, 
The Oa and Oronsay. 

Waders doing well
Our important machair breeding wader 
populations on reserves on Coll, Oronsay and  
The Reef were maintained, although numbers  
were not surveyed on Balranald in 2024. Numbers 
of Lapwings increased on the farmland wader area 
on Coll from 89 in 2023 to 97 pairs in 2024. 

 

50 singing Corncrakes were counted 
on Coll, up from 45 in 2023.

RSPB reserves continue to support important populations 
of breeding waders, despite declines elsewhere.
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Choughs 
fledged from 
RSPB-managed 
land on Islay
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Upland habitats
The uplands provide vital refuges 
for birds, such as Black Grouse 
and Hen Harriers, which used 
to also breed in lowland Britain. 
They’re also important for species 
that breed on habitats only  
found in upland areas, such as  
Ring Ouzels. 
On our upland nature reserves, we aim to showcase 
how the land can be managed to provide ecosystem 
service benefits – such as improved water quality, 
reduced downstream flood risk and carbon storage 
– while at the same time supporting some of our 
most threatened species, such as Red-necked 
Phalaropes and Capercaillie. 

For example, over the last year we’ve been 
rewetting previously drained peatlands at Lake 
Vyrnwy, Forsinard Flows, Dove Stone and The 
Oa to help them lock away carbon and provide 
homes for wildlife. We’ve also restored rivers at 
Haweswater, Geltsdale and Insh Marshes to help 
manage flood risk and enhance wildlife habitats.  

Good news for grouse
Results from RSPB upland reserves were mixed 
in 2024, and the weather during the breeding 
season was not favourable for many species. 

However, Capercaillie increased for a fourth year in 
succession at Abernethy with 29 lekking males in 
2024, a sustained increase from a low of 20 in 2021. 
Numbers of Black Grouse increased on most RSPB 
reserves between 2023 and 2024, with 42 lekking 
males recorded at Abernethy, up from 36. 

The increase in both grouse species at Abernethy 
is likely a result of a combination of previous years 
of good weather during the crucial chick-rearing 
period, the use of diversionary feeding to  
manage predators, and habitat management.  
We’ve been using Nofence technology at the site  
to help diversify the structure of the ground layer 
by increasing the areas patchily grazed by cattle. 

Unfortunately, poor weather during the 
breeding season in 2024 is likely to have reduced 
productivity and so may affect breeding numbers 
in 2025.  

At Corrimony, the number of Black Grouse also 
increased from 25 in 2023 to 27 in 2024, while at 
Lake Vyrnwy eight lekking males were recorded, 
up from three in 2023. This was the highest count 
since 2016. There was a slight decline at Geltsdale, 
from 39 in 2023 to 36 in 2024, but that is still a 
significant proportion of their population in the 
wider area.

The number of lekking Capercaillie increased 
for the fourth year running at Abernethy. 

D
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lekking male 
Black Grouse 
were recorded 
at Corrimony
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Progress for Hen Harriers and Curlews
Hen Harriers have struggled at Geltsdale in recent 
times, due to breeding males disappearing when 
flying off to feed over adjacent grouse moors (a 
male was found shot dead on neighbouring land 
in 2023). However, two pairs nested successfully 
at Geltsdale in 2024, with four juveniles fledging 
from each nest. 

2024 was also a good year for Curlews on upland 
RSPB reserves, with numbers either increasing or 

remaining stable at most sites. Productivity at some 
reserves was lower in 2024, however, partly due to 
poor weather and perhaps low vole numbers leading 
some predators to focus more on hunting chicks 
rather than voles. 

The number of Curlews at Airds Moss East continued 
to increase, with 18 pairs in 2024 compared to just 
10 three years previously. It seems that the mainly 
habitat-related measures we’ve been putting in place 
at the reserve to benefit them are paying off. 

Curlews benefited from a range of measures  
on RSPB reserves, including rewetting peatlands, 
nest protection and predator management.

Peatland restoration paying dividends
The RSPB’s reserve team at Dove Stone has carried  
out a huge amount of habitat restoration work at 
the site since we started working there with United 
Utilities, and 2024 marked a significant milestone 
with the millionth handful of Sphagnum moss being 
planted on the peatland. Rewetting the site has  
clearly benefited Golden Plovers and Curlews,  
which both continued to increase on wader survey 
plots on the rewetted peatland (see figure opposite). 

These Curlew numbers are being maintained 
against a backdrop of wider national declines.    

We also celebrated a peatland restoration 
milestone in Wales in 2024: 1,000 hectares of 
artificially drained blanket bog have now been 
rewetted at Lake Vyrnwy. The presence of 
Golden Plovers in two of the rewetted area has 
been a particular cause of optimism, as they last 
bred at the reserve about 20 years ago and are 
now very rare breeding birds in Wales. 
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Phalaropes and Dotterels
After a peak of 54 male Red-necked Phalaropes  
in 2021, there was a further decline from 43  
males in 2023 to 30 in 2024. The managed mires 
where they breed on RSPB reserves appear to be 
in good condition, thanks to grazing and other 
vegetation management work, so we believe that 
this ongoing decline is part of a cyclical change  
in numbers related to conditions on their  
migration and wintering grounds. There has  
been a similar decline at non-RSPB sites,  
which supports this theory. 

For the first time, no Dotterels were recorded  
on the Cairngorm Plateau at Abernethy this  
year, after four males were counted there in  
2023. Numbers do fluctuate from year to year, 
however we believe that the main reason they  
have declined from far higher numbers in the 
1990s is increased recreational disturbance – 
particularly from people walking off paths on  
the plateau and letting their dogs off lead.  
Dotterel eggs and chicks, as well as the eggs  
and chicks of other ground-nesting montane  
birds, are particularly vulnerable to this type  
of disturbance. Climate change is also a cause  
of concern for this species.

Impacts of disturbance on Slavonian Grebes 
Three pairs of Slavonian Grebes nested on the 
RSPB’s section of Loch Ruthven in 2024, but it  
was the first year in modern times that none  
nested on the rest of the loch. As result, there was  
a further decline from four to three pairs on the  
loch as a whole. 

Historically, Loch Ruthven has been by far the most 
important UK breeding site for Slavonian Grebes, 
with between 18 and 19 pairs nesting on the loch 
from 2005 to 2007, and between nine and 15 pairs 
as recently as 2016 to 2021. Recreational disturbance 
on the rest of the loch is likely to be the main cause 
of declines seen in recent years.  

Worrying news for Ring Ouzels
Ring Ouzels declined again on RSPB reserves where 
they are monitored annually, from a total of 19 
pairs in 2023 to just 15 in 2024. At Dove Stone they 
declined from nine to four pairs, their lowest ever 
level, while Geltsdale recorded two pairs, down from 
three. Between 2009 and 2014, there were between 
11 and 18 pairs here. 

There was good news at Haweswater however, where 
Ring Ouzel numbers increased from six to nine 

Slavonian Grebes declined on 
Loch Ruthven as a whole, with 
the remaining three pairs now 
restricted to the RSPB section. 
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pairs. Abernethy also supports a good breeding 
population of Ring Ouzels, but these were not 
monitored across the whole reserve in 2024.  

Wildcats return
2024 saw more Wildcats released into the 
Cairngorms Connect landscape, following the first 
release there in 2023. These releases are part of the 
Saving Wildcats (#SWAforLIFE) project, led by the 
Royal Zoological Society of Scotland (RZSS), in 
partnership with RSPB Scotland. 

The released Wildcats are monitored and tracked 
with the use of GPS-radio collars and camera traps 
and excitingly we have recorded released cats at both 
our Insh Marshes and Abernethy nature reserves. 
We will continue to support the project through its 
final stage of releases in 2025 and hope to record 
more Wildcats on our nature reserves in the future.

Insect successes
2024 was a good year for Marsh Fritillary larval 
webs at The Oa. Counts of Marsh Fritillary 
butterflies were in double figures at Haweswater  
in June 2024 following their recent colonisation  
of the site.  

It was also a very successful year for Critically 
Endangered Pine Hoverflies. At Garten Wood at 
Abernethy the hoverflies began breeding in the 

wild, a fantastic milestone reached 18 months after 
the last supplementary release there in March 2023. 

After another year of very successful captive 
breeding by the RZSS, 4,000 larvae were released 
into three sites in Strathspey in spring 2024. Seven 
hundred larvae were retained for captive breeding 
in summer 2024, and by autumn there were more 
than 15,000 larvae. This is great news, but the 
large number of larvae meant that a rethink was 
required for the release, as there weren’t enough 
stumps and troughs available for them all to be 
released in autumn 2024 and spring 2025. Instead, 
the majority will be released as adults when they 
emerge in spring/early summer 2025. 

The project team also ran a trial to test how far 
Pine Hoverflies disperse. This trial involved 
searching for larvae in stump rot holes created 
along a transect at varying distances from release 
sites: larvae were found in a stump one kilometre 
from the nearest release. Provided that suitable 
habitat is available, the experiment will be repeated 
for longer distances. In recognition of its work 
to bring Pine Hoverflies back from the brink of 
extinction, the partnership project was awarded  
the Nature of Scotland Innovation Award in 
November 2023.  

Genevieve Tompkins, Rare Invertebrates in the 
Cairngorms Project Officer, and Helen Taylor, RZSS 
Field Conservation Programme Manager, releasing Pine 
Hoverfly larvae at Abernethy. 

RZ
SS

were seen at Insh Marshes and Abernethy

Wildcats
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Broadleaved woodland
Much of Britain was once covered 
by woodland, but it now accounts 
for just 12% of the land area 
(Hayhow et al. 2019). Woodlands 
include scrub, coppice, carr and 
wood pasture and can be home 
to a spectacular variety of wildlife.
The total number of breeding Lesser Spotted 
Woodpeckers held up on RSPB reserves where  
they are regularly monitored, despite slightly  
lower numbers at their main RSPB site Blean 
Woods in 2024 (eight compared to a high of 11  
in 2023). 

Numbers of Willow Tits also remained similar to 
those in 2023, with still just a single remaining pair 
at Fairburn Ings, following their population crash 
in the Dearne and Aire Valley reserves (as well as  
in the wider area). 

To maintain viable breeding populations, Willow 
Tits are likely to need both suitably structured 
woodland and scrub present at an individual site, 
plus sufficient suitable interconnected habitat in 
the wider landscape. 

At Lake Vyrnwy, Willow Tits are surveyed every 
five years using tape playback. This revealed 16 
territories in 2019 (12 in woods outside our control, 
and four in woods that we can manage), but 31 in 
2024 (26 in woods outside of our control and five 
in woods that we manage). The Willow Tits there 
favour areas of dense regrowth of birch and non-
native conifers, similar to the mixtures of Downy 
Birch and Norway Spruce used by them in boreal 
forest in Scandinavia. 

Good news for Nightingales
Nightingales had a good year at some sites in  
the south and east of England in 2024, due to  
big annual increases at Minsmere, from 22 to a 
record 35 singing males, and at Northward Hill, 
from 28 to a record 37 singing males. Nightingales 
also fared well on south Essex reserves, and for  
the first time since 1993 a singing Nightingale  
was recorded at Garston Wood in Dorset.

It’s likely that these increases were mainly due to 
more birds arriving in the UK, but nevertheless,  
it’s clear that RSPB sites provide large amounts  
of good quality Nightingale habitat.  

2024 was a good year for Nightingales, with 
large increases in the number of singing 
birds at both Minsmere and Northward Hill. 
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At Minsmere, we’ve put a lot of work into  
creating ideal conditions for Nightingales  
by coppicing scrub and preventing deer  
browsing the regrowth by protecting the  
stumps with densely packed and impenetrable 
cut brash. Similarly, at Garston Wood, ongoing 
coppicing work and the exclusion of deer from  
the wood have helped to create good habitat  
for the birds. 

Dormice arrive at Leighton Moss
2024 saw the first confirmed records of Hazel 
Dormice at Leighton Moss. These dormice have 
colonised the reserve naturally, following their 
reintroduction at the neighbouring Hawes Water/
Gait Barrows SSSI.

We also recorded Hazel Dormice at Exminster 
Marshes, Highnam Woods, Ynys-hir and West 
Sedgemoor in 2024. Other exciting mammal  
news from West Sedgemoor was the discovery  
of a Bechstein’s Bat maternity roost. 

Breeding success for Pine Martens
In Wales, Pine Martens were caught on trail 
cameras at Gwenffrwd-Dinas and Mawddach 
Valley, and were also seen during daylight at 
Gwenffrwd-Dinas. This resulted in their first 
confirmed breeding records at both sites, which 
reflects the ongoing expansion of the Pine Marten 
population in Wales following reinforcement of 
their existing population. 

Trail camera image of a Pine 
Marten at Gwenffrwd-Dinas.

colonised Leighton Moss in 2024
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Important land 
acquisitions in 2024
2024 saw some significant land 
purchases that increased the size 
of a number of important RSPB 
nature reserves.
At Geltsdale, we managed to acquire the final third 
of the rights to the reserve, thanks to generous 
support from philanthropists, our members and 
legacy donations. We’ve been involved at Geltsdale 
since 1975, and it is the RSPB’s largest freehold-
owned, upland nature reserve in England. Sitting 
in the North Pennines National Landscape, 
the reserve supports key upland-breeding birds 
including Hen Harriers, Merlins, Black Grouse, 
Ring Ouzels, Whinchats and Curlews.

We also acquired a 101-hectare extension to 
the reserve at Wallasea Island, for which we 
are extremely grateful to the Ida Davis Family 

Foundation. This exciting extension will enable 
us to create a freshwater lagoon, a habitat that 
is otherwise lacking on the island. This should 
benefit wintering wildfowl, as well as passage  
and breeding waders. 

The extra land will also allow us to create a large 
area of rough grassland and scattered scrub for 
breeding Corn Buntings, wintering Hen Harriers 
and Short-eared Owls, together with abundant 
insect life.

At West Sedgemoor and Greylake, we completed 
three acquisitions totalling 15 hectares, with several 
more planned. Importantly, acquiring these fairly 
small wet grassland fields will allow us to control 
water levels over a wider area, which will benefit 
breeding Snipe and Curlews at one of their few 
remaining strongholds in southern England  
(see page 17). 

Developing woodland on 
a hillside at Geltsdale.

Ke
lly

 T
ho

m
as

 (r
sp

b-
im

ag
es

.co
m

)

http://rspb-images.com


49

References
Ausden M, Hirons G, White G and Lock L (2019). Wetland restoration by the RSPB – what has it 
achieved for birds? British Birds 112: 315–336.

Balmer DE et al (2013). Bird Atlas 2007-11: the breeding and wintering birds of Britain and Ireland.  
BTO Books, Thetford. 

Frost TM et al (2019). Population estimates of wintering waterbirds in Great Britain. British Birds 112:  
130–145.

Hayhow DB et al (2019) The State of Nature 2019. The State of Nature partnership.  
https://nbn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/State-of-Nature-2019-UK-full-report.pdf

Hiley JR, Bradbury RB, Holling M and Thomas CD (2013). Protected areas act as establishment centres 
for species colonizing the UK. Proceedings of the Royal Society B. https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2012.2310

Hughes S (2018). Great bird reserves. Ham Wall. British Birds 111: 211–225.

Lawton JH, Brotherton PNM, Brown VK, Elphick C, Fitter AH, Forshaw J, Haddow RW, Hilborne S, 
Leafe RN, Mace GM, Southgate MP, Sutherland WJ, Tew TE, Varley J and Wynne GR (2010). Making 
Space for Nature: a review of England’s wildlife sites and ecological network. Report to Defra.

Sears J, White J, Self M, Brown A and Blyth S (2013). Bringing Reedbeds to Life – the wildlife, 
management and conservation of reedbeds. British Wildlife 25.1: 1–10. 

Tyler GA, Smith KW and Burges DJ (1998). Reedbed management and breeding bitterns Botaurus stellaris 
in the UK. Biological Conservation 86(2): 257–266.

https://nbn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/State-of-Nature-2019-UK-full-report.pdf 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2012.2310


Wildlife on RSPB nature reserves in 2024

50

Together for nature
The work described in this report wouldn't be 
possible without our staff, volunteers, partners, 
funders, members and supporters. 
Thank you for all you do to help us deliver vital 
conservation work across our network of nature 
reserves. Together, we can save nature.

This report should be cited as:  
RSPB (2025) Wildlife on RSPB reserves in 2024. 
RSPB, Sandy.
To discover more about RSPB nature reserves, 
visit: rspb.org.uk/reserves-and-events
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Stay connected
Keep up to date with the latest thinking, news, events, 
and information from the RSPB in your local community.
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