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Headstarted chicks at WWT Welney. This is the first time that headstarting has been used for a wader species in the
UK

Progress in year one
Giving godwits
headstart

There are now fewer than 60 pairs
of black-tailed godwits (limosa
limosa) breeding in the UK. In
recent years the population has
been limited by poor breeding
success.

We are releasing black-tailed
godwits at WWT Welney to
supplement the small population
that is found there. Lots of habitat
has been created for black-tailed
godwits at the Ouse Washes. By
releasing young birds there, the
hope is that birds will return to
breed at the Ouse Washes in future
years, enabling us to fast-track the
colonisation of these newly created
areas of habitat.

Project Godwit focuses on two
wetlands in the east of England, the
Ouse and Nene Washes. Both sites
have been designated as Special
Protected Areas (SPAs) by the UK
Government – reflecting the
international importance of these
sites for rare and migratory birds.
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In June and July this year we
released twenty-six juvenile blacktailed godwits at WWT through our
groundbreaking
headstarting
programme. Headstarting involves
collecting eggs from the wild under
a licence from Natural England. The
chicks are then reared in captivity
and released at the point of
fledging.

This is the first time that
headstarting has been used for the

conservation of a wader species in
the UK. Prior to proceeding, we
produced
a
comprehensive
feasibility study and Health Risk
Analysis, in accordance with best
practice reintroduction guidance.
Since their release, we have been
monitoring the birds’ progress. The
headstarted birds have been seen
in Cambridgeshire, Norfolk, Essex
and Somerset. Black-tailed godwits
don’t usually breed until they are
two years old, meaning that we’ll
have to wait to see if the
headstarted birds return to WWT
Welney in 2019. We plan to
release more headstarted godwits
in 2018.

Mark Whiffin RSPB

Project
Godwit
is
partnership project between
RSPB and WWT with major
funding from the EU LIFE
Nature Programme, the
HSBC 150th Anniversary
Fund, Heritage Lottery Fund
and Natural England. This
project aims to secure the
future
of
black-tailed
godwits in the UK.

A headstarted bird (far right)
mingling with wild godwits

Research & monitoring

An estimated 35 pairs of blacktailed godwits nested at the RSPB
Nene Washes in 2017, with an
additional three pairs at WWT
Welney. Five chicks fledged from
the Nene Washes and two from
Welney.
At the Nene Washes we monitored
33 godwit nests at 65 nests of
other species (lapwing, redshank
and snipe). Of the monitored nests,
45 hatched, 37 were predated, five
flooded and three had unknown
outcomes.
Eleven godwit nests hatched, and
of the resulting chicks 26 were
fitted with BTO rings and Passive
Integrated Transponder (PIT) tags.

One of these chicks was
recaptured and fitted with colour
rings. Fourteen chicks were fitted
with radio tags and followed in the
field by the research team.
Eight adult birds were fitted with
geolocators. Geolocators are tiny
lightweight tracking devices which
record light levels. Next year we
hope to retrieve the trackers and
reveal where the godwits have
been in the non-breeding season.

Managing predation
Predation has limited the breeding
success of black-tailed godwits at
the Nene Washes in recent years.
Because of this, we have been
controlling foxes and crows in
order to reduce their abundance (in
accordance with legislation and
best practice). We are also
monitoring predators at the Nene
Washes using trail cameras.
This year we installed temporary
electric fencing during the breeding
season, as part of a trial to reduce
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Understanding the causes of
poor breeding success in
black-tailed godwits is a key
focus of our project. We
have been monitoring nest
and chick survival at the
Nene Washes for the past
three years.

A black-tailed godwit is fitted
with a tracking device
the impact of fox predation on nest
survival. We found that nest
survival was significantly higher
inside the exclusion fencing. As a
result, we will be installing more
predator exclusion fencing next
year. We have also been
maintaining and widening ditches
this winter. This is being used to
protect areas of black-tailed godwit
breeding habitat.
In some years black-tailed godwits
suffer high predation from avian
predators. This spring we provided
an alternative food supply for avian
predators during the black-tailed
godwit breeding season and
monitored the impact. This is
known as diversionary feeding.

Get involved with Project Godwit
godwits

Report your sightings

Volunteer your time

In the summer we ran Project
Godwit tours at WWT Welney,
giving visitors the opportunity to
learn more about the project. Lucky
visitors were also given the chance
to observe the headstarted blacktailed godwit chicks from a safe
distance outside of the rearing
aviary. We hope that many more
people will come along in future
years to learn about these amazing
birds.
If you’d like
more
information about our Project
Godwit tours please get in touch
with us.

Black-tailed godwits undertake
incredible migratory journeys. The
birds that breed in the fens spend
the winter in Spain, Portugal and
West Africa. We have been fitting
wild and headstarted black-tailed
godwits with colour rings, so that
we can find out more about their
movements
outside
of
the
breeding season.

We are looking for volunteers to
join the RSPB team at the Ouse
Washes and assist with the general
maintenance of the reserve visitor
centre.
Tasks
will
include
maintaining the visitor centre,
fencing, burning willows and small
surveys. If you enjoy wildlife and
being outdoors then this could be
the perfect role for you!

You can help by sending us in your
sightings to the project through
our website.

To find out more please visit
www.projectgodwit.org.uk

Visit

the

Keep in touch
facebook.com/projectgodwit
@projectgodwit
theteam@projectgodwit.org.uk

Your sightings really do help us
build a picture of where these birds
go and the information provided
informs our conservation efforts. If
you leave us a contact email
address we will send you
information about the bird that you
have seen.
The Project Godwit team

Involve
Your regional volunteer newsletter
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A new “eel-friendly” pump at the Nene Washes will help us create & manage even more habitat for black-tailed godwits

Creating the perfect habitat
Black-tailed godwits need
good quality wet grassland,
appropriate water levels and
protection from high-levels
of predation. We will
enhance over 1000 hectares
of habitat for godwits during
the project at the Ouse and
Nene Washes.

The new water pump will help us to
remove excess water and create
the ideal wet-grassland habitat for
black-tailed godwits and other
birds during the breeding season.

At the RSPB Ouse Washes we have
been creating shallow wet features
to provide foraging habitat for
black-tailed godwits and other
birds. We aim to create 9km of
features in each year of the
project.
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This autumn we created four new
shallow water pools at the RSPB
Nene Washes. These pools will fill
with water during the winter and
provide invertebrate rich foraging
habitat for during the spring and
summer.

We have installed a brand new
“eel-friendly” water pump at the
March Farmers section of the Nene
Washes. March Farmers is 260
hectares of former agricultural land
which has been restored to lowland
wet-grassland. The site is enclosed
by earthen banks which were
originally designed to keep
floodwater out. However, these
banks now frequently over-top,
with the resulting water unable to
escape.

Managing wet features at RSPB
Ouse Washes
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