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News and comment 
Compiled by Adrian Pitches 
Opinions expressed in this feature are not necessarily those of British Birds

Hen Harriers breed in Bowland again  

At last there’s some good news for England’s 
embattled Hen Harriers Circus cyaneus. In 
early June, the RSPB announced that two 
nests on United Utilities land in the Forest of 
Bowland, in Lancashire, each contained four 
young. 

Bowland was traditionally the stronghold 
for England’s tiny breeding population of 
Hen Harriers but the last time the species 
bred there successfully was in 2015, when just 
one young bird fledged. In 2018, a single 
male has paired with two females and has 
been supplying food to both of the nests. 

James Bray, the RSPB’s Bowland Project 
Officer, said: ‘It’s fantastic news that Hen 
Harriers are breeding once again on the 
United Utilities Bowland Estate after two 
barren years. It’s an incredibly nerve-

wracking time for all involved in protecting 
these birds, especially for the team that have 
been constantly monitoring the birds since 
they arrived on the estate in April. The male 
Hen Harrier is doing a fantastic job of 
keeping the chicks in both nests well fed and 
we’re doing all that we can to ensure that 
they fledge safely.’ 

Lancashire County Councillor Albert 
Atkinson, who chairs the Forest of Bowland 
AONB Joint Advisory Committee, said: ‘It is 
very heartening to hear that Hen Harriers are 
once again back in the Forest of Bowland and 
nesting on the United Utilities estate. As a 
Partnership, we are working hard to ensure 
this iconic bird of Bowland has the best 
chance of  re-establishing as a breeding 
species in the area.’ See https://bit.ly/2JDJDYY 

But more satellite-tagged harriers go missing 

Despite the heartening news from Bowland 
about the generation of 2018, young birds 
that fledged in previous years continue to 
disappear in mysterious but predictable cir-
cumstances. RSPB Scotland and Police Scot-
land are appealing for information after the 
suspicious disappearance of two Hen Har-
riers, one in the Angus Glens and one near 
Moffat. The birds, named ‘Saorsa’ and ‘Finn’, 
were fitted with satellite tags as part of the 
RSPB’s EU-funded Hen Harrier LIFE+ 
project. Saorsa was tagged on a nest in Ross-
shire in June 2017. Her tag was transmitting 
regularly with no signs of any technical prob-
lems, showing her journey across Scotland 
after fledging, until it suddenly and inexpli-
cably ceased transmissions in the Angus 
Glens on 16th February this year. Data from 
her tag indicated she had been in the area 
since November 2017, but she has not been 
seen since. 

Finn was tagged on a nest in Northumber-
land in July 2016, one of only three successful 
nests in the whole of England that year. Her 

tag was transmitting regularly, showing her 
movements into southern Scotland until 25th 
March 2018, when transmissions suddenly 
and inexplicably ceased near Moffat, in 
Dumfries & Galloway.  

Finn was named after teenage conserva-
tionist Findlay Wilde, who said: ‘I always 
knew following Finn’s journey would be a 
rollercoaster of emotions and felt she was 
probably living on borrowed time, but she 
seemed to soar through all the challenges that 
came her way. In the short time we followed 
her, we went through every emotion possible: 
from the excitement of knowing she had 
safely fledged to the nagging worries that she 
was settling in high-risk areas; and then of 
course to the worst news of all. Finn isn’t just 
another statistic in the growing list of 
missing Hen Harriers. Her life mattered, and 
she mattered to me.’ 

Duncan Orr-Ewing, RSPB Scotland’s 
Head of Species and Land Management, said: 
‘The sudden disappearance of  these  
protected rare birds shows that current  
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legislation is not sufficient. We believe the 
introduction and enforcement of licensing of 
driven grouse shooting is now vital to help 
protect the Hen Harrier, as well as asserting 
other public interests in the way large areas of 
our upland landscapes are managed both 
sustainably and within the law.’ 

A third young Hen Harrier has also disap-
peared off the radar – this time in Cumbria. 
The male bird, ‘Blue’, was fitted with a satel-
lite tag as a chick in July 2017 at a nest in 
south Lanarkshire. He remained in southwest 
Scotland until October before settling in 
Cumbria. His tag was functioning perfectly 
until 31st March 2018, when transmissions 

suddenly and unexpectedly stopped near 
Longsleddale. RSPB Investigations staff con-
ducted a search, but no tag or body was 
found. His disappearance was reported to 
Cumbria Police as suspicious.   

A number of tagged Hen Harriers have 
disappeared in similar circumstances since 
the Hen Harrier LIFE+ project began in 
2014. In October 2017, another bird, ‘Manu’, 
vanished over a grouse moor on the 
Cumbria/Northumberland border. After a 
search was conducted, no body or tag was 
found. Then in February 2018, Manu’s 
brother ‘Marc’ disappeared in similar circum-
stances near Middleton-in-Teesdale.  

Tagged Montagu’s Harrier recovered in North Africa 

In stark contrast to the regular catastrophic 
‘failure’ of satellite tags attached to Hen Har-
riers in the northern uplands of Britain – and 
the subsequent disappearance of the birds’ 
bodies and their tags – the tale of ‘James’, a 
tagged male Montagu’s Harrier C. pygargus, 
shows how a dead harrier can indeed be 
traced if a criminal hasn’t killed the bird and 
destroyed the evidence.    

Just four pairs of Montagu’s Harriers are 
known to have nested successfully in England 
in 2017, in Norfolk and the southwest. In 
order to better understand their movements, 
several birds have been fitted with 
lightweight satellite tags and tracked to their 
wintering grounds in West Africa and then 
followed northwards this spring. James began 
his journey back to England on 2nd April 

251.  ‘James’, the tagged Montagu’s Harrier Circus pygargus, ready for release in 2017. 
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and looked likely to be the first bird home. 
But in Algeria he suddenly stopped, causing 
concern. His tag continued transmitting 
from a remote, mountainous area, so the 
RSPB took to social media to uncover what 
had happened to him. 

The RSPB’s Mark Thomas takes up the 
story: ‘Watching our tagged birds race home 
each spring is exhilarating – but sadly not all 
make it back to England. This year, bad 
weather across the Sahara forced many to 
double back or take pitstops, but James’s situ-
ation caused us to worry.  

‘We spoke to our colleagues in the Nether-
lands, who had fitted the tags, then through 

Twitter we made contact with conservation-
ists in Algeria, who searched for James. On 
4th May, our friends in Algeria recovered the 
tag and, sadly, James’s body too. It looked like 
he had been dead for a while and we suspect 
he died of natural causes.  

‘We are sad, but amazed that, using social 
media, we were able to make contact with 
people in this remote spot nearly 3,000 km 
away and recover James. Hopefully, the rest 
of our birds will survive their long, tough 
journey.’ 

You can follow the tagged Monty’s  
Harriers on Twitter @UKmontagus 
 

Crowdfunded legal challenge to Raven cull raises £10,000 in  
12 hours 
The decision by Scottish Natural Heritage to 
license a ‘research cull’ of 300 Common 
Ravens Corvus corax in a grouse-shooting 
area of Perthshire (Brit. Birds 111: 308–309) 
sparked outrage in conservation circles and 
beyond (170,000 people have signed a peti-
tion demanding that the licence is with-
drawn). Now that community has decided to 
challenge the licence decision in court. 

The Scottish Raptor Study Group, no 
doubt mindful of the success Mark Avery has 
had in crowdfunding a legal challenge to 
Natural England and its brood management 
proposal for nesting Hen Harriers, has 
launched its own crowdfunding campaign – 
Justice4Ravens. The SRSG stated: ‘In April 
2018, Scottish Natural Heritage issued a 
licence permitting gamekeepers to kill young 
Ravens across a large area called Strathbraan 
in Highland Perthshire. Much of Strathbraan 
is managed for grouse shooting and the area 
has been identified as a wildlife crime 
hotspot. 

‘This licence forms part of a planned five-
year “experiment” to kill Ravens in this area 
“just to see what happens” to wading bird 
populations. However, peer-reviewed scien-
tific studies suggest Ravens are not respon-
sible for wader population declines and we 
believe that this Raven cull is actually to 
protect Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus, which 
will later be shot for fun. 

‘We believe this licensing decision is 
unlawful because lethal control of a protected 
species like the Raven should be a last resort 
and the decision should be based on sound 
scientific evidence, not on the basis of “just to 
see what happens”. We also believe SNH 
should have officially consulted with a range 
of stakeholders before making this decision, 
to allow informed scrutiny of the licence 
application. Instead, SNH undertook the 
licensing process in secret, excluding the 
Scottish Raptor Study Group who have mon-
itored Ravens in this region for 30+ years. 

‘Due to these concerns, and because SNH 
has indicated that a similar approach may be 
adopted for other species (probably 
Common Buzzard Buteo buteo), we intend to 
launch a legal challenge in the form of a judi-
cial review of SNH’s decision to issue this 
licence.’ 

The SRSG needed an initial £10,000 to get 
to the first stage of judicial review, where a 
judge decides if there is a sufficiently strong 
case to proceed to a full hearing. If the judge 
deems the case strong enough, stage two 
would be a full hearing. Despite some trepi-
dation in launching the appeal, the SRSG met 
its initial £10,000 target in just 12 hours! It 
now has a ‘stretch target’ of £25,000 to pay 
for the legal work required should a judge 
agree that their challenge can go to full  
judicial review. See https://bit.ly/2kRn98Q 
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BB Young Birder Grants 

We had lots of interest for the British Birds 
Charitable Trust Young Birder Grants this year. 
The BBCT, with help from some generous 
donors, awarded grants to seven young birders 
from across the UK. Several recipients will be 
advancing their birding knowledge by visiting 

a Bird Observatory in the next few months, 
whilst others will be purchasing ringing equip-
ment to set up new projects. The 2018 recipi-
ents will report back on their experiences later 
in the year. You can find out more about BBCT 
grants here: https://bit.ly/2LBC1Ub 

Bitterns breed at Leighton Moss for first time in a decade 

The premier reedbed reserve in northwest 
England has, perhaps surprisingly, not had 
breeding Eurasian Bitterns Botaurus stellaris 
for ten years. But in 2018 the Bitterns are 
back at Leighton Moss in Lancashire. 

Site manager Jarrod Sneyd said: ‘Leighton 
Moss has always been synonymous with  
Bitterns. Whilst we have consistently had them 

living here throughout the seasons, for the last 
ten years they have sadly not been breeding.  

‘Leighton Moss is an old reedbed, having 
formed after the First World War, and ageing 
reedbed tends to be quite dry. Bitterns like 
young, wet reedbeds where they can catch 
fish, so RSPB staff and volunteers spend a lot 
of time managing the site in a way that halts 

Free bird club membership for under-21s 

Further encouragement for young birders 
comes from the Hampshire Ornithological 
Society, which is offering free membership to 
under-21s in what the HOS believes is a first 
for a county bird club. Chairman Keith 
Betton said: ‘We have decided to offer free 
membership to anyone who watches birds in 
the county who is under 21 and still in full-
time education. The offer has been sponsored 
by the Cameron Bespolka Trust, and mem-

bership will be renewed annually so long as 
the member wants it and still qualifies.  

‘We are the first county bird club to offer 
this, and I have suggested that other bird 
clubs try to follow it. Already we have six 
members benefiting from this scheme, and 
we hope to have 20 by 2019.’ Anyone wishing 
to take up the offer should contact Keith:  
e-mail keithbetton@hotmail.com 

252.  Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris, Suffolk, April 2012. 

M
ar

k 
Ra

ym
en

t



366 British Birds 111 • July 2018 • 362 –366

A White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla 
chick has successfully hatched in Orkney for 
the first time in over 140 years, RSPB Scot-
land has announced. One chick has been 
seen, but local RSPB Scotland staff believe 
that there may be two. 

It’s been five years since these birds  
re appeared in Orkney. The species was 
wiped out in the UK when the last bird was 
shot on Shetland in 1918, and it’s thanks to 
a reintroduction programme begun in the 
1970s that the birds are once again found in 
Scotland. 

Lee Shields, RSPB Scotland’s Hoy Warden, 
said: ‘This breeding attempt is still at the 
early stages, with young often in the nest for 
up to 14 weeks. We were hugely disappointed 
when a previous pair abandoned the territory 
last year, so to have at least one chick now is 
even more special. Now we’re just hoping 

that the chicks do well as it’s always uncertain 
with first-time parents.’ 

After the last White-tailed Eagles in the 
UK were driven to extinction, 82 birds were 
reintroduced from Norway between 1975 
and 1985. They first bred successfully in 1985 
on Mull and established territories on a 
number of islands on the west coast. Addi-
tional releases in Wester Ross and Fife in sub-
sequent decades further expanded their range 
and there are now over 100 breeding pairs of 
the UK’s largest bird of prey in Scotland. 

It is not known whether the birds nesting 
on Hoy are from the Scottish mainland or 
from Scandinavia. The eyrie is well hidden, 
perched high on a cliff  face, but RSPB  
Scotland is running ‘Eaglewatch’ every day in 
the nearby Dwarfie Stone car park to allow 
people to catch a glimpse of  the birds 
without disturbing them. 

First White-tailed Eagle chick in Orkney for over 140 years 
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its ageing process to create the conditions 
that Bitterns and lots of other wildlife need 
to thrive.’ 

Just 20 years ago, in the late 1990s, Bit-
terns were almost wiped out in this country, 
due to the loss of reedbed habitat. At that 
time, Leighton Moss was one of only a few 
sites in the country where Bitterns were 
clinging on. Just 11 ‘booming’ male Bitterns 
were left, with three of those at Leighton 
Moss and the rest in East Anglia. Since then, 
reedbed regeneration by the RSPB and other 
organisations has seen a Bittern population 
boom: in 2017 there were 166 booming 
males across the country with strongholds in 
the Avalon Marshes of Somerset and the 
reedbeds of East Anglia. But still there were 
no breeding Bitterns at Leighton Moss. 

Jarrod continued: ‘The traditional 
methods that have always worked in the past 
when managing Leighton Moss for Bitterns 
had recently stopped being so effective. Lots 
of research went into how we might be able 
to improve the reedbed for Bitterns once 
more. Our expert ecologists and wardens 
embarked on new, experimental methods of 
managing the reedbed four years ago, 
including digging out parts of the reedbed, 
temporarily drying out some areas and intro-
ducing deer management. This has encour-
aged the reed and other plants to grow in 
areas where they were struggling. It’s still 
early days but we’re delighted with the results 
so far. The reedbed has responded really well 
to the changes and the fact we have a Bittern 
nest once more is a really encouraging sign.’  

Eric Hosking Charitable Trust bursaries 

Another organisation offering bursaries is the 
Eric Hosking Charitable Trust (www.eric 
hoskingtrust.com), which commemorates the 
famous bird photographer and is celebrating 
its 25th anniversary in 2018. The Trust is 
looking for applications for bursaries of up 
to £750 and the closing date is 30th 
September. 

Over its 25-year history the Trust has 
awarded 40 bursaries, the majority of which 
have been connected with ornithology. The 
Trust’s aims are to ‘sponsor natural history 
and ornithological research through the 
media of writing, photography, painting or 
illustration’. Contact David Hosking, e-mail 
david@erichoskingtrust.com


