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Editorial 
The work of the 'Kite Committee' 
Of the fourteen species of raptors which breed in Britain, probably 
none holds more magic for the birdwatcher than the Red Kite 
Milvus milvus. This may be partly due to the bird's distinctive shape 
and coloration, but is probably more a reflection of the 70-year fight 
to save the remnant population of a species which was once one of our 
most widespread raptors, feeding even in the streets of London. 
This saga has been admirably documented by Colonel H. Morrey 
Salmon in a 13-page essay on 'The Red Kites of Wales: the story of 
their preservation' in Welsh Wildlife in Trust edited by W. S. Lacey 
(1970). But it seems opportune to summarise the main stages here 
as a tribute to the largely unsung work of the successive 'Kite 
Committees' and as a prelude to the remarkable study of the 
species, by P. Walters Davies and P. E. Davis, which is being 
published in this issue of British Birds and the next. 

The story began in February 1903 when Professor J. H. Salter, of 
Aberystwyth, wrote a letter which was read at a meeting of the 
British Ornithologists' Club. Its aim was to enlist support for the 
protection of the Welsh Kites and it resulted in the formation of 
the first 'Kite Committee', the founder members of which were 
J . L. Bonhote, W. E. de Winton, E. G. B. Meade-Waldo, the 
Honourable W. Rothschild, Howard Saunders and Watkin Watkins, 
later joined by other distinguished names. From 1905 until at least 
1918 the Kite fund was largely financed by Meade-Waldo and one 
or two of his close friends. The men on the ground were the 
Reverend D. Edmondes Owen and A. Gwynne-Vaughan, and their 
efforts helped to nurture the Kite population from nine to twelve 
birds in 1905 to ten pairs, which reared eight young, in 1912. There 
followed, however, a decade of failure and decline with very few 
young reared: large-scale timber-cutting, casual shooting and a 
revival of egg-collecting all played their part. 
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By 1922 only three pairs were known and that year Edmondes 
Owen died. Meade-Waldo invited the Reverend W. J. Constable to 
carry on the work. It was then that the Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds first became directly involved, with payments of 
rewards to farmers and local watchers. Breeding success continued 
to be very low, however, though five young were reared in 1929, 
and in the early 1930's relations among those involved in the Kite 
work reached their lowest ebb, with eggs even being taken and sold 
by some of the watchers. 

In 1933, a statement by Dr P. R. Lowe was coupled with an appeal 
by various ornithological and conservation bodies and Lord 
Lieutenants to landowners, farmers and gamekeepers. Miss D. T. 
Raikes of Bwlch began to work for the Kites and was appointed by 
the R.S.P.B. in 1938 with a grant towards expenses, but she went on 
in effect to set up an independent organisation which made a special 
appeal for larger funds. In 1938 and 1939 five or six pairs of Kites 
were known, but only one young was reared in each year. 

During the 1939-45 war two new names entered the field of Kite 
protection: Captain and Mrs H. R. H. Vaughan. When Miss Raikes 
became incapacitated after the war, they found themselves taking 
over all the work. In 1949 they persuaded the West Wales Field 
Society to set up a sub-committee, with representation from the 
R.S.P.B., to organise the whole exercise and this was followed a 
year later by a new 'Kite Committee' which, however, was dis
banded in 1955. Twelve young Kites were reared in 1954, the highest 
number in any year this century, but then myxomatosis struck the 
Rabbits Oryctolagus cuniculus and in 1955 only one young fledged. 
Six were reared in 1956, however, and seven in 1957. 

In 1958 a new committee was formed, still under the chairmanship 
of Captain Vaughan, and the R.S.P.B. accepted responsibility for 
the special measures and finances involved. By 1963 there were 14 
nests, but only four young were reared. From 1964 the situation 
gradually improved and more pairs were found, until by 1972 26 
pairs produced a total of 19 young. But every year there are hazards. 
Adverse weather, for example, appears to be a major factor in what 
seems likely to be a poor rate of success in 1973. Casual shooting 
outside the breeding area, disturbance at nests from the ever
growing pressure of tourism and, probably, sub-lethal doses of 
pesticides all take their toll. But, most appalling, every year one or 
two clutches and broods are taken; in 1972 no fewer than four nests 
were robbed of eggs. Some egg-collectors maintain that oology is a 
science, but such behaviour with a rare bird of prey can indicate 
only greed and obsession. The Kite population is now in a healthier 
state, but these fine birds need all the help, understanding and 
freedom from disturbance that they can get. 




