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Project Godwit was a seven-year partnership project between the RSPB and WWT, with

the aim of securing the future of breeding Black-tailed Godwits in the UK. There are four
subspecies of Black-tailed Godwit and this project focuses on the only one that breeds in
England (Limosa limosa limosa), for which the conservation need is much greater. All references
to ‘Black-tailed Godwit’ in the rest of this document refer to this subspecies.
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The majority of UK breeding Black-tailed Godwits ‘Q‘
<

breed in the Cambridgeshire and Norfolk Fens in
eastern England at just two locations: the Nene
Washes and the Ouse Washes SPAs and adjacent,
linked habitat. Extremely small numbers breed at
other sites in England (see figure on right).

Since 1975, the number of breeding pairs in the
UK had been relatively low (<75 pairs) with the
majority of these being at the Ouse Washes. In
1994, following multiple years of spring flooding at
the Ouse Washes, the UK population declined to
only 25 pairs. Following a steady increase of Black-
tailed Godwits at the nearby Nene Washes, the

UK population recovered to 59 pairs by 2006 but
then slowly declined again, with the Ouse Washes 1-3 pairs
population dropping to just three pairs by 2016.

As with populations elsewhere in Europe, the main
driver of the UK decline is falling productivity due
to factors operating on the breeding grounds.
Black-tailed Godwits require annual productivity of
approximately 0.4 fledglings/pair for a population
to be stable. However, since 2005, the average
annual productivity has been below this threshold
most years and shown a downwards trend.

45-50 pairs

0-4 pairs

March arrival May hatching
August-February
over wintering S
as far as Africa April laying June
growth

In the few months that the Black-tailed Godwit spends in its UK breeding area,
everything has to be just right; the water levels in the meadows, sufficient food and
natural predator abundance, but also an adapted agricultural environment suitable
for both parents and chicks.

July departure June/July
fledging



Ouse Washes

Project objectives

Project Godwit was initiated to tackle the causes of decline, boost the Ouse Washes
population, raise awareness of the importance of the UK’s wetlands for ground-nesting birds,
and share information about methods to conserve threatened waders.

. To increase the productivity of Black-tailed ‘ To supplement the Ouse Washes Black-tailed
Godwits at the Nene and Ouse Washes so Godwit population through the trialling of
that the population can begin to recover. headstarting, a rear-and-release programme,

’ To maintain and enhance Black-tailed Godwit helping to re-establish the birds at sites

adjacent to the Ouse Washes.

wet grassland habitat at the Nene and Ouse

Washes, providing the right conditions for the To increase support among local communities
species to thrive. for the long-term conservation of Black-tailed
. . Godwits.
‘ To improve our understanding of the local and

migratory movements of Black-tailed Godwits ‘ To develop a UK-wide recovery plan for
breeding in the project area, using colour- Black-tailed Godwits, working with
ringing and tracking. international flyway initiatives.

Location of
Project Godwit
sites
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Wet grassland management

Black-tailed Godwits need good quality wet grassland for nesting and rearing their chicks. They
need appropriate water levels and protection from high levels of predation. Project Godwit

has implemented measures to enhance the wet grassland habitat for Black-tailed Godwits and
other threatened species.

Installed two eel-friendly pumps. Invested in machinery for ongoing

) . habitat management.
Created 7.5ha of scrapes across the project sites.

Monitored the success of habitat enhancements

Re-profiled and widened over 70km of ditches. on productivity across the project sites.

Installed predator exclusion fences and gates
across project sites.

New scrape

Creating a linear scrape {footdrain) /= . ) i } > ' Eel-friendly pump



Headstarting

Headstarting involves collecting eggs from the nests of wild birds (under licence),
rearing the chicks in captivity and releasing the fledglings back into the wild.

Headstarting undertaken by Project Godwit was
the first time this technique had been trialled in the
UK, and the first time in the world that headstarting
had ever been used on a Limosa species.

Number of adult headstarted
birds returning to

breeding sites I

2018 2019 2020 2021

Eggs were collected from the Nene Washes and
headstarted to bolster the population at the Nene
Washes but also to grow the small population at
the Ouse Washes.

o Project Godwit has released 206 headstarted 2022 2023

fledglings into the wild. These chicks are from a

total of 248 collected eggs meaning an amazing
83% success rate! This is even more impressive
given that 43 of the eggs were “rescues” from
nests that had been abandoned or flooded, with
the rescue eggs being much less likely to hatch.

We have monitored and tracked the survival,

» We have developed best practice guidance
for headstarting Black-tailed Godwits. This
knowledge has been shared internationally
and is used to inform future projects for other
waders around the world. The Headstarting
manual created by Project Godwit can be

. . . accessed here.
dispersal and breeding of released birds. -

» Project Godwit also produced a short video
explaining headstarting which can be
viewed here.

o Headstarted birds migrate as far as sub-Saharan
West Africa for winter then return to the Nene
and Ouse Washes to breed, year after year.
Headstarted birds now make up a significant
proportion of the breeding population.

Rearing pen



https://projectgodwit.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Project-Godwit-manual-v2.0.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4epn_AsEpIE

Monitoring

» We monitored nests, chicks and predators to * We have received more than 2500 reported
better understand the predation pressures observations of colour-ringed Black-tailed
Black-tailed Godwits face and how this impacts Godwits! They have been seen in 10 countries
breeding success. outside the UK - the figure below shows

where they have been spotted. If you see a
Project Godwit bird (they wear a lime colour-
ring on the right leg stamped with the letter ‘E’)
please submit your sighting here. If you leave
us a contact email address we will send you
information about the bird that you have seen!

* We have colour-ringed wild-reared and
headstarted birds. Some birds were also fitted
with data loggers to enable us to know where
they migrate to. Black-tailed Godwits are known
to undertake long and often complex migratory
journeys and the data loggers and observations

of individual birds with colour-rings provides » We are measuring food availability at occupied
valuable information about the remarkable sites and comparing with potential sites to
journeys these birds undertake. understand how food availability impacts site

occupation and breeding.

Migratory routes 3P Countries where
of Black-tailed A af. \ Project Godwit
Godwits tracked _ sz colour-ringed
with data loggers’ birds have

been seen
()
Southward journey

Northward journey

\

Blac'k;‘taile_d Godwit.with'coloursrings


https://projectgodwit.org.uk/get-involved/report-a-sighting/
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Engagement
Project Godwit has actively worked to engage with Signed up 21 community groups/schools to be
different audiences throughout the seven years of Godwit Guardians.

the project. This has ranged from sharing technical
findings with conservation specialists, introducing
school children to the Black-tailed Godwit and
talking about the project with the general public
at events and through the media. Some highlights Disseminated project findings and learnings
include: at conferences and in scientific publications,
articles and guidelines.

Reached millions of people over the project
duration through TV and radio, articles, live
events and website.

Active engagement of over 2000 local people in
Black-tailed Godwit conservation.

Directly introducing over 500 school children to

the Black-tailed Godwit, including craft activities
and preparing home-schooling materials for use

during the Covid-19 lockdowns.

Classroom display featuring the Ouse Washes



As of 2023, Project Godwit has increased the
Black-tailed Godwit population on the Ouse
Washes from three to 23 breeding pairs, with a
further 24 breeding pairs on the Nene Washes.
This success is due to headstarting and it has
proved to be an essential tool to boost productivity,
but productivity of birds breeding in the wild on
the Fens remains critically low, at an average of
just 0.13 fledglings per pair in 2019-2023. This is
due to the extensive predation pressures facing
wild Black-tailed Godwit nests and chicks from a
range of predators including foxes, badgers, stoats
and raptors. Some predator management measures
have reduced nest predation by mammals, but
more interventions are required. Headstarting has
bolstered the population overall and produced
ecologically fit birds that behave the same as those
bred in the wild. However, the long-term survival
of Black-tailed Godwits depends on stabilisation of
the wild population. They continue to be an urgent
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conservation issue in the UK and measures that
reduce predation on eggs and chicks in the long-
term are required, including the provision of larger
areas of suitable wet grassland, safe from spring
and summer floods.

To ensure efforts to secure the long-term future of
Black-tailed Godwits in the UK continue, a National
Action Plan has been published. A Working Group
has been established to deliver the critical actions
for this species of the next 10 years. The Action
Plan can be viewed here.

Project Godwit continues to share its findings and
knowledge. In addition to the headstarting manual,
video and National Action Plan, details of published
scientific papers and articles and more information
about the project can be found on the Project
Godwit website: projectgodwit.org.uk.

Headstarted Black-tailed Godwit named “Earith” arriving back at the Ouse Washes


https://projectgodwit.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/National-Action-Plan-for-BTG-2023-2033.pdf
https://projectgodwit.org.uk

-+ Project Godwit

Saving Black-tailed Godwits in the UK

Project Godwit is a partnership between RSPB and WWT with major funding from the EU LIFE
Nature Programme, Natural England, the HSBC 150th Anniversary Fund, the National Lottery
Heritage Fund through the Back from the Brink programme, Leica and the Montague-Panton
Animal Welfare Trust.

Project Godwit ran from August 2016 to December 2023.

Project Godwit was an investment of approximately €2.8M, with EU LIFE contributing
60% of the funding.

Photo credits: Simon Stirrup, Charlie Kitchin, Thomas Pringle, James Cooper and Jonathan Taylor.

More information about Project Godwit can be found on our website: projectgodwit.org.uk
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