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3. Executive Summary 
 

This project aimed to improve the conservation status of Black-tailed Godwit subspecies 

Limosa limosa limosa as a breeding species in the UK. The project had six objectives: 

 

1) Increase the productivity of Black-tailed Godwit at key breeding sites in the UK to the level 

necessary for population stability by the end of year 3, and to a level sufficient for 

population growth by the end of year 5. 

2) Maintain and enhance 1,100 ha of Black-tailed Godwit habitat at these key sites. 

3) Improve understanding of the local and migratory movements of Black-tailed Godwit 

breeding in the project area. 

4) Trial the use of ‘headstarting’ as a conservation tool for Black-tailed Godwit. 

5) Increase support among local communities for the long-term conservation of Black-tailed 

Godwit, and raise awareness of waders, the project Special Protected Areas (SPAs), and 

the importance of ‘wader wetlands’ among the general public and decision-makers. 

6) Develop a UK-wide recovery plan for L. l. limosa in liaison with appropriate flyway 

initiatives. 

 

Productivity of Black-tailed Godwit was defined as the number chicks fledged per breeding 

pair of adults. Two main strategies were deployed to increase productivity. Firstly, we 

attempted to change ecological conditions on the breeding grounds to make them more 

favourable for successful breeding of this species. This included improved management of 

water levels and vegetation and a reduction in predation to a level that would allow enough 

chicks to fledge, to achieve a stable population. This involved protecting nests with barrier 
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fencing to prevent mammalian predators reaching eggs and chicks, predator control under 

licence to reduce the abundance of certain predator species at the project sites, and diversionary 

feeding of Red Kite Milvus milvus. Secondly, we aimed to improve productivity by 

supplementing the wild-rearing with captive-rearing. A proportion of wild-laid eggs were 

collected under licence and transferred to a conservation breeding facility where chicks were 

reared and then released back into the wild at 26-34 days old. This technique is known as 

headstarting and had not been trialled for birds previously in the UK. Both strategies to improve 

productivity were implemented in full, with some deviations. The biggest issue that affected 

the project was the COVID-19 pandemic. We had to cease nearly all monitoring activities and 

could not undertake headstarting in 2020 as we adhered to lockdown rules and working 

measures. Work during 2021 was also impacted by COVID-19. The project was extended by 

two years to compensate for the impacts of the pandemic which allowed us to still deliver our 

original scheme of work. The biggest challenge has been to manage predation to a level that 

permits sufficient productivity for a stable breeding population of Black-tailed Godwit. Over 

the course of the project the abundance of predators has increased at the project sites and the 

primary predators of Black-tailed Godwit eggs and chicks varied each year. Although 

individual measures have been demonstrated to reduce predation by specific predator species, 

we have not yet been able to reduce the overall predation pressure to allow for sufficient 

productivity. Habitat measures have been effective – for example, the installation of two new 

pumps has allowed better regulation of water levels to the benefit of Black-tailed Godwit and 

other waders. However, predation is the primary driver of low productivity. Headstarting has 

been extremely successful and 206 headstarted chicks have been released back into the wild, 

significantly boosting the overall productivity of Black-tailed Godwit in the UK. The technique 

was successful every year of the project and the protocol was refined and adapted as lessons 

were learned, leading to the development and publication of a best practice manual for 

headstarting Black-tailed Godwit. This has been shared at conferences, with other groups and 

online and is supported by a video summarising the technique. The AEWA Black-tailed 

Godwit Working Group has adopted these techniques as best practice across Europe. 

 

The project also aimed to improve understanding of the local and migratory movements of 

Black-tailed Godwit breeding in the project area. We achieved this by colour-ringing wild-

reared and headstarted chicks, and wild adult birds, and deploying other tags such as 

geolocators. There were some changes to the types and quantity of tags deployed and we were 

unable to colour-ring as many adult birds as originally planned at the outset. However, we were 

able to individually tag and colour-ring sufficient birds to meet our objectives, the findings of 

which have been written up into a paper to be published in a scientific journal. 

 

Communication and engagement has been an important aspect of the project throughout. We 

have reached a wide and varied audience by hosting events, delivering lessons in school 

classrooms, writing press releases, presenting at conferences and attending networking 

meetings, sharing information on the dedicated project website and social media channels, 

putting up signage at project sites, harnessing TV and radio outlets to share our news and 

writing articles for conservation and general audiences. 

 

Towards the end of the project, we worked to identify the key actions that must be taken over 

the next 10 years to ensure the recovery of breeding Black-tailed Godwit in the UK. These 

actions were documented in the National Single Species Action Plan which was published in 

September 2023. As of 2024, work is already underway, building on the knowledge, progress 

and achievements of Project Godwit to safeguard the future of breeding Black-tailed Godwit 

in the UK. 
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4. Introduction 
The project aims to improve the conservation status of Black-tailed Godwit subspecies Limosa 

limosa limosa as a breeding species in the UK, and thus secure the future of this species in 

Europe.  

 

The project had six objectives: 

1) Increase the productivity of Black-tailed Godwit at key breeding sites in the UK to the level 

necessary for population stability by the end of year 3, and to a level sufficient for 

population growth by the end of year 5. 

2) Maintain and enhance 1,100 ha of Black-tailed Godwit habitat at these key sites. 

3) Improve understanding of the local and migratory movements of Black-tailed Godwit 

breeding in the project area. 

4) Trial the use of ‘headstarting’ as a conservation tool for Black-tailed Godwit. 

5) Increase support among local communities for the long-term conservation of Black-tailed 

Godwit, and raise awareness of waders, the project SPAs, and the importance of ‘wader 

wetlands’ among the general public and decision-makers. 

6) Develop a UK-wide recovery plan for L. l. limosa in liaison with appropriate flyway 

initiatives. 

 

Our primary objective was to increase the breeding population (and range) of Black-tailed 

Godwit in its stronghold of the East Anglian Fens in Norfolk and Cambridgeshire. The target 

was 65 breeding pairs by the end of the project, and to provide the conditions for the population 

to continue to increase after project completion. The project was focussed at two wetlands in 

the Fens: the Nene Washes and the Ouse Washes. These sites are both designated as Special 

Protected Areas SPAs and are the two main breeding sites for Black-tailed Godwit in England. 

The primary habitat targeted was wet grassland. Although the Ouse Washes SPA was a former 

stronghold for the species, at the start of the project, most pairs were found breeding at the 

nearby Nene Washes SPA. 

 

The population of Black-tailed Godwit at the Nene Washes has been monitored since their 

colonisation of the site in 1984 and there is a strong relationship between breeding success and 

subsequent population change. Previous research has shown that poor breeding success was 

limiting the population at our project sites. We undertook two years of baseline research prior 

to the commencement of the project to understand the drivers of poor breeding success at the 

Nene Washes and it revealed that predation of both Black-tailed Godwit nests and chicks was 

limiting breeding success. A range of predators have been identified but the significance of 

their contribution to predation pressure upon Black-tailed Godwit varies between different 

years. A multi-species predator management approach was therefore adopted at the project 

sites to reduce the pressure of predation upon Black-tailed Godwit breeding success. This 

approach included both lethal control and non-lethal methods such as predator exclusion 

fencing to reduce impacts of mammalian predation, and diversionary feeding of Red Kite 

(Milvus milvus) through provision of alternative food. Through these measures we hoped we 

could improve the annual and five-year mean breeding success for this population and achieve 

a five-year mean of 0.4 chicks fledged per pair during the lifetime of the project (this being 

approximately the threshold level for population stability). We expected that steps to reduce 

predation of Black-tailed Godwit chicks and nests would also benefit other ground-nesting 

priority bird species including Northern Lapwing (Vanellus vanellus), Common Redshank 

(Tringa totanus), Common Snipe (Gallinago gallinago) and Common Crane (Grus grus). 
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Black-tailed Godwit are also vulnerable to seasonal flooding, which has historically 

contributed to poor breeding success, particularly at the Ouse Washes SPA. Increased spring 

flooding at the Ouse Washes led to the decline in this population of Black-tailed Godwit from 

an average of 50 pairs in the 1970s to just three pairs in 2016. Flood-free replacement habitat 

has since been created adjacent to the Ouse Washes but because the population had become 

very small, population modelling suggested it was unlikely to recover within an acceptable 

timeframe without intervention (and in fact had a 50% risk of extinction by 2050). The risk of 

flooding is compounded by the small number of breeding sites: one flood event can have a 

disproportionate impact upon the UK population’s breeding success within a given year. We 

therefore aimed to increase the number of sites where Black-tailed Godwit breeds as a means 

of boosting the resilience of the overall population. We trialled the use of headstarting to 

provide both a within-year boost to annual productivity and to increase the number of recruits 

in subsequent years. 

 

Black-tailed Godwit are long-lived birds and the adult survival of birds breeding at the project 

sites is thought to be high (based on re-sightings of individually marked birds). Whilst there is 

no current evidence that Black-tailed Godwit from the UK population face significant threats 

on the non-breeding grounds of Portugal, Spain and West Africa, we knew little about the 

specific locations and timings of the migratory movements of this population. In order to 

understand more about the birds’ local and migratory movements, we tracked birds with 

geolocators and fitted birds with colour rings.  

 

Awareness of Black-tailed Godwit and their wetland habitats was thought to be low outside of 

specialist audiences and local communities close to the project sites.  Therefore, raising 

awareness in a wider audience about this bird, its habitat and conservation needs was important 

to increase understanding and support during the project and for the future. 

The innovative nature of some activities undertaken during the project (particularly 

headstarting and predator management) offered an opportunity to communicate and 

demonstrate best practice which could be replicated for other species of conservation concern 

both in the UK and Europe.  

 

Black-tailed Godwit usually first breed aged two years or older and are often less successful in 

their first breeding attempt. Therefore, we anticipate that the full impact of the project actions 

upon the population size and range of Black-tailed Godwit at the project sites will not be 

understood until 2-4 years following the completion of the project. In addition to the results 

achieved during the lifetime of the project, we also expect the following longer-term results: 

 

▪ Headstarting considered a viable conservation technique for use in other conservation 

projects in Europe where appropriate. 

▪ The addition of functionally linked land adjacent to the Ouse Washes to the relevant 

wildlife designations of the existing Ouse Washes.  

▪ The delivery of climate adaptation actions identified in an adaptation plan for the Nene 

Washes, informed by a climate change study to be carried out during the project.  

▪ The delivery of actions identified in the UK Action Plan for Black-tailed Godwit that will 

be developed with partner organisations including the statutory conservation agencies in 

the UK. 

 

 

 

 



 8 

5. Administrative part 
 

A Project Manager was appointed in October 2016 and although the role has changed hands 

twice, there has been someone fulfilling this role continuously until March 2024. A Project 

Board was established among the Coordinating and Associated Beneficiaries. The Project 

Board regularly reviewed progress and has been accountable for the delivery of the project’s 

objectives. The Project Board were supported by a Scientific and Technical Advisory Group 

(STAG) and a Project Stakeholder Group.  There has also been a Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust 

(WWT) Project Co-ordinator throughout the project. 

 

The Project Manager’s responsibilities included arranging and chairing team meetings for the 

RSPB Project Team to discuss the work programme, updating the project risk register, action 

log and decision log on a monthly basis, reviewing the schedule for project milestones and 

deliverables on a monthly basis, reviewing the budget with the RSPB Finance Officer and 

completing budget reforecasts and tracking and resolving issues. 

 

To monitor project spend, a monthly financial transaction sheet was generated. The Project 

Manager assigned the relevant budget code and gave this to the RSPB Finance Officer. The 

Finance Officer prepared the Statement of Expenditure on a monthly basis using this 

information. The Project Manager and Finance Officer met every two months to review project 

spend and address any queries. Start-up meetings were held with the RSPB and WWT Project 

Teams to outline the LIFE financial requirements and rules, and quarterly finance meetings 

arranged between the partners to review reporting requirements and budgets.  

 

The project hosted 7 visits of the external monitor assigned to the project, Karen Lunan, 

annually from 2017 to 2023.  

 

The grant agreement was extended twice, firstly at the end of 2021 to extend the project by a 

year and then again at the end of 2022 to extend the project by another year, with the new end 

date of 31st December 2023. Additional milestones and deliverables were added for the new 

work completed during these extensions. 
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6. Technical part 

6.1. Technical progress, per Action 
 

A1: Carry out essential preparatory work for headstarting 

 

Status: Complete  

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: August 2016 

Foreseen end date:  March 2017  Actual end date: April 2017 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

De-brief from headstarting trial carried out and 

results written up 
M October 2016 December 2016 

Plan for headstarting element of project D January 2017 April 2017 

Submitted previously 
Disease Risk Analysis D January 2017 April 2017 

Submitted previously 

 

This work was complete and described in the Mid-term report. The detail has not been repeated 

here but briefly, preparatory work for headstarting comprised four main elements: 1) 

justification assessment, 2) feasibility assessment, 3) aviculture plan and 4) Health Risk 

Analysis (previously called Disease Risk Analysis).  

 

All preparatory work was supported by a captive rearing trial undertaken at WWT Slimbridge 

in 2016. The trial allowed a ‘dry run’ of the entire headstarting method to be undertaken from 

egg collection and transport to all three rearing stages, before the collection of any wild eggs. 

Whilst the trial was completed before the start of the project, the birds continued to be housed 

at WWT Slimbridge, allowing us to undertake necessary trials throughout the lifespan of the 

project aimed at improving all bird related protocols. For example, satellite tag attachment 

methods were trialled on captive birds before potential deployment on wild birds (action D2). 

The captive rearing trial also informed the development of the aviculture plan and the Health 

Risk Analysis. 
 

A Schedule 1 disturbance licence for scientific, conservation and education purposes is 

required to collect eggs of protected species for the purpose of rear and release in England. 

Following the completion of the headstarting feasibility assessment, a licence application was 

prepared and submitted to Natural England and permission was granted in March 2017. The 

licence was renewed each year subsequently. 
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A2: Develop a communication plan covering both national and local activities 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  September 2016 Actual start date: December 2016 

Foreseen end date:  February 2022  Actual end date: February 2022 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

Key stakeholder groups identified for communication plan 

identified and engaged 
M December 2016 February 2017 

Communication plan drafted M February 2017 March 2017 

Communication plan  D March 2017 August 2017 

2018 review of communication plan carried out M February 2018 February 2018 

2019 review of communication plan carried out M February 2019 February 2019 

2020 review of communication plan carried out M February 2020 February 2020 

Assessment of after-LIFE communication needs 

carried out 

M February 2022 February 2022 

 

A communications planning workshop was held between the partners in February 2017. 

Following this workshop, the Project Manager developed the communication plan in 

conjunction with members of the Project Team. The communication plan identified our key 

audiences, communication themes and likely opportunities in relation to internal project 

milestones and opportunities in the external world. The plan also covered likely areas of risk 

regarding our communications and included an FAQ and emergency communications protocol, 

which was used to help staff to respond to issues during the delivery of the project. Guidance 

on the use of logos and branding was provided. The communication plan remained a working 

document throughout the project and was reviewed annually by the Project Board. The final 

updated copy of this deliverable is submitted with this report. 

 

In addition to the communications plan, the Coordinating and Associated Beneficiaries 

developed and signed a Memorandum of Understanding which covered agreed ways of 

working in relation to project communications and media opportunities. 

 

An assessment of after-LIFE communication needs was drafted in February 2022 as planned. 

This was reviewed in January 2024 during project close-down. It focuses specifically on After-

LIFE communications and is separate from The National Action Plan which is the ‘after-LIFE 

plan’ discussed in section F3. 

 

The Project Manager completed a quarterly review of media opportunities (including social 

media) and worked with the Communications Officers at RSPB and WWT. Reactive media 

opportunities were dealt with on a case-by-case basis by members of the Project Team. The 

Communications Officers also worked with various long-lead media outlets to secure coverage 

for the project.  
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A3: Assess the implications of climate and land-use related habitat change for the 

Nene Washes SPA, and develop an adaptation strategy to secure the long-

term future of Black-tailed Godwit at this SPA 
 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: September 2016 

Foreseen end date:  September 2022 Actual end date: September 2022 
 

Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 

Mathematical model developed, capable of making 

quantitative predictions about the effects of climate change 

and land use changes on the Nene Washes 

M September 2017 December 2018 

Ecological assessment carried out of the potential effects of 

changes on Black-tailed Godwit via direct (e.g. nest 

flooding) or indirect (e.g. habitat impacts) routes 

M September 2019 December 2018 

Population Viability Analysis carried out, to predict how 

ecological changes may affect the Black-tailed Godwit 

population into the long term 

M December 2019 December 2018 

Adaptation strategy developed, identifying practical and 

strategic options to mitigate and/or adapt to the predicted 

changes 

M December 2020 February 2022 

Delivery of practical mitigation measures started M September 2022 September 2022 

Adaptation strategy D December 2021 February 2022 
 

The Adaptation Strategy was completed in February 2022 and is submitted as a deliverable 

with this report. As discussed in the Mid-term report, there were delays in securing a consultant 

to support on this work and consequently the development and completion of the Adaptation 

Strategy was behind the original deadline. The Strategy follows on from an analysis of how 

changing climate and conditions in connected catchments may affect the future hydrological 

regime of the Nene Washes (Mott MacDonald Study); an assessment of the implications of 

these changes for the wet grassland habitat at the Nene Washes; and a population viability 

analysis for Black-tailed Godwit breeding on the Nene Washes. 
 

The Adaptation Strategy identifies 34 actions under four objectives to support the Nene Washes 

adaption: Objective 1) Improve the quality and resilience of wet grassland vegetation 

communities, including reversing long-term vegetation change (from swamp communities 

back towards wet grassland communities); Objective 2) Improve hydrological management, 

including the provision of adequate water during extreme weather events; Objective 3) Protect 

the site from the increased risk and impact of flooding and Objective 4) Protect and enhance 

the productivity of breeding waders. 

Delivery of the practical mitigation measures from the Adaptation Strategy has begun and they 

are discussed later in this report. They include continuation of predator management at the 

current intensity, installation of a new permanent predator exclusion fence at the Nene Washes 

(specifically the Low Wash area of the RSPB reserve) and work to assess wet grassland 

vegetation management. 
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A4: Improve understanding of the movements and demography of Black-tailed 

Godwit breeding in the UK to inform conservation action 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  April 2017  Actual start date: April 2017 

Foreseen end date:  September 2022 Actual end date: March 2023 
 

Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 

15 adults and 25 chicks colour-ringed, 20 geolocators and 40 PIT 

tags deployed 
M September 

2017 
September 

2017 
15 more adults and 25 more chicks colour-ringed, 10 more 

geolocators and 40 more PIT tags deployed 
M September 

2018 
September 

2018 
15 more adults and 25 more chicks colour-ringed, 10 more 

geolocators and 40 more PIT tags deployed 
M September 

2019 
September 

2019 
15 more adults and 25 more chicks colour-ringed, 40 more PIT tags 

deployed 
M September 

2020 
September 

2020 
15 more adults and 25 more chicks colour-ringed, 40 more PIT tags 

deployed 
M September 

2021 
September 

2021 
15 more adults and 25 more chicks colour-ringed, 40 more PIT tags 

deployed 
M September 

2022 

September 

2022 

Draft of scientific paper for publication in peer-reviewed journal 
D December 

2022 
March 2023 

 

Early in the project we determined that the original milestone targets for this Action were not 

feasible and this was raised with The European Climate, Infrastructure and Environment 

Executive Agency (CINEA) in the first progress report in 2017. The breeding population was 

not of a sufficient size to colour-ring 15 adults and 25 chicks every year. In agreement with 

CINEA the targets were changed to 10 adults and 10 chicks colour-ringed per year, 30 Passive 

Integrated Transponder (PIT) tags deployed per year and a total of 40 geolocators deployed. 

We still aimed to colour-ring as many individuals as possible and changed our methodology 

for colour-ringing chicks in 2018, which allowed us to colour-ring more birds. The total 

number of wild Black-tailed Godwit colour-ringed during the project is 202: 16 adults and 186 

chicks (see Table 1 below). 
 

 2023 2022 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 

Adult 3 1 1 0 3 3 5 

Chick 47 28 12 5 45 46 3 

TOTAL 50 29 13 5 48 49 8 

Table 1: Total number of wild-reared Black-tailed Godwit that were colour-ringed at project sites per year 

 

The number of adult birds that were colour ringed each year remained low because most adults 

are already colour-ringed so the population of un-ringed birds is small. Also, the only 

opportunity to catch and colour-ring adults is when their nests are hatching. At any point earlier 

in incubation the adults are hesitant to return to their nest if there is a trap on it. If the nest fails 

before hatching (which many do) or the eggs are collected for headstarting, there is little chance 

of being able to catch an adult bird. The number of chicks colour-ringed was much higher than 

the revised target due to the adapted colour-ringing methodology adopted from 2018 (the 

exception being 2020 when work was impacted by COVID-19). Overall, the revised target of 

140 birds colour-ringed (20 per year) has been exceeded. 
 

In order to track Black-tailed Godwit migratory movements, geolocators have been deployed 

on wild birds at the Nene Washes and on a sample of headstarted birds in 2017, 2018 and 2019. 

The geolocators are attached to a coloured leg ring or flag. The total number of geolocators 
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deployed during the project is 67, which exceeds our target of 40. Of the 67 deployed, 18 have 

been retrieved. Further details are shown in Table 2 below. 
 2019                                      2018                                      2017 

Adult 7 10 8 

Wild-reared chick 0 1 1 

Headstarted chick 20 14 6 

TOTAL 27 25 15 

Table 2: Number of geolocators deployed onto Black-tailed Godwit per year during the project 

 

Geolocator deployment stopped after 2019 for various reasons but mainly because we had 

exceeded our target and sample sizes were adequate. COVID-19 prevented most fieldwork in 

2020, and by 2020 the remaining stock of tags we had would have ceased to work without 

returning to the manufacture for a new battery. Also, geolocators are difficult to retrieve 

(because adults are hard to catch) and it would have been unethical to deploy more tags than 

needed. Data collected and analysed from the 18 retrieved geolocators, together with over 

2500 sightings of colour-ringed birds from the UK and 10 other countries have been reported 

in a paper on Black-tailed Godwit migration and movement titled: “Migration route and 

timing of captive-reared and wild-reared Black-tailed Godwits Limosa limosa limosa”. The 

paper is at an advanced draft stage and will be completed by the latest tranche of geolocator 

data obtained in 2023, and submitted to Ibis in spring/summer 2024. We are also contributing 

to a paper being led by another research group by sharing Project Godwit movement data. 

This paper is in draft with a working title of “Site-level functional connectivity identified 

from multiple sources of movement data to inform conservation of a migratory bird”. 
 

PIT tags were deployed throughout the project (see table below). The total number of PIT tags 

attached to wild-reared birds during the project is 211 (15 adults and 196 chicks). In addition, 

PIT tags were attached to 204 headstarted birds. 
 

 2023 2022 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 

Adults 2 1 1 0 3 3 5 

Chicks 47 28 11 5 45 30 30 

TOTAL 49 29 12 5 48 33 35 

Table 3: Number of PIT tags attached to wild-reared Black-tailed Godwit per year during the project 

 

In most years the revised target of 30 PIT tags per year was met or exceeded, with 2020 being 

the notable exception due to the COVID-19 pandemic preventing nearly all fieldwork. 
 

Based on the advice from the project’s STAG, we did not fit headstarted birds with satellite 

tags because of concerns about the potential impacts of this technique on the birds’ fitness. A 

trial was undertaken on the captive birds at WWT in 2017, to assess new ways of attaching 

satellite tags via leg loop harnesses. This trial confirmed the unsuitable use of satellite tags 

during the project. We felt that sufficient data could be obtained from colour-ring re-sightings 

and geolocators.  CINEA was notified of this decision during the first monitor visit in May 

2017. This decision was reviewed annually as technology advanced and more data became 

available from other studies in Europe but ultimately we decided not to deploy satellite tags.  
 

We have funding from Natural England’s Species Recovery Programme Capital Grant Scheme 

to complete another year of fieldwork in 2024, allowing us to monitor and ring Black-tailed 

Godwit using the same regime as Project Godwit, and to retrieve remaining geolocators. We 

also intend to implement headstarting in 2024, with half the chicks being released back into the 

Fens and half the chicks going to form a captive breeding population at WWT Slimbridge. We 

will continue to maintain the colour-ring sightings database with Project Godwit being a 

platform from which we can continue to expand. 
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C1: Carry out targeted predator management activities at key Black-tailed 

Godwit breeding sites to improve productivity   

 

Status: Partially complete  

Foreseen start date:  Jan 2017 Actual start date: September 2016 

Foreseen end date:  Nov 2023 Actual end date: October 2024 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone D/M Deadline Completion 

Main fox control operation complete (if needed) – 2017 - 

2023 
M April 2017-April 

2023 
April 2017-

April 2023 
Ditch-widening works complete M March 2018 December 2021 

Trial of fencing/barrier solutions complete M September 2019 September 2019 

Large-scale deployment of best fence/barrier solution 

complete 
M March 2020 March 2020 

Re-deployment of any seasonal fence/barrier elements 

complete (e.g. temporary electric fencing) 
M April 2022 NA 

Review of Lady Fen fencing complete and plans in place for 

improvement work if required 
M February 2023 March 2023 

Low wash enclosure fencing installed on Nene Washes M November 2023 October 2024 

'Before and after' photographs of ditch-widening works D March 2018 March 2020 

Report on fox control work, summarising visits/shots/kills 

each year 
D September 2023 September 2023 

Photographs of fence construction D November 2023 October 2023 

C1.1: Review and develop predator management plans for key breeding 

sites 

Predator management plans form part of the Site Management Plan for RSPB Nene Washes 

and RSPB Ouse Washes and WWT Welney. Predation data is reviewed annually to understand 

the types and distribution of predators and level of predation so actions can be adjusted 

accordingly for the following season. Over the course of the project, predation has proved to 

significantly reduce productivity of Black-tailed Godwit. Predators have included European 

Badger (Meles meles), Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes), Red Kite (Milvus milvus), Western Marsh 

Harrier (Circus aeruginosus), Common Kestrel (Falco tinnunculus), Barn Owl (Tyto alba), 

Carrion Crow (Corvus corone), Eurasian Stoat (Mustela erminea) and Least Weasel (Mustela 

nivalis). Different strategies have been applied to manage the predation pressure across the 

project sites, as described in the sub-actions below. 

C1.2: Undertake habitat work to deter predators (widen ditches) 

 

Ditch widening was completed at RSPB Nene Washes at the area known as March Farmers 

and the ditches have received ongoing maintenance to ensure they remain clear of silt and 

vegetation. The predator fence ditches at March Farmers were further widened along the south 

side in 2021 and north side in 2022. We also widened ditches at the Low Wash region of RSPB 

Nene Washes and these ditches were further widened more recently along the route of the new 

predator exclusion fence installed in this area. An annual review of ditches takes place every 

summer to check suitability and any remedial work required takes place in September. The  

‘before and after’ photos of ditch widening work has been submitted in a deliverable with this 

report.  
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C1.3: Install predator proof-infrastructure 

 

Sixteen predator-proof field gates were installed at the Nene Washes in February 2017 as 

planned. These gates have been designed to limit the access of ground predators (particularly 

Red Fox and European Badger) to Black-tailed Godwit breeding areas. 

 

We next completed a trial of different types of electric fence to determine which, if any, were 

a suitable solution to protecting Black-tailed Godwit breeding areas from ground predators. 

The results were published in Verhoeven, M. A. et al. (2022) Do ditch-side electric fences 

improve the breeding productivity of ground-nesting waders? Ecological Solutions and 

Evidence 3(2), 1-13. Despite the advantages of electric fencing, it is a labour-intensive fencing 

option and for a more permanent solution the team decided to deploy in-ditch predator 

exclusion fences as the best option for the flood conditions experienced at the Nene Washes. 

In 2018, in-ditch predator fences were installed at either end of the Low Wash. An in-ditch 

predator exclusion fence was installed at March Farmers in Oct 2020, with three gateways on 

the north side completed in 2021. 

 

Due to the project being forecast to be under budget, we sought and received approval to utilise 

the underspend to further the impacts of the project and strengthen sustainable outcomes. This 

took the form of investing in additional work under this action, namely the installation of a 

predator-exclusion fence at the Low Wash. The fence has been purchased and 75% installed 

so far. The remaining 25% requires new ditching to be excavated, an activity which needed 

planning permission. Planning permission has now been granted but after the seasonal floods 

arrived, which prevented completion. We have secured funding to cover the outstanding labour 

costs (as these will now be incurred beyond the life of Project Godwit) to allow installation to 

be completed in 2024. Photos showing fence construction have been submitted as a deliverable 

with this report. 

 

WWT Welney lies at the eastern end of the Ouse Washes and contains the Lady Fen Bank 

Farm Complex, a functionally linked habitat to the Ouse Washes. There is predator exclusion 

fence at the Lady Fen complex which WWT assessed in March 2023. Based on data from the 

survey work carried out as part of Project Godwit and the evidence obtained through 

surveillance using trail cameras, we determined that the fence was still effective against both 

Red Fox and European Badger. No necessary improvement works were identified. 

C1.4: Carry out targeted predator control 

 

Red Fox control was carried out at the Nene Washes every year from 2017 to 2023. Control 

was undertaken by a contractor, Beckham Pest Control, whose staff were at times accompanied 

by the reserve staff. Control was undertaken under the terms of the General Licence (GL40) 

issued by Natural England and following relevant internal RSPB codes of practice. Trail-

camera information was used to provide times and locations of  Red Fox movements. A Pulsar 

XQ50 thermal scope was purchased to enable reserves staff to monitor the presence and 

movements of Red Fox around the reserve. Our baseline monitoring of Black-tailed Godwit 

nests in 2016 indicated an increase in day-time nest predation (an indication of avian 

predation). Because of this, we took the decision to lethally control territorial Carrion Crows 

in areas of Black-tailed Godwit breeding habitat throughout the project. A total of 70 Red Fox 

and 59 Carrion Crows have been controlled at the Nene Washes during the project. A report 



 16 

on Red Fox control work, summarising visits/shots/kills each year has been submitted as a 

deliverable alongside this report. 

 

Diversionary feeding of Red Kite was undertaken at the Nene Washes throughout the project, 

following significant predation of Black-tailed Godwit chicks by Red Kite in 2016 and success 

with this method on other reserves. Diversionary feeding involved the daily provision of an 

alternative food source (dead rats) following best practice guidelines. The feeding station was 

monitored using observations by the Project Team and trail cameras. These showed that Red 

Kite (along with Common Buzzard (Buteo buteo) and Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea)) did take 

some of the diversionary food occasionally but Black-tailed Godwit chick survival remained 

very low. 
   
Although not included in the project’s actions, predator control was also undertaken at WWT 

Welney and further information is in the annual reserve reports which are submitted under 

Action D4.  The site team undertake the control of Red Fox, European Stoat, Least Weasel and 

Carrion Crow.   
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C2: Improve water management infrastructure at key existing and potential 

breeding sites 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: April 2017 

Foreseen end date:  March 2017  Actual end date: February 2019 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

Eel-friendly pump installed at March Farmers, Nene Washes M September 2016 March 2018 

Eel-friendly pump installed at 'Pilot Project', Ouse Washes M December 2016 February 2019 

 

At the Nene Washes March Farmers site, a new eel-friendly water pump and associated 

infrastructure was installed. The pump was designed and built by ACE Engineering, after a 

competitive tender process. We appointed external consultants (Stirling Maynard) to assist us 

with the tender process and project management of this infrastructure project. Due to delays 

confirming the design of the pump and securing planning permission, the pump installation 

was delayed by a year, with contractors beginning on site in September 2017. However, due to 

the seasonal flooding of the March Farmers site, there is only ever a short time window 

available at that time of year to complete such works, so the final testing and completion of the 

pump took place in March 2018. Since completion is has served an essential role every year in 

draining down the fields after the winter flooding to get the water level optimal for the breeding 

season. Pumping commences from late February/early March until April/May, flexing between 

continual or intermittent pumping as required depending on the water levels. It is also 

occasionally used in autumn, as it was in 2023, to keep fields dry enough for mowing and to 

allow cattle to graze. 

 

We purchased two new eel-friendly submersible water pumps for the RSPB Ouse Washes 

“Pilot Project” site but discovered that the pumping platform at this site was in a state of 

disrepair. The cost of repairing the platform was discussed with and approved by CINEA as 

eligible spend in June 2018. The pump platform repairs were completed and the pumps 

operational by February 2019. Both Ouse Washes pumps are used daily from March 1st to June 

20th and are crucial for the habitat management at this site, making it suitable for all the waders 

that use this location. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Upgraded pumping platform at the Ouse Washes                 Eel-friendly pump at March Farmers, Nene Washes 
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C3: Enhance existing breeding habitat through practical management measures 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  October 2016  Actual start date: October 2017 

Foreseen end date:   September 2021 Actual end date: September 2021 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

First tranche of scrapes created at Nene Washes (three) M October 2016 September 2018 

c.9 km of ditches at Ouse Washes reprofiled M March 2017 November 2017 

Second tranche of scrapes created at Nene Washes 

(three) 
M October 2017 November 2018 

c.18 km of ditches at Ouse Washes reprofiled M March 2018 March 2019 

c.27 km of ditches at Ouse Washes reprofiled M March 2019 January 2020 

c.36 km of ditches at Ouse Washes reprofiled M March 2020 October 2020 

c.45 km of ditches at Ouse Washes reprofiled M March 2021 March 2021 

Photographs of scrape creation and final scrapes D October 2017 September 2018 

Submitted previously 
Photographs and maps showing ditch re-profiling work D September 2021 September 2021 

 

We planned to deliver six new scrapes as part of the project but in fact created seven, with four 

at the Nene Washes and three at the Ouse Washes. Two scrapes were completed at the Nene 

Washes in November 2017 and the remaining two scrapes at this site were completed in 

October 2018. The delay was due in part to delays during the start-up phase of the project and 

workloads of the reserve staff at the Nene Washes. In addition, planning permission was 

required for the scrapes which was not originally anticipated. As discussed in more detail in 

the Mid-term report, the final two scrapes planned for the Nene Washes were on private land 

not owned by the RSPB, which would have required the landowner to submit a planning 

application. As an alternative, we created three new scrapes at the RSPB Ouse Washes. 

Photographs of the scrapes were submitted with the Mid-term report. 

 

Staff at RSPB Ouse Washes used the Spoil Spreader purchased under action C3 to successfully 

create the scrapes. As expected, some of the scrapes have started to require edge reprofiling to 

keep them in optimum condition and this began in 2019 on the Ouse Washes, using the Spoil 

Spreader. Reprofiling of the Nene Washes scrapes began in 2023. They will continue to be 

checked and reprofiled in future as required. 

 

The project aimed to reprofile 45km of ditches at the Ouse Washes by March 2021. The actual 

length of ditch that was reprofiled by the project was over 52.5km, with 45km delivered on 

RSPB owned land and 7.6km delivered on land owned by the Wildlife Trust for Beds, Cambs 

and Northants but managed by RSPB (see Table 4 below).  
 

 Length of ditch reprofiled Cumulative total 

2017 4,169m 4,169m 

2018 9,459m 13,628m 

2019 11,807m 25,435m 

2020 9,604m 35,039m 

2021 17,593m 52,632m 

TOTAL 52,632m 

Table 4: Length of ditch re-reprofiled at the Ouse Washes per year from 2017 - 2021 
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A map showing the ditches that have been reprofiled since the Mid-term report has been 

submitted as a deliverable this report. 

C5: Trial 'headstarting' as a means of accelerating population recovery and 

improving understanding of conservation needs 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: August 2016 

Foreseen end date:  December 2022 Actual end date: December 2022 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

Source for eggs agreed with managers of source population M December 2016 July 2017 

Permissions received for building infrastructure at sites M January 2017 April 2017 

Permits for egg extraction and bird release secured M February 2017 January 2027 

Temporary staff contracts secured (annual activity from 

2017 to 2021) 
M March 2017 March 2017 

Hatch and rearing facilities constructed and set up M March 2017 March 2017 

Eggs obtained from source population (annual activity from 

2017 to 2021) 
M April 2017 April 2017 

Chicks transferred to outdoor release facility (annual activity 

from 2017 to 2021) 
M May 2017 May 2017 

Fledglings released M July 2017 June 2017 

Scientific and Technical Advisory Group meets and 

confirms plan for next year (annual activity from 2017 to 

2021) 

M December 2018 August 2018 

First recruitment of headstarted Godwit to the Ouse Washes M April 2019 April 2018 

First successful breeding of headstarted Godwit at the Ouse 

Washes (conservative estimate, because 2-year-old birds 

may have relatively poor breeding success) 

M July 2020 

 
July 2018 

Report to Scientific and Technical Advisory Group on trial 

release and post-release monitoring (annual 2017 – 2022) 
D October 2017 to 

October 2022 
October 2017 to 

October 2022 
Drafts of two peer-reviewed papers on headstarting D December 2022 December 2022 

Headstarting manual D December 2022 December 2022 

 

Headstarting took place annually each year from 2017 – 2022 except 2020 due to the COVID-

19 pandemic. Headstarting involved collecting eggs from the source site, rearing birds in 

captivity and releasing them at the point of fledging. Every year, the necessary permits and 

permissions were obtained from Natural England to allow for the collection of eggs and release 

of birds on protected sites as well as permissions from Norfolk County Council for installation 

of the necessary building infrastructure. The aviculture and site teams met annually in 

springtime to discuss options and produce a plan for egg collection. In 2017, the first year of 

headstarting, work began in January with the construction and set-up of three large aviaries at 

WWT Welney. Two rearing aviaries were built within the wet grassland habitat at the northern 

end of WWT Welney’s Lady Fen Bank Farm Complex, and one release aviary was built at the 

southern end of the site. Each year an incubation and early-stage rearing facility was set-up in 

a hired portable cabin between March to July, located in the visitor car park at WWT Welney. 

 

Eggs were collected from April 20th to May 19th from the Nene Washes, UK and transported 

to WWT Welney by road (one clutch of four eggs was rescued from a nest on the Ouse Washes, 

Lady Fen at WWT Welney due to a female egg-dumping in the nest of another pair). All eggs 

were artificially incubated following protocols developed for this project. After hatching and 
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drying, the chicks were moved into indoor brooders. The chicks were provided with 

specifically formulated food, a source of heat, a source of UV, enrichment. Their activities 

were closely monitored by the aviculture team. The rearing team consisted of four WWT staff. 

Chicks were reared indoors until they were between four and seven days old at which point 

they were moved to one of the outdoor rearing aviaries. Chicks remained in the rearing aviaries 

until they were around 25 days old. Whilst living outside, chicks were provided with an animal 

house with a heat lamp hung inside and an adjoining grass run. As the chicks became older the 

grass run was extended and eventually the brood groups were mixed together providing the 

chicks with a large foraging area. All chicks were individually marked with a British Trust for 

Ornithology (BTO) metal ring, project and year-specific colour ring combinations. A number 

of individuals were also given geolocators, PIT tags and radio tags.  Following a health check 

and screening carried out by the WWT veterinarian, the chicks were transferred to the release 

aviary between 20 and 26 days old, before they had gained strong flight. Birds were released 

in cohorts when they were aged between 26 and 34 days old, when capable of flight. In the 

wild, Black-tailed Godwit fledge at approximately 25-30 days old. 

 

A headstarting manual detailing the methodology utilised by the Project Godwit team between 

2017-2022 has been published on the project website and disseminated through the 

headstarting conference in 2023, the British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums 

(BIAZA) website, BIAZA bird working group conference in 2023, the Agreement on the 

Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA) Black-tailed Godwit 

working group newsletter and the European Association of Zoos and Aquaria (EAZA) Annual 

conference in 2023. It has also been adopted by the AEWA Black-tailed Godwit working group 

as a ‘best practise document’ for Black-tailed Godwit headstarting throughout Europe.  

 

Full details of each season of headstarting were written up in the annual headstarting report 

which is supplied with this report and should be referred to for more information. The 

headstarting report was presented and discussed with the STAG for their advice and to plan for 

the following season. A summary of the number of eggs collected and chicks released is shown 

in Table 5 below. 

 

Year Eggs collected 
Number of birds released 

Lady Fen WWT RSPB Nene Washes Total 

2017 43* 26 - 26 

2018 55^ 23 15 38 

2019 51 33 15 48 

2020 0 0 0 0 

2021 47 26 17 43 

2022 52 36 15 51 

Total 248 144 62 206 

Table 5: Numbers of eggs collected for headstarting and resulting number of chicks released. *11 eggs were 

collected from wet nests; ^32 eggs were collected from muddy nests 

 

In total Project Godwit released 206 headstarted Black-tailed Godwit, significantly boosting 

the productivity of the Fens Black-tailed Godwit population and population size at the Ouse 

Washes. The success rate of headstarting (the number of eggs that produced birds for release) 

was incredibly high: 83% overall, and this rate includes 43 compromised ‘rescued’ eggs from 

wet or muddy nests, collected under a ‘no-regrets’ scenario where a total nest failure if left in-

situ was presumed. The success rate for eggs from ‘planned egg collection’ rather than 

‘rescues’ was 90%. 
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In 2018, nine headstarted birds that were released in 2017 returned to the Ouse and Nene 

Washes. Of these, two birds (“Earith” and “Remi”) were confirmed to have nested successfully. 

“Earith” was confirmed to have successfully fledged one chick in 2018, the first record of 

successful breeding by a Project Godwit headstarted bird. “Earith” has been seen back at the 

Ouse Washes every year since and has successfully fledged at least seven chicks to date. Her 

daughter from 2018 has returned to WWT Welney during the breeding season every year since 

2019. 

 

Two papers have been written under this action. The first entitled: “Predator management for 

breeding waders: a review of current evidence and priority knowledge gaps” was published in 

2021 in Wader Study. The second paper is drafted with a working title of “When and why to 

give shorebirds a headstart?” and reviews why and when headstarting is a useful tool for wader 

conservation. 
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D1: Assess the impact of predator and habitat management actions 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  January 2017  Actual start date: March 2017 

Foreseen end date:  October 2023  Actual end date: October 2023 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/

M 

Deadline Completion 

Temporary field staff recruited (annually from 2017 to 

2021) 
M February 2017 February 2018 

Nest monitoring commenced (annually) M March 2017 March 2017 

Trail cameras deployed (annually) M March 2017 March 2017 

Small mammal tunnels deployed (annually) M March 2017 March 2017 

Godwit chick tracking commenced (annually) M April 2017 April 2017 

Avian predation monitoring and nest cameras deployed M April 2017 April 2017 

Annual fieldwork concluded (annually) M June 2017 June 2017 

Data analysis and reporting undertaken  M June 2017 September 2017 

Annual Black-tailed Godwit monitoring report – 2017 - 

2022 
D September 2017 to 

September 2022 
November 2017 – 

September 2022 
Annual Black-tailed Godwit monitoring report (2023), 

including results of post-release monitoring 

(headstarted birds) 

D October 2023 October 2023 

Academic and/or popular science article documenting 

geolocator tracking results 
D December 2022 March 2023 

 

Wild bird and predator monitoring was conducted at the project sites every year by the RSPB 

Research Assistant and Senior Research Assistant and the WWT Principal Research Officer 

(replaced by Monitoring Officer in 2023) from April to July. Nests of Black-tailed Godwit and 

Northern Lapwing, Common Redshank and Common Snipe were monitored to estimate 

hatching success and the cause of nest failure. Nests were visited by the field team at regular 

intervals and a sample of nests were also fitted with cameras. The number of nests monitored 

over the course of the project is summarised in Table 6 below. The number of nests monitored 

can exceed the total number of breeding pairs within a breeding season, because individual 

pairs can relay if their first nesting attempt is unsuccessful. 

 
 2023 2022 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 

Black-tailed Godwit 45 52 57 25 55 48 33 

Northern Lapwing 57 50 31 0 68 171 50 

Common Redshank 22 13 8 0 11 29 14 

Common Snipe 2 3 5 0 5 17 1 

TOTAL 126 118 101 25 139 265 98 

Table 6: Number of wader nests monitored at the project sites 

 

When a nest failed the team attempted to determine the cause. Predation accounted for most of 

the Black-tailed Godwit nest failures across all project sites and all study years (other nest 

failure reasons were due to abandonment, trampling by livestock or deer and flooding).  

 

As well as direct nest observation and nest cameras, we also deployed trail cameras from early 

April to late June at the Nene Washes and at WWT Welney. These recorded predators 

entering/leaving fields, attempting to enter fields or already within fields with predator 

exclusion fences. Ink tracking tunnels were used to monitor the presence of small mammals at 

the Nene Washes and at WWT Welney. At the Nene Washes, the tunnels were monitored for 
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two, three-week periods, covering the ‘nest period’ (the last three weeks of April) and the 

‘chick period’ (late May – mid June), except in 2021 when monitoring only covered the nest 

period. At WWT Welney, tunnels were deployed for the duration of the season. During the 

sample periods, the tunnels were checked each week, with any papers containing small 

mammal prints removed and replaced. Avian predator monitoring was carried out from April 

to June with the aim of recording the overall hunting pressure of all avian predators across the 

different recording areas. 

 

In 2017, four headstarted chicks were fitted with radio tags with the aim that they could be 

followed with a hand-held receiver to aid finding the chicks in the long vegetation. However, 

the radio tags did not greatly improve detection over direct observation. There were also some 

concerns that the tags could impact survival of chicks at pre-fledging age in the wild so we did 

not radio tag any birds in 2018 – 2021. In 2022 we tested a new methodology of fixing the tag 

to the back of some headstarted birds released at the Nene Washes to help improve detection 

at that site. However, the tag tended to fall off when feathers came through. 

 

In 2021, WWT began developing a method to identify predator’s DNA from predated remains 

of eggshells, corpses, or rings and tags. In August 2023 CINEA approved a short continuation 

of this work under Project Godwit funding. The latest findings are provided with this report. In 

addition, we also provide a poster abstract which was presented at the International Wader 

Study Group conference in Oct 2023. Analysis in this area is continuing and will be reported 

in a scientific paper. 

 

Using all these methods of observation and detection, the project team have recorded predation 

of Black-tailed Godwit eggs and/or chicks by Red Fox, European Badger, Carrion Crow, 

Common Kestrel, Barn Owl, Red Kite, Western Marsh Harrier, Common Crane, European 

Stoat and Least Weasel. Predation continues to be the chief driver for low productivity and low 

population growth, and despite the measures implemented to reduce predation, the number, 

variety and annual variation of predominant predators at the project sites means we have been 

unable to effectively manage predation. 

 

As of 2023 the estimated number of breeding pairs of Black-tailed Godwit in the Fens is 47. 

Of the 70 chicks hatched in the wild in 2023, only two fledged. Both were from the Pilot Project 

site at the Ouse Washes, from different broods. Breeding productivity of the wild population 

has remained very low (average of 0.19 wild chicks fledged per pair over the course of the 

project), well under the 0.4 threshold needed for population stability. 

Although disappointing, much has been learned and adaptations and new measures are being 

implemented based on observed predator behaviour. For example, we will retrofit ‘floppy tops’ 

to vulnerable points in the March Farmers fence where the fence joins a gate. European Badger 

has been observed climbing over the fence at these points but ‘floppy tops’ are specifically 

designed to prevent mammalian predators from being able to successfully climb over the top 

of fences. A new fence to protect the Low Wash breeding area is underway. 

 

All the monitoring reports since the Mid-term Report are provided and contain further details. 

Findings from our fence trial were published in the paper: “Do ditch-side electric fences 

improve the breeding productivity of ground-nesting waders?” Verhoeven, M. A. et al. (2022) 

Ecological Solutions and Evidence 3(2), 1-13. The paper deliverable for this action is the same 

as described under action A4: "Migration route and timing of captive-reared and wild-reared 

Black-tailed Godwits Limosa limosa limosa”. 
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D2: Assess the effectiveness of headstarting 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  April 2017  Actual start date: April 2017 

Foreseen end date:  November 2023 Actual end date: November 2023 
 

Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

Scoping and testing of potential GPS telemetry devices complete 

and tracking decisions made 
M December 2016 January 2017 

Recruitment of Post-Release Monitoring Officer complete 

(annually from 2017 to 2021) 
M March 2017 November 2017 

Procurement of equipment for tracking and observation complete 

(annually from 2017 to 2020) 
M March 2017 March 2017 

Headstarted birds released and monitoring commenced (annually 

from 2017 to 2021) 
M July 2017 July 2017 

Migration of headstarted birds starts and GPS telemetry 

commenced (annually from 2017 to 2021) 
M August 2018 Not applicable 

Recruiting headstarted birds first detected (annually from 2019 to 

2021) 
M April 2019 April 2018 

Study of breeding success of headstarted birds carried out 

(annually from 2019 to 2021) 
M August 2019 August 2018 

Additional headstarting data, e.g. early life affects, analysed and 

reported 
M November 2023 November 2023 

Report on post-release monitoring, to inform management 

decisions made by the Scientific and Technical Advisory Group 

(Annual 2017 to 2021) 

D December 2017 November 2017 

At least one scientific paper describing headstarting outcomes, 

including migration of headstarted birds 
D December 2022 December 2022 

 

We did not fit any headstarted birds with satellite tags during the project based on advice from 

the STAG and the trial on captive birds at WWT Slimbridge in 2016. This was due to concerns 

regarding the safety of this technique. It was also felt that sufficient data regarding survival 

could be obtained from colour ring re-sightings. CINEA was notified of this decision during 

the first monitor visit in May 2017. We reviewed the decision as technology advanced and 

more data became available from other projects in Europe but decided not to use satellite tags. 
 

Post-release monitoring was rigorous. There were small adaptions made each year. A copy of 

the 2019 protocol has been submitted as supplementary information to illustrate the 

methodology followed. Briefly, monitoring involved i) trying to re-sight as many birds as 

possible at different locations ii) recording the behaviours exhibited by the birds and iii) 

identification of roosting locations of birds, with the aim of comparing the behaviour and 

fitness of headstarted birds with wild-reared birds. Birds were monitored intensively in and 

around the release area for approximately four weeks after their release, with occasional 

sightings received up to eight weeks after their release. A list of areas regularly visited by wild 

and released Black-tailed Godwit was established and these locations were checked regularly 

during the first four-week period post-release. Locations were checked at different times each 

day including dawn and dusk searches.  
 

No apparent differences were observed between headstarted and wild-reared Black-tailed 

Godwit, in their behaviour, movement and apparent fitness e.g. awareness and avoidance of 

predators. Headstarted released chicks interacted with wild-reared Black-tailed Godwit. Birds 

were most frequently recorded on or close to their release sites during the first one to two 

weeks, before gradually moving further afield. Headstarted birds began to move away from the 

release areas in July and August.  
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A poster was created and displayed at potential sites in eastern and southern England to 

encourage birdwatchers to send in sightings. These sites were chosen based on previous records 

of colour-ringed Black-tailed Godwit in the non-breeding season. The poster encouraged 

observers to submit colour-ringed sightings via our project website. Project and Beneficiary 

social media channels were also used to promote the birding community to submit sightings of 

colour-ring Black-tailed Godwit. Known colour-ring observers were contacted and asked to 

look out for the released birds.  
 

Project Godwit released a total of 206 headstarted birds. Of these, 56 have been recorded in the 

UK at least one year after release, of which 53 have been seen at the project sites: 44 in 2023, 

31 in 2022, 35 in 2021, 32 in 2020, 21 in 2019 and 9 in 2018. Additional birds may return in 

2024 or in future years. The first headstarted Black-tailed Godwit to return to a project site was 

on 20 April 2018 at WWT Welney, marking a significant milestone for the project. 
 

Headstarting has had a significant positive impact on breeding productivity of the Fens 

population of Black-tailed Godwit as shown in Figure 1 below. Headstarting has increased 

overall productivity to an average of 1.14 fledged chicks per pair, well above the threshold 

needed for population stability. 
 

 
Figure 1: Overall population productivity (fledglings produced per pair) for the Fens, split by contribution from 

the wild (blue bars) and headstarting (red bars). Level of productivity required for population stability, 0.4 

shown with dotted line.  

 

The breeding population at the Ouse Washes increased from three to 23 pairs over the course 

of the project due to recruitment of headstarted birds. Full analysis of headstarting outcomes is 

provided within in the annual post-release monitoring report, which is combined with the 

annual headstarting report (deliverable under action C5). Copies written since the Mid-term 

report are provided with this report. 
 

The project has written a scientific paper entitled: “Headstarting as a tool for the recovery of 

the black-tailed godwit population in the UK” which has been submitted to a science journal. 

The paper was reviewed and has been resubmitted following revisions. 
 

We are also investigating the early-life effects on headstarting success using in-depth 

avicultural recording and post-release monitoring. Specifically, we have looked for significant 

drivers of hatch, release, return and recruitment probabilities. 
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D3: Assess the socio-economic impact of project actions 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: November 2016 

Foreseen end date:  December 2023 Actual end date: December 2023 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 
Project staffing monitored throughout M December 2021 December 2023 

Visitor numbers monitored throughout M December 2021 December 2023 

 

As highlighted in our application, we did not expect this project to have a significant socio-

economic impact, as it consisted mainly of technical conservation activities which targeted a 

single species of bird. However, the project supported the employment of 24 individuals in the 

following roles: 
 

Name Role in Project Days Cost 

James Cooper Operation Staff - Assistant Warden 271 29341 

Joshua Wells Operation Staff - Assistant Warden 65 9514 

Ben Newton Operations Staff - Assistant Warden 100 11939 

Toby Humby Operations Staff - Aviculturist 90 10437 

Louise Clewley Operations Staff - Aviculturist 92 9208 

Amelia Bennett 
Margrave Operations Staff - Support aviculturalist 57 5420 

Alex Brighten Operations Staff - Support aviculturalist 89 7420 

Charlotte 
Ashbury Operations Staff - Support aviculturalist 45 4623 

Rachel Lennard Project management staff - Project Manager 116 16205 

Rebecca Lee Project management staff - Project Manager 494 101888 

Rebecca Pitman Project management staff - Project Manager 221 39553 

Hannah Ward Project management staff - Project Manager 601 110730 

Alex Starace Scientific Staff -  Conservation Scientist 144 17591 

Liam Paulson Scientific Staff -  Conservation Scientist 83 11686 

Natalia Zielonka Scientific Staff -  Conservation Scientist 97 7805 

Chris Batey Scientific Staff -  Conservation Scientist 632 94602 

Mo Verhoeven Scientific Staff -  Conservation Scientist 113 13966 

Helen Jones Scientific Staff - Research Assistant 314 28197 

Matthew White Scientific Staff - Research Assistant 81 6774 

Jude Barbour Scientific Staff - Research Officer 108 15299 

Lynda 
Donaldson Scientific Staff - Research Officer 217 29768 

Mark Whiffin Scientific Staff - Senior Research Assistant 365 32953 

Clemency 
Magan Welney Engagement Officer 54 7091 

Jess Owen Welney Engagement Officer 179 22348 

  Total 4624 644361 

Which equates to 20.16 FTE and EUR 6444,361 paid for the collective salaries of all these 

roles.  
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In addition to paid staff, volunteers were involved in the delivery of project actions at the RSPB 

Ouse Washes and at WWT Welney, which provided an opportunity to develop new skills. This 

included 25 volunteers who were directly involved in elements of the project from leading 

guided walks, providing Project Godwit updates and awareness at the WWT Welney Welcome 

Desk and encouraging colour-ring reports of Project birds in the wild. A further pool of up to 

30 volunteers were supplied with information about the project and updated with news and 

information on how visitors could get involved, to share the story and enthuse others. There 

were also seven volunteers at RSPB Ouse Washes, assisting with bird surveys and providing 

information to visitors about the project at the visitor centre. 

Local contractors were used for some capital work delivered through the project but we have 

not attempted to quantify these benefits.  
 

We anticipated a modest increase in visitor numbers to our project sites. Visitor numbers to 

WWT Welney were tracked very accurately and are given in Table 7 below, which details 

general visitors to WWT Welney. We have a small visitor centre at RSPB Ouse Washes but 

this is not permanently manned so visitor numbers to this reserve were estimated only and 

shown in the table below. RSPB Nene Washes does not have a visitor centre and it was not 

possible to record or estimate visitor numbers to that site. 
 

 RSPB Ouse Washes (estimate) WWT Welney 

Oct 2016 – Sep 2017 3,950 39,686 

Oct 2017 – Sep 2018 4,125 23,267 

Oct 2018 – Sep 2019 2,925 26,987 

Oct 2019 – Sep 2020 780 16,786 

Oct 2020 – Sep 2021 1,550 10,255 

Oct 2021 – Sep 2022 2,170 20,248 

Oct 2022 – Sep 2023 5,920 19,429 

Oct 2023 – Dec 2023 815 5,724 

TOTAL 22,235 162,382 

Table 7: Summary of visitor numbers at RSPB Ouse Washes and WWT Welney 

 

We received an estimated total of 184,617 visitors over the course of the project, 22,235 at 

RSPB Ouse Washes and 162,382 at WWT Welney, with additional, uncounted visitors to 

RSPB Nene Washes. It is difficult to infer as much as we would wish from visitor numbers as 

the COVID-19 pandemic had such a big impact on visitor numbers to public places across the 

UK, not just during the mandatory closures, but in the following period. RSPB Ouse Washes 

was closed for 3-4 months during 2021 and again in 2022 for extensive bank works which 

prevented visitors during that time. Visitor numbers have significantly picked up following the 

full re-opening with new hides. The interpretation boards remain on all sites to inform visitors 

about Project Godwit and colour-ringed Black-tailed Godwit.  
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D4: Assess the impact of project actions on ecosystem function 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: November 2016 

Foreseen end date:  December 2021 Actual end date: December 2023 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 
Reserve reports detailing species numbers and management 

activities at Nene and Ouse annually from 2017 – 2023) 
D December annual 

until 2023 
December annual 

until 2023 

 

As stated in the proposal, there was never an intention to carry out thorough ecosystem services 

assessments at the project sites; due to the complex nature of the sites this would have been 

very resource-heavy yet would provide little additional contribution to the overall project 

objectives. Nonetheless, we undertook annual monitoring of other priority species populations 

at the project sites to assess any wider impacts on them. These data can be found in the annual 

reserves reports (RSPB Nene Washes, RSPB Ouse Washes and WWT Welney) which have 

been submitted as a deliverable with this report. 

 

Our habitat improvement and water control actions have benefited the ecosystem function in a 

wider sense, as they have enhanced the overall ‘quality’ of the Nene and Ouse Washes as 

refuges for biodiversity in one of the most intensively farmed regions in Europe. We have not 

attempted to quantify this benefit but as discussed in earlier sections of this report, new water 

control infrastructure is used extensively each year to maintain suitable water levels for Black-

tailed Godwit and other species. 

 

The project was not expected to have a significant impact on non-biodiversity-related 

ecosystem services such as maintenance of water quality or sequestration and storage of 

carbon. It is possible that keeping the peat-based soil at the project sites relatively wet and well 

vegetated has improved its carbon retention compared to the much dryer and only seasonally 

vegetated arable land that surrounds these sites. However, this is a (potential) secondary benefit 

outside of the primary objectives of the project. We felt we would not achieve a return on 

investment from directing resources away from the primary objectives into assessing and 

quantifying any such secondary benefits. 
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E1: Carry out obligatory communication actions 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: November 2016 

Foreseen end date:  December 2021 Actual end date: December 2023 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 
Website launched M October 2016 June 2017 

First networking visit to Netherlands/Germany (probably) M March 2017 June 2017 

New interpretation panels in place at project sites M October 2017 December 2019 

Second networking visit to Netherlands/Germany (probably) M March 2018 July 2017 

Layman's report D December 2023 December 2023 

 

E1.1 Website 

 

The project website was created in June 2017 and is available at www.projectgodwit.org.uk. 

The website was built by an external provider, Boldlight, with content provided by the Project 

Team. The website content has been updated by the RSPB Project Manager over the course of 

the project. It continues to hold a lot of information not just about the project but a library of 

valuable resources including articles the project has published, the Headstarting manual and 

video and educational resources for schools. It is still a platform where members of the public 

can submit their colour-ring sightings. It will be maintained for at least 5 years.  

 

We have received a total of 39,462 user sessions on the website from May 2017 to December 

2023. At the start of the project we estimated we may attract around 250 sessions (or hits) to 

the website per week. On average actual sessions per week has been 104 although this includes 

the start and end periods of project when visits were lower. The total per year and weekly 

average is shown in Table 8 below. Although people have used the website for information, 

more engagement has been directed through other channels, such as social media (Twitter/X, 

Facebook) and mainstream media (TV, radio, print). 

 

 
Period Total number of sessions Weekly average of sessions 

May –Sept 2017 1,914 87 

Oct 2017 – Sept 2018 5,448 105 

Oct 2018 – Sept 2019 5,744 110 

Oct 2019 – Sept 2020 7,907 152 

Oct 2020 – Sept 2021 6,115 118 

Oct 2021 – Sept 2022 7,211 139 

Oct 2022 – Sept 2023 4,597 88 

Oct 2023 – Dec 2023 526 40 

Table 8: Summary of Project Godwit website usage. Session is a group of user interactions within the website 

that take place within a given time frame. 

  

http://www.projectgodwit.org.uk/
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E1.2: Layman’s report  

The Layman’s Report was completed on time and published on the Project Godwit website in 

December 2023. A copy is included with this report. We worked with The Point agency to 

create the finished, visual report and intend to use the infographics that were created on other 

communication channels, in addition to utilising the report as a whole. We used the term 

“Layperson” rather than “Layman” for the report, as a gender-neutral term. 

 
Figure 2: Infographic depicting the annual cycle of Black-tailed Godwit that was created for the Layperson’s Report 

 

 

E1.3: Interpretation signs 

 

At WWT Welney, project banners and signage were created for display alongside the early-

stage rearing facility which introduced the project and highlighted activities within the rearing 

facility (although access to visitors was strictly prohibited). Further signage gets displayed 

within the entrance to the visitor centre (up to three easels displaying Black-tailed Godwit 

population information and why the species needs help) alongside interpretation props created 

for the project which depict the lifecycle of the Black-tailed Godwit and the headstarting 

process (three display cubes). Blackboards (up to three) also form part of the interpretation 

panels so that the latest news can be shared with visitors and these are updated by staff on an 

ongoing basis. There is also a Black-tailed Godwit trail around the centre; six boards about 

migration across the footbridge to the Ouse Washes and 10 display boards depicting the work 

of the project from headstarting to engagement. In addition, we display up to six seasonal 

posters throughout the site during spring asking visitors to report colour-ringed birds.  

 

At RSPB Ouse Washes, three permanent interpretation panels were installed early on in the 

project at the entrance to the visitor centre, inside the visitor centre and inside one of the main 

observation hides. Photos were provided in the Mid-term report. These panels remain in place 

and are in good condition. Two interpretation panels were installed at RSPB Nene Washes in 

2018 at two different regions - Eldernell and the Low Wash (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Interpretation signage at project sites: Top left – at Eldernall, RSPB Nene Washes; top right - at the Low Wash, 

RSPB Nene Washes; bottom left – on the Discovery Trail at WWT Welney, and bottom right – by the portacabin at WWT 

Welney. 
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E1.4: Network with European partners and projects 

 

Members of the project team have been involved in over 25 different conferences and 

networking meetings over the course of the project. A full list is provided separately alongside 

the other deliverables submitted with this report. These networking activities include visits to 

important Black-tailed Godwit breeding sites in the Netherlands and Germany, including two 

other LIFE project sites. A key topic discussed was the importance of predation management 

and the novel solutions to this issue, which influenced management decisions after the visit. 

Attendance at two International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Conservation 

Translocation Specialist Group meetings allowed us to share wader headstarting/translocation 

best practice we developed during Project Godwit with peers working on similar projects. We 

provided advice and potential novel management techniques have arisen from those 

discussions. We have had an ongoing collaboration with the International Wader Study Group 

throughout the project. Project Godwit staff attended 7 International Wader Study Group 

(IWSG) conferences across Europe, discussing lessons learned and latest developments with 

wader researchers from across the world. 

 

A number of the peers we met through conferences or networking events attended the Project 

Godwit ‘Headstarting Conference’ in March 2023. This was a fantastic forum where wader 

specialists and translocation professionals shared expertise on the topic. 
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E2: Carry out additional communication actions 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: November 2016 

Foreseen end date:  December 2023 Actual end date: December 2023 

 

 

More details of yearly communication activities completed under this action can be found in 

the annual Headstarting Reports provided with the Final Report. 

 

E2.1: Ensure that local communities are sympathetic to the project, and 

increase support among these communities for the long-term 

conservation of Black-tailed Godwit 

 

At WWT Welney, Project Godwit guided tours were run 2017-2019 and 2022 (no tours in 2020 

and 2021 due to COVID-19). The tours consisted of a short presentation including a video, 

followed up by a visit to the rearing aviary viewing area. There were 64 tours in total and they 

were popular and well received. Participant numbers are shown in Table 9 below. 

Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone M/D Deadline Completion 

Bird 'championing' scheme set up M July 2017 April 2019 

Talks/events delivered for at least two local groups and 

five local schools (annual activity from 2017-2021) 

 December 

2018 

December 2022 

Link made with local arts group M December 

2018 

February 2019 

Host secured for headstarting conference M December 

2019 

December 2019 

Local event hosted to thank stakeholders, and celebrate 

Black-tailed Godwit, the Fens and the end of the project 

M December 

2023 

December 2023 

New interpretation materials for Ouse Washes Visitor 

Centre 

D April 2017 March 2018 

Submitted previously 

Project update for general audience (annual from 2017 to 

2021) 

D December 

2018 

December 2022 

At least three news releases (probably summer 2017, 

spring 2019, summer 2019) 

D July 2019 August 2017 

Submitted previously 

Video highlighting the importance of wetlands for waders, 

other birds and people 

D December 

2019 

December 2019 

Web and social media content highlighting the importance 

of wetlands (throughout) 

D September 

2022 

September 2022 

Submitted previously 

Articles in local/regional press and interviews/appearances 

on local radio/TV news programmes (throughout as 

opportunities arise) 

D September 

2022 

September 2022 

Article for IUCN RSG case-study publications D December 

2022 

December 2022 

Article in 'Wader Study' journal D December 

2021 

December 2021 

Two scientific publications – one on headstarting in 

general, one on methods for Black-tailed Godwit 

D December 

2022 

March 2024 

At least two publications in popular literature (probably 

Dec 2016 and Dec 2021) 

D December 

2022 

December 2022 

Video on headstarting (plus shorter videos on specific 

aspects of this during course of project) 

D December 

2022 

December 2022 

Practical summary of all project findings for conservation 

audience 

D December 

2023 

December 2023 
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Year Number of guided tours at WWT 

Welney 

Number of attendees 

2017 18 136 

2018 25 138 

2019 12 53 

2022 9 78 

Total 64 405 

Table 9: Number of Project Godwit tours delivered at WWT Welney and number of attendees 

 

The project went into 14 local schools during 2019 and 2022, visiting 13 different primary 

schools and one secondary school with the classes being delivered by a Community 

Engagement Officer based at WWT Welney. We also gave a talk at a community college. 

COVID-19 disrupted activities in 2020 and 2021 but online educational materials were created 

and shared via the Project Godwit website. Three schools visited WWT Welney for a special 

on-site lesson, activities and tour. In total 1077 pupils and students received direct interaction 

and engagement with the project. Many more will have benefitted from the online classroom 

materials we produced and engaged with the project remotely during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

The Godwit Guardianship (bird championing) scheme which was set up in 2018 has proved 

especially popular. Full details of this programme of work including activities and feedback 

are included in the annual Headstarting Reports submitted with the Final Report. 
 

The project has engaged with 12 local groups throughout its duration, mainly by delivering 

talks including Norfolk Wildlife Trust (several different local groups), International Wader 

Study Group, Oxford Ornithological Society, Cambridgeshire Bird Club and Suffolk Wildlife 

Trust. 
 

We also created a community art project which aimed to connect people to wetlands, celebrate 

the final year of Project Godwit and highlight a Black-tailed Godwit’s journey. A ‘word board’ 

was set up at WWT Welney to collect thoughts and ideas from visitors to the centre.  Visitors 

were asked to write three words or make a sentence on the board. There were themes and 

headings as prompts as well as a brief background to the art project, along with a map showing 

the Black-tailed Godwit migration route from the UK to Africa. The words that were 

contributed were used to form a poem which was displayed alongside images at WWT Welney. 

The poem can be found in the 2022 annual headstarting report. 
 

E2.2: Raise public awareness of the importance of the conservation of 

waders, the Ouse and Nene Washes SPAs, and more generally the 

importance of wetlands for biodiversity ,culture, heritage and well-

being 
 

The project has received positive media coverage throughout its lifetime and we have driven 

interest and awareness by issuing 14 press releases to highlight different milestones. Some 

local media outlets have covered the project on multiple occasions. Members of the project 

team have been interviewed on BBC Radio Cambridgeshire, BBC Radio Norfolk and BBC 

Radio Four. Highlights include the featuring of the project on the BBC One Show and BBC 

Springwatch. Stories have been featured in national, local and specialist media, including BBC 

Online, CBBC Newsround website, The Daily Telegraph, BBC Look East, ITV Anglia, BBC 

Radio Cambridgeshire, Fens Magazine, BBC Wildlife, The Cambridge Independent, 

Peterborough Today, Cambridge News and Birdguides. The support of the EU LIFE Nature 
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Programme has been mentioned in all press releases, with EU LIFE being specifically thanked 

by BBC presenter Chris Packham during the Springwatch television piece. In total there have 

been 17 separate TV and radio broadcasts and 859 print or online media articles. Examples 

were provided with the Mid-term Report and additional examples are provided with this report. 

We also submit two popular literature articles:  1) “Ecology and conservation of breeding 

Black-tailed Godwits in the UK” which was published in British Wildlife in 2023 and 2) 

“Chicks take their first flights in the wild” article published in Discover Wildlife (BBC Wildlife 

Magazine) in June 2017. 
 

We have continued to raise awareness through social media platforms dedicated to the project 

on Facebook (facebook.com/projectgodwit) and Twitter/X (@projectgodwit) as well as using 

WWT and RSPB social media accounts when appropriate.  
 

In total the project has written 13 scientific papers which are referenced throughout this report 

under their relevant action. Three are currently under review and six are in preparation to be 

submitted this year. A list of all published articles was created to serve as a practical summary 

of all project findings for a conservation audience. This was published on the Project Godwit 

website in December 2023 and is provided with this report for reference. 
 

Under this action, the required Wader Study article was published in 2021 by Verhoven, M. et 

al: “Diagnosing the recent population decline of Black-tailed Godwits in the United Kingdom”. 

We have also written a supplementary paper about genetic diversity and the implications of 

captive rearing from a small population of Black-tailed Godwit which was submitted to Wader 

Study in Dec 2023 and is now under review. 
 

A project update for a general audience was produced annually from 2017 to 2022 and copies 

since the Mid-term Report are provided. We have created 19 videos during the course of the 

project about the whole headstarting process and shorter videos focussing on specific aspects 

headstarting. There are also videos on the importance of wetlands and classroom sessions for 

children. A summary of the main 13 videos is provided alongside this report. The additional 

videos are short clips and can be found on the Project Godwit youtube channel. 

To mark the end of the project we ran a celebratory event in September 2023 held at WWT 

Welney, to celebrate wetlands and talk about Project Godwit. 400 people came along and 

enjoyed talks, tours, activities and cake! In 2019 we hosted the Godwit festival which 90 people 

attended and also had a stand at four different local fairs during the lifetime of the project. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4: Project Godwit celebration cake, and Will Costa, WWT Project Manager, presenting to the general 

public at the end of project event at WWT Welney 
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E2.3: Increase understanding of how to conduct waterbird headstarting 

projects effectively and efficiently, and raise awareness of this 

technique as a tool for wader conservation 
 

The headstarting element of the project has generated a lot of interest with both general 

audiences and the scientific community. The talks, media coverage and social media reported 

under actions E2.1 and E2.2 have contributed to raising awareness of the headstarting method.  
 

The headstarting method has been disseminated via presentations and attendance at numerous 

conferences including 3rd IUCN International Conservation Translocation Conference in 

Australia November 2023, EAZA AGM in Helsinki Finland in September 2023, BIAZA Bird 

Working Group at Whipsnade Zoo UK in Oct 2023, EAZA mid-year TAG meeting, Innsbruck 

Austria.  
 

The headstarting conference ‘Wader Headstarting: Learning from experience’ took place at 

WWT London Wetland Centre on the 1st-2nd of March 2023.  This in-person two-day 

conference included 21 presentations from speakers working on wader headstarting projects 

globally, to include projects from five countries. Forty-five people attended the conference with 

attendees from seven countries.  
 

Figure 5: Delegates at the headstarting conference in 2023 
 

To complement the ‘Headstarting manual’ and improve the dissemination of the headstarting 

methodology we also created a headstarting video titled ‘headstarting Black-tailed Godwits- 

Project Godwits techniques’. This video was premiered at the 2023 headstarting conference 

and is available on the Project Godwit website and youtube channel. It has been showcased at 

the EAZA Bird TAG meeting in Innsbruck in 2023 during the Charadriiforme TAG meeting 

as an example of best practise. Shorter headstarting videos were also produced throughout the 

project and are detailed in the summary of video related deliverables mentioned in the section 

above. 
 

The scientific publications under this action are: 1) Laidlaw, R.A. et al (2021) Predator 

management for breeding waders: a review of current evidence and priority knowledge gaps 

Wader Study 128(1): 44-55. 2) The second is at an advanced draft stage discussing why and 

when headstarting is a useful tool for wader conservation and is expected to be submitted in 

spring 2024. 
 

We also wrote a case study for the IUCN Conservation Translocation Specialist Group 

publication: Costa, W. et al (to be published in 2024) Population reinforcement of black-tailed 

godwit (Limosa limosa limosa) in the UK: trialling ‘headstarting’ Global conservation 

translocation perspectives:2024.  
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F1: Manage project effectively and efficiently 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  August 2016  Actual start date: November 2016 

Foreseen end date:  March 2024  Actual end date: April 2024 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

Project Steering Group meeting every six months 

throughout 

M December 2023 December 2023 

Scientific and Technical Advisory Group meeting 

every year throughout 

M December 2023 December 2023 

First progress report D December 2017 December 2017 

Submitted previously 

Mid-term report D December 2018 December 2018 

Submitted previously 

Third progress report D June 2020 June 2020 Submitted 

previously 

Fourth progress report D November 2021 November 2021 

Submitted previously 

Fifth progress report D November 2022 November 2022 

Submitted previously 

Final report D March 2024 April 2024 

 

This report is the 6th and final report of the project. The management of the project has been 

executed as planned, with a dedicated RSPB Project Manager leading delivery throughout the 

duration of the project with support from the WWT Project Co-ordinator. The Project Manager 

followed the RSPB Project Management Framework for the delivery of the project (an RSPB 

internal project management methodology based on the principles of PRINCE II). 

 

The Project Manager has been supported by the Project Board (the Project Steering Group) and 

the STAG. The Project Board is the key decision-making group for the project and is ultimately 

accountable for ensuring the objectives of the project are met. The composition of the Project 

Board has changed over the course of the project but has always comprised of Nick Folkard, 

Head of Project Development and Support (RSPB), an Area Manager or Regional Director 

from RSPB, a Project Sponsor from WWT and a Grants/Funding Manager from WWT, in 

addition to the RSPB and WWT Project Managers and any other invited relevant stakeholders. 

The group met at least twice a year to formally review progress against plan in terms of budget, 

quality/scope and timeline. Risks and issues were also appraised. In addition the Project 

Manager provided a highlight report every quarter. 

 

The STAG has served to support the Project Board. Members were Professor Jenny Gill, 

University of East Anglia, Professor Rhys Green, Cambridge University, Dr Graham Hirons 

and Dr Nigel Clark, BTO. The STAG met annually, some of which were field meetings and 

with the 2022 meeting being focussed on the development of the national Action Plan. STAG 

members offered additional advice during interim periods as required. 

 

Wider stakeholders (e.g. Natural England; Environment Agency) were kept engaged and 

informed in dedicated meetings as their needs were often specific and varied. 

 

The project team met regularly throughout the duration of the project and some sub-group 

meetings continue on to support the delivery of the Action Plan, such as the Monthly Science 

meeting between RSPB and WWT. The National Working Group for the Action Plan includes 
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Natural England and Professor Jenny Gill from the STAG, also providing continuity of the 

knowledge and work from Project Godwit. 

F2: Commission audit of final financial statement  

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  November 2023  Actual start date: February 2024 

Foreseen end date:  March 2024   Actual end date: May 2024 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 
Audit report D March 2024 May 2024 

 

Auditor's report/declaration 

As the maximum contribution to the Project exceeds €300 000, an audit has been undertaken 

to verify the final Statement of Expenditure and Income (cf. Art II.23.2 of the General 

Provisions). The details of the auditor we used are as follows: 

 

Martin Williams 

George Hay Chartered Accountants 

Brigham House, High Street 

Biggleswade 

Bedfordshire, SG18 0LD 

Phone: +44 (1767) 315010 

Email: info@georgehay.co.uk; Web: www.georgehay.co.uk 

 

George Hay Chartered Accountants is registered to carry on audit work by the Institute of 

Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (registration number 5354055). 

  

mailto:info@georgehay.co.uk
http://www.georgehay.co.uk/
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F3: Produce UK Action Plan for Black-tailed Godwit (i.e. After-LIFE Plan) in 

collaboration with key partners 

 

Status: Complete 

Foreseen start date:  January 2020  Actual start date: March 2021 

Foreseen end date:  November 2023 Actual end date: November 2023 

 
Name of the Deliverable/ Milestone  D/M Deadline Completion 

Attendees for action planning workshop identified M March 2021 January 2022 

Action planning workshop held M November 2021 March 2022 

First draft of action plan circulated to key stakeholders M March 2022 June 2023 

Final plan agreed by key stakeholders M June 2022 July 2023 

Action plan published M September 2022 September 2023 

National Species Working Group established M March 2023 September 2023 

Action Plan implementation and funding strategy 

produced 

M April 2023 September 2023 

Feasibility of future headstarting assessed M June 2023 July 2023 

UK Single-species action plan for Black-tailed Godwit D September 2022 September 2023 

Report on the assessments of vegetation change and 

hydrological management at the Nene Washes 

D November 2023 November 2023 

 

Our goal was to produce and publish a UK Action Plan for Black-tailed Godwit, to be 

completed in the final year of the project. This has been achieved. As planned, we consulted 

with stakeholders from within RSPB and WWT and with Natural England and external experts 

through a series of workshops. Workshops were held from October 2021 to March 2022 and 

identified the critical actions that need to be taken over the next 10 years, to build on the work 

of Project Godwit and safeguard the future of breeding Black-tailed Godwit in the UK. A 

National Working Group was established whose membership includes Species Recovery and 

Senior Conservation Scientists with expertise in Black-tailed Godwit from RSPB, WWT and 

Natural England. Professor Jenny Gill also sits on the National Working Group as a Black-

tailed Godwit expert and brings continuity from her role on the Project Godwit STAG. Natural 

England chair the National Working Group. The first meeting was held on 20th September 2023 

where the Action Plan was formally adopted by the group and endorsed by Natural England. 

The group plans to meet two to three times a year to track progress against the agreed actions 

and to provide high level governance over delivery of the Action Plan. The plan will be 

reviewed by AEWA in line with the 2028 review. One of the actions in the plan is to secure 

legal protection for important created wet grassland sites through designation. The project has 

been working with Natural England to progress the extension of the Ouse Washes SPA 

designation to include the functionally linked habitat at Coveney, the Pilot Project and the Lady 

Fen Bank Farm Complex. This would first need extension of the Sites of Special Scientific 

interest (SSSI) designation and we have supplied a letter from Natural England as 

supplementary information confirming their commitment and progress on this. 

The end of project event at WWT Welney marked a soft launch for the Action Plan and a 

press release and social media post also communicated the news. The Action Plan was 

published later than originally foreseen, partly as it took longer than anticipated to convene 

all stakeholders and partly as the project was extended by an additional year. 
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The feasibility of future headstarting was assessed. A draft of the report was completed by July 

2023 by the outgoing Project Manager. The scope of this work has extended as we have secured 

additional funding to complete site assessments of potential new release sites for headstarted 

Black-tailed Godwit. 

As part of this project we produced an Adaptation Strategy for the Nene Washes that included 

a range of recommendations for practical mitigation measures, including assessment of 

vegetation change and hydrological management at the Nene Washes, in particular, assessment 

of how changes in wet grassland vegetation communities at the Nene Washes have impacted 

wader nesting allowing us to design habitat management that will reverse negative changes 

where appropriate. In order to define the current management regime (timing, distribution and 

intensity of grazing and mowing) and quantify any changes that have occurred over time on 

the Low Wash, we have extracted all the grazing and mowing management details from the 

reserve logs over a 30-year period from 1994 - 2023. We also have all the locations of wader 

nests to the field level from 1999 - 2003 and 2015 – 2023. These data are currently being 

analysed. 

 

The preliminary report on long-term vegetation change at RSPB Nene Washes is provided as 

a deliverable with this report. 
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6.2. Main deviations, problems and corrective actions implemented  

 

▪ Global COVID-19 pandemic – almost no fieldwork was carried out and no headstarting 

was done in 2020 due to restrictions imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2021 we 

operated under the permitted COVID-19 guidelines which did create logistical challenges 

for the team but they were able to deliver a normal season of fieldwork including 

headstarting. Direct in-person engagement activities had to be cancelled for 2020 and 2021 

but we were able to create classroom materials and deliver some engagement activities 

remotely. The project was extended by a year and then by a subsequent year to enable us 

to complete the programme of work. 

 

▪ Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) - 2022 and 2023 saw significant outbreaks of 

HPAI on many wetland and coastal sites across the UK. Whilst we did not experience any 

proven or suspected cases of HPAI in Black-tailed Godwit or have significant outbreaks on 

any of the project sites there were outbreaks on nearby poultry units. Restrictive zones 

applied around these poultry units during the winter were lifted before the Black-tailed 

Godwit breeding season and so were not affected by this, but we did need to adapt protocols 

to mitigate risks. This included securing permission to carry out fieldwork under updated 

risk assessments and implementing new health and safety protocols to minimise the risk of 

HPAI transmission between birds and to staff. The following of the thorough Health Risk 

Assessment produced by WWT veterinarians in line with IUCN guidelines allowed 

headstarting activities to continue in 2022 despite the heightened threat from HPAI. 

 

▪ Weather impacts - in April 2018 a large-scale flood at RSPB Nene Washes impacted 

delivery of planned project activities, particularly the operation of our temporary electric 

fencing, which became inundated with floodwater and covered in debris. The impact on 

breeding is discussed at the end of this section. 

 

▪ Avian predators were found to be responsible for the predation of a significant number 

Black-tailed Godwit eggs and chicks so the decision was made to undertake the control of 

Carrion Crow and to implement diversionary feeding of Red Kite. 

 

▪ Obtaining planning permission for the predator exclusion fence at the Low Wash Nene 

Washes reserve was more difficult than expected. The initial application encompassed the 

fence, ditches and scrapes which Fenland District Council deemed to be a “major” project. 

The application was withdrawn and a new application prepared for just the ditches (the 

only element requiring planning permission). At this time the RSPB Project Manager 

changed, adding an additional delay. The result was the winter flooding arrived before 

planning permission was obtained and the fence has not been fully completed. The fence is 

scheduled to be completed in Sep 2024 with 75% already installed where ditching existed 

already. All materials are purchased and funding secured to complete the work. 

 

▪ In our first Progress Report we highlighted that the numerical milestone targets for ringing 

and tagging Black-tailed Godwit under action A4 may be too high, and they were adjusted 

down to annual targets of 10 adults and 10 chicks colour-ringed and 30 PIT tags deployed.  

 

▪ We stopped radio-tagging newly hatched chicks under action D1 as a precaution due to 

concerns that the tagging of chicks may impact their survival.  
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▪ In 2017 we collected 11 additional eggs from the Nene Washes for the headstarting 

programme, as an emergency response to surface water level flooding at the Nene Washes 

SPA. In 2018 a large-scale flood at the Nene Washes prevented Black-tailed Godwit from 

nesting in their usual locations and 11 pairs were seen to nest on nearby agricultural land. 

These nests were very muddy, eggs were caked in mud with the developing chicks at high 

risk of suffocation. We rescued affected eggs resulting in 32 additional eggs being collected 

that season. This was an unplanned deviation but made in response to the conditions 

experienced to maximise productivity. An amendment to the Natural England egg 

collection license was made. This included the addition of collecting ‘rescue eggs’ in a ‘no-

regrets scenario’, where eggs deemed to have a low hatchability due to the impacts of 

flooding would be collected and not contribute towards the licensed maximum number of 

eggs for collection, e.g. 52.  

 

▪ Our school engagement programme (under action E2) was delayed primarily due to the 

limited time and capacity of the RSPB Project Manager, but also from underestimating the 

level of planning and specialist knowledge required to deliver this programme to an 

acceptable standard. A Community Engagement Officer based at WWT Welney was 

appointed in 2019 and worked part-time until 2021. A full-time Community Engagement 

Officer was employed in 2022 from April to August. We also worked with a consultant to 

create a fantastic classroom pack and associated resources. Despite the delay, the quality 

and feedback from the school engagement work has been excellent. 

 

▪ Staff turnover/role changes – the project has experienced significant staff turnover during 

the seven years which has numerous implications – time had to be invested in recruitment 

and experience can be lost which takes time for the new starter to acquire. There were 

sometimes gaps between a role leaving and replacement joining. We also experienced 

difficulty in recruiting fixed-term contracts annually for headstarting and monitoring work. 

 

▪ Throughout the project there have been a number of unforeseen costs. These have been 

explained and discussed with the EU monitor for approval as they have arisen and were 

required to deliver the project to the planned scope and quality. Unforeseen costs have all 

been covered within the original budget, using underspend on other activities. These costs 

are covered in section 8.1 below, with the larger costs highlighted here: 

 

o Following the purchase of a new water pump for use at the RSPB Ouse Washes it 

came to the attention of the site staff that the existing pumping platform was in a 

state of disrepair and needed replacing. The pump was then successfully installed 

and is used as planned. 

o Purchase of a replacement topper mower for use at the Nene Washes to enable the 

continued management of the site for Black-tailed Godwit.  

o Purchase of a topper mower for use at WWT Welney. 

o We appointed an Assistant Warden as a full-time post, rather than a 50% post as 

was originally included in the budget, in error (actions C3 and C1). 

o There is significant over-spend on action C1 but this was an active decision to utilise 

underspend from other areas of the project to further strengthen the original 

objectives. Under-spend was used to fund the Low Wash predator exclusion fence. 

o We chose not to purchase and use GPS satellite tags due to safety concerns that they 

may affect survival of the bird. This resulted in underspend. 
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6.3. Evaluation of Project Implementation  

 

Headstarting 

The aviculture methods used to rear and release birds under action C5 were successful, as 

demonstrated by the project exceeding release targets of healthy headstarted birds, and the high 

return rate of released birds. The avicultural key principles have remained the same throughout 

the project but were continually reviewed and the aviculture plan amended based on lessons 

learned. The headstarting methodology has been documented in the Headstarting Manual 

which has been made available on the Project Godwit website but the knowledge was shared 

and presented at conferences, publications and discussed in collaboration meetings so other 

organisations and projects have been able to utilise the information. 

 

Headstarting is a labour-intensive conservation intervention. Evaluating cost-effectiveness is 

difficult by standard measures, whilst it is also not always appropriate to determine a monetary 

value for conservation benefits in terms of bird numbers. The most pragmatic way to evaluate 

the cost effectiveness is to assess if the conservation benefits could be achieved by any other 

method that either has a lower financial cost, or a lower risk of negative impact. Whsilt other 

solutions have been implemented through the project with some degree of success, none of 

these have proved as effective at significantly increasing Black-tailed Godwit productivity by 

the magnitude required. However, headstarting is not a long-term solution on its own. It can be 

considered cost-effective in the short term at boosting and bolstering a population. 

 

Monitoring 

The post-release monitoring protocol was developed and focussed on re-sighting as many 

released birds as possible in the four-week period after their release. This required the team to 

visit a range of potential sites in the locality where Black-tailed Godwit could feasibly be seen.  

 

The methods applied under action D1 have enabled us to complete monitoring effectively and 

we were able to record the breeding success and the key predators of Black-tailed Godwit at 

our project sites. We continued to adapt the methods used throughout the project whilst 

ensuring the replicability and consistency of the data collected. For example, under action A4 

we amended our chick ringing procedures to enable us to ring chicks from an earlier age.  

 

Predator exclusion fencing 

Under action C1 we evaluated temporary electric fencing as a means of protecting Black-tailed 

Godwit eggs and chicks from ground predators, the findings of which are published in a 

scientific paper (Verhoeven, M. A. et al (2022) Do ditch-side electric fences improve the 

breeding productivity of ground-nesting waders? Ecological Solutions and Evidence 3(2), 1-

13). Black-tailed Godwit (and Northern Lapwing) nest survival was significantly higher within 

areas enclosed by ditch-side electric fences during the trial and we demonstrated that using 

temporary electric fences to protect nests of some breeding waders can be an effective tool for 

improving breeding productivity. However, the electric fences did need to be managed closely 

and while they were partially effective at excluding Red Fox, it did not protect against avian 

and other mammalian predators. This type of fence requires a substantial time investment 

throughout the period of use, particularly in a flood plain where the fences can easily become 

entangled with debris. They do provide flexibility compared to other fence designs when it 

comes to enclosing different areas within a season and between years. They can be an interim 

solution while longer term and larger scale solutions are implemented. Following the review, 

the project invested in permanent in-ditch fencing as the longer-term option to exclude ground 



 44 

predators at the Nene Washes. Although more costly, their durability and lower management 

burden makes them better value.  

 

 

Action Foreseen in the 

revised proposal 

Achieved Evaluation 

A1: Carry out 

essential 

preparatory 

work for 

headstarting. 

Objectives: 

Trial the use of 

‘headstarting’ as a 

conservation tool for Black-

tailed Godwit. 

 

Expected results: 

Preparation of an aviculture 

plan and methodology for 

headstarting. 

Fully achieved 

 

Preparatory actions were 

successful and provided the 

necessary plans from which 

future years of the 

headstarting trial developed 

from  

 

A2: Develop a 

communication 

plan to cover 

national and 

local activities. 

Objectives: 

Identify communication 

objectives and 

opportunities. 

 

Expected results: 

Communication plan 

produced and ways of 

working established. 

Fully achieved Communication plan was an 

effective and living 

document, reviewed and 

updated annually throughout 

the project. The after-LIFE 

communication plan sets out 

plans and priorities post-end 

of project 

 
A3: Assess 

implications of 

climate and 

land-use related 

habitat change 

for the Nene 

Washes SPA. 

 

Objectives: Understand and 

mitigate for potential future 

impacts of climate change at 

the Nene Washes SPA. 

 

Expected results: 

Production of a climate 

change study and adaptation 

strategy for Black-tailed 

Godwit at the Nene Washes. 

Fully achieved Although we were delayed 

in this action due to delays 

with the tendering process 

the Adaptation Strategy was 

produced 

A4: Improve 

understanding of 

the movements 

and demography 

of Black-tailed 

Godwit breeding 

in the UK to 

inform 

conservation 

action. 

 

Objectives: 

Improve understanding of 

the local and migratory 

movements of Black-tailed 

Godwit breeding in the 

project area. 

 

Expected results: 

At least one peer reviewed 

paper outlining the results of 

colour ringing and tagging 

work.  

 

Fully achieved 

 

Colour-ringing and tagging 

targets reduced due small 

breeding population size 

and some welfare factors 

but objective still achieved  

We estimate that 74.4% of 

the breeding population are 

now marked with colour 

rings. 

 

Despite less ringing and 

tagging than originally 

foreseen, the reduction was 

justified, and the learnings 

and planned objective have 

still been met 

C1: Carry out 

targeted predator 

management 

activities at key 

Black-tailed 

Godwit breeding 

sites to improve 

productivity. 

 

Objectives: 

Increase the productivity of 

Black-tailed Godwit at key 

breeding sites in the UK to 

the level necessary for 

population stability by the 

end of year 3, and to a level 

sufficient for population 

growth by the end of year 5. 

 

Partially achieved 

 

Predator management 

activities were implemented 

as planned. However, the 

measures did not result in an 

increase in Black-tailed 

Godwit population 

productivity. 

 

Black-tailed Godwit face an 

extensive array of predators 

targeting their eggs and 

chicks including Red Fox, 

European Badger, Carrion 

Crow, Barn Owl, Common 

Kestrel, Red Kite, Western 

Marsh Harrier, Common 

Stoat and Least Weasel. The 

primary predator changes 
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Action Foreseen in the 

revised proposal 

Achieved Evaluation 

Expected results: 

Predation impacts on Black-

tailed Godwit will be 

significantly reduced. 

 

The productivity of Black-

tailed Godwit at the project 

sites will increase such that 

the mean over the five years 

of the project exceeds 0.4 

fledglings/pair and the mean 

over the following five 

years (2022–26) exceeds 0.6 

fledglings/pair. 

 
The population of Black-

tailed Godwit at the project 

sites will increase due to 

this rise in productivity.  

Mean productivity of the 

Fens population remains 

below threshold for 

population stability 

(excluding headstarting) due 

to egg and chick predation. 

 

The current Black-tailed 

Godwit population at the 

project sites is 47 breeding 

pairs (2023).  

year on year. As a result, 

average productivity for 

wild-reared Black-tailed 

Godwit over the course of 

the project is 0.19 fledged 

chicks per pair. 

 

The population at the Ouse 

Washes has increased from 

three to 23 pairs over the 

course of the project. 

 

 

 

 

 

C2: Improve 

water 

management 

infrastructure at 

key existing and 

potential 

breeding sites. 

Objectives: 

Maintain and enhance 1,100 

ha of Black-tailed Godwit 

habitat at these key sites. 

 

Expected results: 

At least 1,100 ha of habitat 

will be enhanced for Black-

tailed Godwits, either 

directly (e.g. through pool 

creation and ditch re-

profiling) or through 

improvements to water 

control infrastructure. 

Fully achieved 

 

 

More than 1,100 ha of 

habitat has been enhanced 

through improved water 

management 

C3: Enhance 

existing 

breeding habitat 

through practical 

management 

measures. 

Objectives: 

Maintain and enhance 1,100 

ha of Black-tailed Godwit 

habitat at these key sites. 

 

Expected results: 

At least 1,100 ha of habitat 

will be enhanced for Black-

tailed Godwit, either 

directly (e.g. through pool 

creation and ditch re-

profiling) or through 

improvements to water 

control infrastructure. 

Fully achieved 52.2km of ditches have been 

reprofiled at the Ouse 

Washes  

 

Seven scrapes have been 

created at the project sites. 

 

 

C5: Trial 

'headstarting' as 

a means of 

accelerating 

population 

recovery and 

improving 

understanding of 

conservation 

needs. 

Objectives: 

Trial the use of 

‘headstarting’ as a 

conservation tool for Black-

tailed Godwit. 

 

Expected results: 

The number of sites 

supporting successful 

breeding of Black-tailed 

Achieved 

 

Headstarting has been a 

valuable conservation tool 

for Black-tailed Godwit and 

been effective at increasing 

productivity. 

 

Recruited birds return year 

on year and breed at the 

Headstarting was very 

successful at releasing 

Black-tailed Godwit chicks 

which were subsequently 

recruited and bolstered the 

breeding population, which 

stands at 47 breeding pairs 

in 2023. 
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Action Foreseen in the 

revised proposal 

Achieved Evaluation 

Godwit in the 

Cambridgeshire and Norfolk 

Fens will increase by 2021. 

More specifically, this 

species will breed 

successfully on at least one 

additional site adjacent to 

the Ouse Washes. 

 

The population of black-

tailed Godwit at the project 

sites will increase due to 

this rise in productivity and 

the headstarting trial, with a 

target of at least 65 pairs in 

the meta-population at the 

Nene and Ouse Washes by 

2021. 

Ouse and Nene Washes and 

now on adjacent sites (Lady 

Fen Bank Farm Complex 

and the Pilot Project). 

 

The target of 65 pairs in the 

Fens population has not yet 

been realised.  

 

D1: Assess the 

impact of 

predator and 

habitat 

management 

actions. 

 

Objectives: 

Increase the productivity of 

Black-tailed Godwit at key 

breeding sites in the UK to 

the level necessary for 

population stability by the 

end of year 3, and to a level 

sufficient for population 

growth by the end of year 5. 

 

Expected results: 

Drivers of poor productivity 

at the sites are understood 

and we have a measure of 

the effectiveness of 

conservation actions.  

Achieved 

 

We have gained a good 

understanding of the key 

predator species, but miss 

understanding of 

interactions between 

predators and habitat types 

and how this explains the 

big variations we see 

between years in what the 

key predators are 

Monitoring has enabled us 

to observe and understand 

predation of Black-tailed 

Godwit at our project sites 

and measure the 

effectiveness of different 

conservation interventions. 

 
Monitoring has indicated 

that our predator exclusion 

fencing can significantly 

increase nest survival but is 

not greatly effective at 

reducing chick predation as 

these quickly move out of 

fenced areas 

 
D2: Assess the 

effectiveness of 

headstarting. 

Objectives: 

Trial the use of 

‘headstarting’ as a 

conservation tool for Black-

tailed Godwit. 

 

Expected results: 

Post-release monitoring of 

birds enables us to assess 

headstarting against targets. 

 

Fully achieved We were able to observe 

that headstarted birds 

behave the same as wild-

reared birds and that they 

return to the Fens breeding 

grounds year on year.  

 

Headstarting has boosted 

overall Black-tailed Godwit 

productivity to an average 

of 1.14 chicks fledged per 

pair 
D3: Assess the 

socio-economic 

impact of project 

actions. 

Objectives: 

To assess the value of the 

project on local business 

and visitor experience. 

 

Expected results: 

Final project report, list of 

staff employed on project, 

visitor numbers. 

Achieved 

 

Socio-economic impact of 

project was always foreseen 

to be relatively low, given 

the nature of the project 

20.16 roles were employed 

by the project, with a total 

value of ££644,361 

 

General visitor numbers 

were impacted by COVID-

19 but project specific 

events and tours well 

attended with good 

feedback 
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Action Foreseen in the 

revised proposal 

Achieved Evaluation 

D4: Assess the 

impact of project 

actions on 

ecosystem 

function. 

Objectives: 

To assess the impact of the 

project on associated 

species. 

 

Expected results: 

Annual reserve reports from 

project sites. 

Achieved 

 

We have undertaken annual 

monitoring of other priority 

species populations at the 

project sites to assess wider 

impacts on these species. 

Results included in the 

annual reports for each 

project site 

There was never an 

intention to carry out 

thorough ecosystem services 

assessments at the project 

sites as due to the complex 

nature of the sites this 

would have been very 

resource heavy yet would 

provide little additional 

contribution to the overall 

project objectives.  

E1: Carry out 

obligatory 

communication 

actions. 

 

Objectives: 

Increase support among 

local communities for the 

long-term conservation of 

Black-tailed Godwit, and 

raise awareness of waders, 

the project SPAs, and the 

importance of ‘wader 

wetlands’ among the 

general public and decision-

makers. 

 

Expected results: 

General public awareness of 

waders and wetland 

conservation will increase. 

Fully achieved 

 
The Project Godwit website 

and interpretation boards 

remain a constant source of 

information about the 

project. The Layperson’s 

Report was completed in 

December 2023 and offers a 

user-friendly and accessible 

summary of the project to 

the general public. 

 

The project has participated 

in over 25 networking 

conferences and meetings. 

E2: Carry out 

additional 

communication 

actions 

 

Objectives: 

Increase support among 

local communities for the 

long-term conservation of 

Black-tailed Godwit, and 

raise awareness of waders, 

the project SPAs, and the 

importance of ‘wader 

wetlands’ among the 

general public and decision-

makers. 

 

Expected results: 

Support will increase among 

local communities for the 

long-term conservation of 

Black-tailed Godwit and the 

protection of project sites, 

with at least ten local groups 

and 25 schools directly 

engaged by the project. 

 

Awareness and knowledge 

of headstarting methods for 

waders will increase among 

practitioners and wader 

conservationists worldwide. 

Achieved 

 

The project has had 

extensive media coverage 

through its lifetime, 

including national TV 

exposure as well as 

scientific, environmental 

and general audience 

publications. The project 

has 2,436 followers on 

Twitter/X and 2,200 

followers on Facebook. 

 

The community engagement 

programme directly engaged 

with 12 local groups and 14 

schools and one community 

college. 

 

 

We have directly engaged 

with 14 schools and a 

community college (rather 

than 25). Direct engagement 

was prevented in 2020 and 

2021 by COVID-19. Many 

more schools will have 

engaged with the classroom 

lessons remotely. The 

Godwit Guardian and bird 

naming was particularly 

popular and classroom 

materials are excellent (and 

still available through the 

Project Godwit website). 

 

The project has grown 

engagement throughout its 

lifetime and ‘Project 

Godwit’ is a recognised 

project and initiative which 

continues to grow with new 

followers 

 

Headstarting method widely 

disseminated as best 

practice approach and has 

been used to inform future 

projects 
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Action Foreseen in the 

revised proposal 

Achieved Evaluation 

 
 F1: Manage 

project 

effectively and 

efficiently. 

Objectives: 

To ensure the delivery of 

project outcomes on time, 

budget and high standard. 

 

Expected results: 

Robust project management 

framework, project board 

meeting and highlight 

reports. 

Fully achieved  Project management and 

governance structures 

served project to ensure it 

progressed on track. 

 F2: 

Commission 

audit of final 

financial 

statement. 

Objectives: 

To assess and verify project 

expenditure.  

 

Expected results: 

Financial statement 

Fully achieved Financial audit completed, 

and statement produced 

 F3: Produce UK 

Action Plan for 

Black-tailed 

Godwit (i.e. 

After-LIFE 

Plan) in 

collaboration 

with key 

partners 

Objectives: 

Develop a UK-wide 

recovery plan for L. l. 

limosa in liaison with 

appropriate flyway 

initiatives. 

 

Expected results: 

The long-term prospects of 

Black-tailed Godwit in the 

UK will be enhanced 

through the creation of a 

National Action Plan. 

Fully achieved 

 

 

The national single-species 

Action Plan for Black-tailed 

Godwit L. l. limosa was 

published and formally 

adopted by the national 

Working Group in 

September 2023 

 

Effectiveness of the dissemination 

 

The project has employed a range of methods for disseminating information to target different 

audiences. This has included media releases, social media content, print, scientific publications 

and talks for a general audience and at conferences. Overall, dissemination has been very 

effective - feedback from local/specialist group talks has been extremely positive; we garnered 

high-profile media coverage on shows like BBC Springwatch and The One Show; press 

releases generated over 850 articles about the project; we’ve been involved in over 25 separate 

networking opportunities; we are still gaining new followers to our project Twitter/X account 

which continues to be active. 

 

Policy impact 

 

The project has made important contributions to both national and international policy. 

Nationally, we are working to align the National Single Species Action Plan with delivery 

against the legally-binding species extinction risk target in England, ensuring that appropriate 

actions for Black-tailed Godwit are embedded into Natural England's draft Threatened Species 

Recovery Actions project. We are also continuing to engage with Defra on the design of the 

new Environmental Land Management Scheme in England, to ensure that appropriate 

management options are available to support Black-tailed Godwit recovery. 

Internationally, the project has continued to engage with stakeholders on the continuing French 

hunting moratorium. Date from the project has formed part of the evidence base supporting the 
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ongoing French hunting moratorium for Black-tailed Godwit (along with Curlew Numenius 

arquata and Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur), which has now been extended until July 2024. 

The project has continued to work with AEWA on updating the International Single Species 

Action Plan for Black-tailed Godwit, originally published in 2008. We continue to engage in 

discussions and attend relevant working groups to progress this work. Data on Black-tailed 

Godwit movements, from the birds satellite-tagged by project, formed part of an RSPB report 

on the birds that use the Tagus Estuary. This is a highly designated site that support upwards 

of 60,000 Black-tailed Godwits on the East Atlantic Flyway, where there were plans to build 

an adjacent international airport. This report was central to the Portuguese government to 

commissioning an Independent Technical Committee to undertake a Strategic Environmental 

Assessment related to the proposed development, which led to this being assessed and 

environmentally and economically unfeasible. 

 

6.4. Analysis of benefits  

 

Environmental benefits 

 

During the seven years of Project Godwit we have seen a significant increase in overall Black-

tailed Godwit productivity. The most significant contribution to improved productivity was 

headstarting implemented through the project. The mean productivity taken from the five years 

where headstarting was completed is 1.14 chicks fledged per pair. This is well above the target 

and the required level of 0.4 for a stable population. However, this level is only attained in 

years of headstarting, meaning that the additional interventions to reduce predation pressure 

(predator exclusion fencing, diversionary feeding and habitat manipulations) have not proved 

sufficient in the absence of headstarting to raise productivity above the required level for a 

stable population. 

 

One of the threats identified at the start of the project was the restricted UK breeding population 

and range. In 2016, 88% of pairs were located at the Nene Washes, with 6% at the nearby Ouse 

Washes and 6% outside of the Fens at satellite sites. The number of breeding pairs at the Ouse 

Washes has risen from 3 pairs in 2016 to 23 pairs in 2023 which represents 47% of the breeding 

population. This includes breeding on two of the three newly created sites adjacent to the Ouse 

Washes. The population at Nene Washes has a seven-year mean of 31 breeding pairs and is 

thought to still be in decline, with just 24 pairs breeding at the Nene Washes in 2023. It accounts 

for half the breeding population in the UK. With the breeding population split across two 

separate sites, the impact of external events is somewhat reduced although these two sites exist 

within the same wider landscape and are therefore likely to be impacted by similar flooding 

events. 

 

Work is underway to deploy headstarting in 2024. This work is being funded by the Natural 

England Species Recovery Programme Capital Grant Scheme and delivered by WWT with 

support from RSPB. This work will again bolster the Fens population through the release of 

headstarted birds, but it will also lead to the creation of a captive breeding population at WWT 

Slimbridge, which will be managed to produce birds for release from 2026 onwards. Feasibility 

work is planned to determine where best the progeny of this captive breeding population will 

be later released, with a view of establishing additional stable breeding populations with the 

UK. 
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One of the key threats to Black-tailed Godwit is the predation of eggs and chicks. Populations 

of breeding waders are particularly likely to be limited by both mammalian and avian generalist 

predators, due to their life history traits; being long-lived species with high adult survival rates 

and late onset of breeding. As planned, we implemented a suite of activities designed to 

minimise predation impacts. Although individual measures have had a positive impact, that 

impact is not always sustained. For example, we have observed increased nest survival in areas 

following deployment of temporary electric fences. However, we witnessed a European Badger 

finding a point where it could climb over a predator exclusion fence and reach Black-tailed 

Godwit eggs. Where an activity has been successful to reduce the impact by one predator, 

unfortunately another type of predator will take advantage. There has also been an increase in 

the number of breeding pairs of Red Kite at the Nene Washes that have predated chicks even 

when nests have been protected against mammalian predators. Overall, we have recorded 

predation by Barn Owl, Common Kestrel, Western Marsh Harrier, Red Kite, Common Crane, 

Common Stoat, Least Wesel, Red Fox and European Badger. The predation pressure has 

increased over the course of the project and this is reflected by the very low productivity in the 

wild population: the six-year mean (excluding headstarting and 2020 due to COVID-19) is 0.19 

chicks fledged per pair. The total number of breeding pairs in 2023 at the Fens was 47. 

 

We have identified proven benefits of the measures deployed to reduce predation impacts on 

Black-tailed Godwit, and we will continue to implement an annual evidence-based predation 

management strategy. This strategy will continue to adapt as we continue to research the 

efficacy of measures to limit predation impacts. 

 

Another threat identified in the proposal was the inappropriate water levels on breeding 

grounds, as droughts during breeding can result in low food availability for chicks and summer 

flooding can wash away nests, drown chicks and force birds to breed on arable land. Where 

breeding habitat does not meet optimal water levels, this can deter adult birds from settling and 

nesting. During the project we have installed pumps, created scrapes and reprofiled ditch edges, 

all of which have had a beneficial impact on the quality of habitat available to Black-tailed 

Godwit. The long-term management of the project sites is assured as both sites are at least in 

part owned by conservation organisations. We estimate that the Black-tailed Godwit population 

at the Nene and Ouse Washes is currently well below carrying capacity of the sites, and that 

there is therefore scope for the Black-tailed Godwit population to continue to increase. The 

sites will continue to be managed for their nature conservation interest, with this management 

reviewed on an annual basis, and management planning undertaken in a five-year cycle. In 

addition, the climate change study delivered under action A3 will provide us with future 

management options for the Nene Washes, allowing our management to respond to potential 

ecological changes resulting from climate change.  

 

The National single species Action Plan for the UK breeding population of Black-tailed Godwit 

Limosa limosa limosa 2023-2033 was launched in September 2023. This plan details the 

actions considered as necessary to improve the conservation status of breeding Black-tailed 

Godwit in the UK by 2033, making significant progress towards a UK status of Vulnerable 

according to IUCN Red List Criteria. The overall objective is that in 2033, the species will be 

in recovery with at least 80 pairs using at least four sites, including occupying all flood-free 

wet grasslands adjacent to the Ouse Washes, and with average productivity at or above 0.4 

fledglings/pair. The plan is significantly based on the applied and scientific findings of Project 

Godwit. Many of the actions within the plan are already in progress, to further improve the 

suitability of current breeding sites, and to take steps towards supporting recolonisation of 

previously occupied wetland landscapes. Whilst significant challenges remain for the recovery 
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of Black-tailed Godwit in the UK, notably the availability of suitably managed wetland 

landscapes where predation pressure will not limit breeding populations, there is now a clear 

framework for species recovery. The National Black-tailed Godwit Working Group has been 

established to oversee delivery of the action plan, though many of the actions require a long-

term approach and significant funding. 

 

Economic benefits 

 

There are limited economic benefits to report as project actions are focussed on the 

conservation of a single species of bird. However, the project has created 20.16 full-time 

equivalent jobs all of which all were qualified positions that further enhanced the skills and 

knowledge of the job-holder. Additionally, local contractors close to the project sites have 

benefited from contracts to undertake habitat management on site.  

 

Social benefits  

 

The project has recruited volunteers who have supported project work, particularly at the RSPB 

Ouse Washes and WWT Welney. Volunteering provides social benefits as well as the 

opportunity to develop new skills. At WWT Welney, around 55 volunteers were directly 

involved in elements of the project from leading guided walks, providing Project Godwit 

updates and awareness at the WWT Welney Welcome Desk and encouraging colour-ring 

reports of Project birds in the wild. At RSPB Ouse Washes during every year of the project 5 

volunteers assisted with bird surveys and two volunteers manned the visitor centre to give 

information about the project to visitors. In addition, one RSPB and one WWT staff member 

undertook a sabbatical on the project, giving them the opportunity to develop new skills and 

experience working within a different team. The RSPB Ouse Washes Visitor Centre is 

available for use by local community groups and external organisations and we have advertised 

this facility locally. It has been used by the Water Care Partnership, EA and others.  

 

Replicability, transferability, cooperation 

 

Headstarting 

Headstarting is an innovative technique with the potential to be replicated in other member 

states for Black-tailed Godwit and other threatened wader species. A highly valuable legacy of 

Project Godwit is the development of the headstarting technique which has been captured in 

the Headstarting Manual and video. The headstarting knowledge developed on Project Godwit 

has been transferred to many other species and projects including: 

• Southern Baltic Dunlin (Calidris alpina schinzii) - Nordens Ark, Bird Life Sweden 

team visited WWT Welney and discussed headstarting methodologies. They quoted 

Project Godwit as the inspiration for utilising headstarting. They also attended the 

headstarting conference and a member of WWT visited Sweden in May 2023 to 

support the Swedish team on the first year of Dunlin headstarting. 

• Eurasian Curlew headstarting in England. Currently four separate projects that have 

had either direct discussions with Project Godwit team or WWT are actively involved 

(Dartmoor Curlew recovery; Curlew Country Shropshire; East of England Curlew 

Recovery; Southern England Headstarting – Duke of Norfolk projects; Severn & Avon 

Vale Curlew Recovery) 

• Eurasian Curlew headstarting in Wales – Project Godwit has provided advice to aid 

feasibility work.   
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• Northern Ireland/Republic of Ireland multi species - Two potential new multi-species 

headstarting projects hoping to start in 2024. Species to include Common Redshank, 

Northern Lapwing, Southern Dunlin, Eurasian Curlew. WWT (including Project 

Godwit staff) have been approached to provide consultancy services.  

• Spoon-billed Sandpiper headstarting in Russia - WWT and Birds Russia colleagues 

visited the Project Godwit headstarting set-up to exchange headstarting experience and 

advice as a staff capacity building exercise. 

• Hooded Grebe headstarting in Argentina - staff from Aves Argentina visited WWT 

(including Project Godwit staff) for two weeks of training on how to headstart wading 

birds, to see if our experiences could be applied to the headstarting of Hooded Grebe 

in Patagonia.  

• Black Stilt (Kaki (Himantopus novaezelandiae)) headstarting/captive breeding in New 

Zealand – two Project Godwit team members undertook work at the Twizel Kaki 

rearing facility to exchange headstarting experience relevant to both Black-tailed 

Godwit and Black Stilt.  

• Black-tailed Godwit headstarting in Germany, Bavaria - Project Godwit team provided 

advice to an interested eNGO on headstarting Black-tailed Godwit who may 

implement a headstarting programme in future.  

 

Temporary ditch-side electric fences 

Trialling different types of predator exclusion fencing led to publication of the finding in the 

paper by Verhoeven, M. A. et al. (2022) Do ditch-side electric fences improve the breeding 

productivity of ground-nesting waders? Ecological Solutions and Evidence 3(2), 1-13. This 

paper has been well cited and the knowledge transferred to other projects and site teams 

managing ground nesting birds. 

  

Best Practice lessons  

 

Fencing 

As discussed above, the fencing trial completed by Project Godwit not only led to sharing of 

information to other projects but directly informed the fence selection at RSPB Nene Washes 

when we implemented permanent fencing. Fence cost, maintenance and performance 

information is also shared between RSPB reserves so others can use and learn from best 

practice approaches. 

 

Headstarting 

The first year of headstarting in 2017 was planned as a pilot year for the method and it has been 

developed and improved year on year, leading to Project Godwit establishing best practice for 

the headstarting of Black-tailed Godwit. This was published in the Headstarting Manual and 

supporting video, and as discussed above, has been shared and used by other projects. 

 

Tagging 

Lessons learned regarding the radio tagging of Black-tailed Godwit chicks and the attachment 

of geolocators to colour rings were reported to the BTO Special Methods Panel. This panel use 

results to inform future tagging and marking projects across the UK. 

 

Innovation and demonstration value:  
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As already discussed within this report, headstarting is an innovative technique which the 

project has deployed and developed to the standard of creating a best practice protocol that has 

been shared nationally and internationally with other projects to deliver conservation benefits. 

 

Policy implications 

 

National 

The project has worked with Natural England, the government’s advisor for the natural 

environment in England, to align the National Single Species Action Plan with delivery against 

the legally-binding species targets embedded in The Environmental Targets (Biodiversity) 

(England) Regulations 2023. This includes ensuring that the appropriate actions for Black-

tailed Godwit are embedded into Natural England's Threatened Species Recovery Actions 

project. This captures the priority actions required for threatened species in England to deliver 

against the species extinction risk target. We are also continuing to engage with Defra on the 

design of the new Environmental Land Management Scheme in England, to advocate for 

appropriate management options to be available to support Black-tailed Godwit recovery. 

 

International 

The proposal to extend and update the current International Single Species Action Plan for 

Black-tailed Godwit, originally published in 2008, was adopted at the recent AEWA meeting 

of the parties in Durban, South Africa. Work to update the plan remains in progress and the 

RSPB will continues to support AEWA processes and relevant working groups.  

The project and the RSPB have continued to engage with stakeholders on the continuing French 

hunting moratorium. Ringing and tagging data from the project has formed part of the evidence 

base, whilst ongoing policy support is provided to Birdlife International. In August 2023 it was 

announced that the moratorium for Black-tailed Godwit (along with Curlew Numenius arquata 

and Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur) was to be extended until July 2024. We will continue to 

engage with any future consultations and developments as required. 

The project contributed to the protection of the Tagus Estuary near Lisbon, where the 

Portuguese government approved plans to build a new international airport adjacent to the 

estuary. Designated as a Special Protected Area (SPA) under the EU Birds Directive and a 

Wetland of International Importance under the Ramsar Convention, this is one of the most 

important coastal sites along the East Atlantic Flyway route, supporting around 300,000 

waterbirds including upwards of 60,000 Black-tailed Godwits. In early 2020, a legal 

challenge spearheaded by the Portuguese BirdLife Partner Sociedade Portuguesa para o 

Estudo das Aves (SPEA/BirdLife Portugal), and ClientEarth highlighted the failure to carry 

out reliable assessments and a disregard for EU laws by ignoring the wider international 

impacts along the East Atlantic Flyway. The RSPB was commissioned to produce a report on 

the birds that use the Tagus Estuary, and bird movement data were gathered, including from 

birds satellite tagged in the UK under the EU LIFE project. The report was published in July 

2022 and clearly demonstrated the importance of the site with birds from over 342 Important 

Bird Areas across 30 countries using the Estuary. The report was central to the court case and 

helped persuade the Portuguese government to commission an Independent Technical 

Committee to undertake a Strategic Environmental Assessment. The RSPB report formed 

part of the submission to the Committee who concluded in February 2024 that the site chosen 

for the airport, Montijo, is unfeasible due to both economic and environmental reasons. 
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7. Key Project-level Indicators 
 

 

 

The total area of habitat affected by the project is 3,965 hectares. This figure equates to the 

total area of land under conservation management at the Nene Washes SPA (1518 hectares) 

and Ouse Washes SPA (2447 hectares).  

 

Descriptor Action Impact units End of the project 

1.5 Total area affected by 

the project 

NA Hectares 3,965 

1.6 Humans influenced by 

the project – visitors 

 

D3 Number of visitors to 

project sites  

184,617 total  

1.6 Humans influenced by 

the project – School 

children 

 

E2 Number of schools and 

pupils engaged 

Number of schools: 14 (and one 

community college) 

Number of pupils: 1077 

1.6 Humans influenced by 

the project –Local groups 

 

E2 Number of local groups 

engaged 

12 

7.4 Limosa limosa limosa 

birds 

D1 Number of breeding pairs at 

project sites 

47 

10 Beneficiaries and other 

key stakeholders 

NA Number of organisations 5 

11.1 Website E1.1 Number of visitors 39,462 (total) 

11.2. Other tools for 

reaching/raising awareness 

of the general public – 

posters, information boards 

E1.3 Number of 

posters/boards/banners 

Permanent boards: 8 

Seasonal posters: 25 

11.2. Other tools for 

reaching/raising awareness 

of the general public – 

scientific papers 

A4, C5 D1, 

D2, E2 

Number of scientific papers 13 

11.2. Other tools for 

reaching/raising awareness 

of the general public – print 

media 

E2 Number of other articles 859 

11.2. Other tools for 

reaching/raising awareness 

of the general public – other 

broadcasts 

E2 Number of broadcasts 

Number of videos 

Number of press releases 

17 (TV or radio) 

19 videos 

14 press releases 

11.2. Other tools for 

reaching/raising awareness 

of the general public – 

events 

E2 Number of events 6 

11.2. Other tools for 

reaching/raising awareness 

of the general public – 

reports 

NA Number of reports 56 

12 Networking E1.4 Number of professionals 

networked with 

100 

13 Jobs D3 Number of FTE employed 

by project 

20.16 

14.1 Operating costs Section 8 Total cost of project EUR 2,797,653 

14.3 Future funding N/A Investment expected over 

next 5 years 

£2.65 million 
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The number of organisations involved as stakeholders stands at five organisations: RSPB, 

WWT, Wildlife Trust for Beds, Cambs and Northants, Natural England and the Environment 

Agency. 

 

The number of breeding pairs of Black-tailed Godwit at the end of the project is 47 which is 

only a small increase on the starting point and below the target of 65. As discussed in this 

report, the primary reason for the lower than targeted number of breeding pairs is the intense, 

persistent and varied predation pressure on Black-tailed Godwit nests and chicks. As yet we 

have not been able to overcome all forms of predation to the point where in the absence of 

headstarting, breeding productivity consistently meets or exceeds the level to maintain a stable 

population. The distribution of breeding pairs however has changed. At the start of the project 

the majority were breeding in a single location (the Nene Washes), which increased the risk of 

the population being adversely affected by climatic or other events. The population is now 

equally distributed between the Ouse Washes and Nene Washes, with pairs successfully 

breeding on the flood-free land adjacent to the Ouse Washes. This was one of the aims of the 

project and reduces the risk of a single event affecting the entire population. 

 

We estimate the project received a total of 184,617 visitors over the course of the project. This 

comprises of an estimate of 22,235 at RSPB Ouse Washes and 162,382 recorded at WWT 

Welney, with additional, uncounted visitors to RSPB Nene Washes. 

 

We went into 14 different schools and one community college during the project to deliver 

classes about the project, Black-tailed Godwit and wetlands. Three of these schools later visited 

WWT Welney for further activities and a tour. We directly engaged 1077 pupils and students 

that we can count - many more will have had access to the online classroom resources that were 

prepared during the COVID-19 pandemic for home schooling and remote school lessons. We 

engaged directly with 12 local groups, mainly via presenting about the project at club meetings. 

 

The total number of visitors to the Project Godwit website over the course of the project was 

39,462. Average weekly number of hits/user sessions on the Project Godwit website was 104. 

The website will be continue to be live for at least 5 years. 

 

The project has 8 permanent interpretation boards – 3 at WWT Welney, 2 at RSPB Nene 

Washes and 3 at RSPB Ouse Washes. We also put out up to 25 temporary signs seasonally at 

WWT Welney - 6 posters around the site in spring asking people to report colour-ringed birds; 

6 boards along the Bridge trail about Black-tailed Godwit migration, 10 boards along the 

Discovery trail about headstarting, management and engagement elements of Project Godwit 

and up to 3 easel display boards on Black-tailed Godwit and why they need help. 

 

The project has produced 13 scientific papers. Of these, three are published and one is accepted 

for publication in 2024. A further three have been submitted and are under review and another 

six are in draft expected to be submitted within the next few months. It likely there will be 

additional papers based on the work of Project Godwit in the future. 

 

The project has issued 14 press releases to advertise and promote the project and associated 

events. These have helped generate media print and online articles and TV and radio 

broadcasts. There have been 17 separate TV and radio broadcasts, perhaps most notably four 

features on BBC Springwatch (two episodes in 2017, one in 2018 and one in 2022) and an 

appearance on BBC The One Show. There have been 859 print or online articles generated 

about Project Godwit as a result of the press releases with two articles produced by the project 
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itself. The project has also created 19 videos on headstarting, wetlands and classroom sessions, 

most of which are accessible on either the Project Godwit website or youtube channel. 

We held the Godwit Festival event in 2019 and an end of project celebration in 2023, both at 

WWT Welney. We also ran 64 Project Godwit tours at WWT Welney. Project Godwit had a 

stand at 4 fairs. 

 

Over the course of the project we have produced 56 reports. This comprises of: Adaptation 

Strategy; Fox Control reports; annual headstarting report; Annual monitoring report; Annual 

reserve report for RSPB Nene Washes, for RSPB Ouse Washes and for WWT Welney; Annual 

project update for a general audience; Vegetation change on the Nene Washes; Layperson’s 

Report; After-LIFE plan/Single Species Action Plan; progress reports, Mid-term Report, this 

Final Report and Audit Report. 

 

We have attended over 25 networking events and conferences and estimate we have networked 

closely with 100 professionals (experts in the field) during the course of the project although 

general engagement would be much higher. 

 

The total cost of the project is EUR 2,797,653. The project has employed 20.16 full time 

equivalent roles. We estimate that £2.65 milion will be invested beyond Project Godwit over 

the next 5 years from beneficiary contribution and external funding. £2,649,394.88 of funding 

has already been secured for financial year 2024/25. The Ouse Washes recently enrolled in the 

DEFRA Landscape Recovery Scheme so funding is expected via this scheme in year 3 to year 

5. The National Working group is actively delivering the single species Action Plan for Black-

tailed Godwit and will be looking to secure funding every year to deliver this work. 
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8. Comments on the financial report 
The expenditure summary tables within this introductory section show the Project expenditure 

in Euros incurred over the duration of the project, from 1 August 2016 to 31 December 2023. 

The original end date of the Project was 31 December 2021, however, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic and other circumstances, two separate requests to extend the Project end date were 

submitted. The first request to extend the project end date to 31 December 2022 was submitted 

on 26 March 2021 and was kindly authorised by the Commission in letter reference 

Ares(2021)3758733 – 08/06/2021. The second request made on 23 September 2022 was to 

further extend the term of the project to 31 December 2023 – this was kindly accepted in letter 

reference Ares(2022)7942020 17/112022.  

 

The Financial Claim Forms following this introduction give a fully itemised account of this 

expenditure. The submission of this Claim constitutes a request for the Final EU LIFE Grant 

payment, for which the Project is now eligible.  

 

Conversion of expenditure 

 

Most Project expenditure for RSPB and WWT has been incurred in GBP. The expenditure 

itemised within this Claim has been converted to Euros in accordance with Article 23.4 of the 

General Conditions. Thus, the GBP / EUR exchange rate utilises the InforEuro, being the 

Commission’s official monthly accounting rates for the Euro. For exchange rates used by 

RSPB, and WWT, please refer to 01 Conversion of expenditure. 

However, for both RSPB and WWT, any EUR receipts are reported in the EUR amount and 

using an exchange rate of 1.000.  The reason is because on a previous LIFE project (LIFE07 

NAT/P/000649 - Safe Islands for Seabirds), it was shown that on some EUR receipts where 

we converted from national currency back into EUR, the EUR amount converted was higher 

than the actual receipt value and therefore we had to correct this at audit.  We have since taken 

this stance to avoid this happening again.   

Allocation of Project costs to expenditure categories 

 

As far as possible, Project costs have been allocated to the expenditure category against which 

they were initially budgeted. Any unforeseen expenditure subsequently reported to the 

Commission in progress reports has been allocated to the most suitable expenditure category.  
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VAT recovery 

 

The RSPB recovers about 90-97% of the VAT paid to HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) 

each year. The actual amount of non-recoverable VAT varies from year to year, as the table 

below shows. RSPB have chosen to report on the unrecoverable element of VAT for certain 

suppliers, where a purchase order has been raised and where applicable. 

 

Financial 

Year 

Recoverable 

VAT 

Non-recoverable 

VAT 

16/17 90.37% 9.63% 

17/18 90.08% 9.92% 

18/19 94.66% 5.34% 

19/20 94.81% 5.19% 

20/21 95.96% 4.04% 

21/22 93.18% 6.82% 

22/23 95.61% 4.39% 

23/24 95.38% 4.62% 

 

RSPB are unable to provide a single bespoke letter from HMRC verifying the actual amounts 

of non-recoverable VAT.  We thank the Commission therefore, for having previously accepted 

(for other LIFE projects), the alternative documentation to verify our reimbursable VAT 

position. The same paperwork is provided in 02 VAT recovery letters RSPB, containing 

confirmation of the annual VAT recovery rate by our Senior Tax Officer. 

 

We were originally advised that The Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust (WWT) could reclaim VAT 

under this project.  After a discussion with WWT’s finance department, however, it became 

clear that, although this organisation is VAT-registered, it has ‘partial exemption’ status. As 

this grant is entirely non-business-related (outside the scope of VAT), WWT would be unable 

to recover any of the VAT on spend against this income. Hence, WWT need to be able to 

include VAT payments within their claim to the EU. As WWT are unable to recover VAT the 

gross cost of purchases is included in their Statement of Expenditure. In accordance with 

Article II.19 of the Grant Agreement, the relevant declaration required to confirm their VAT 

status will be provided by the Project Auditor at the audit certificate stage at the end of the 

Project. 

COVID-19 – Financial support 

During 2020, the world was hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. This led to governments trying to 

shore up their economies by assisting employers, whose operations had been severely affected 

by COVID-19, to retain their employees, rather than terminating their employment.  

In the UK, the furlough system was launched. This was where the UK Government paid 80% 

of employees’ salary, for those who were affected by the COVID-19 restrictions. This 

percentage decreased during 2020 and remained in place until the end of September 2021.  If 

staff were placed onto the furlough scheme, they were not allowed to work. For both RSPB 

and WWT, the option of furloughing staff was not selected for all staff members, however, this 

did mean that no new staff could be employed, and those staff who could continue to work had 

to work from home.  Strict travel restrictions were also imposed.  
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As mentioned above, the COVID-19 pandemic presented the project with significant 

challenges and delays as well as the longer-lasting changes it brought to ways of working. We 

had to cease nearly all monitoring activities and could not undertake headstarting in 2020 as 

we adhered to lockdown rules and working measures. Work during 2021 was also impacted by 

COVID-19. Direct in-person engagement activities also had to be cancelled for 2020 and 2021 

but we were able to create classroom materials and deliver some engagement activities 

remotely. The project was extended by two years to compensate for the impacts of the 

pandemic which allowed us to still deliver our original scheme of work. 

 

Allocation of project costs to expenditure categories 

 

As mentioned in our previous Progress Report, the budget is monitored by action code and any 

budget changes, including those approved by the Project Steering Group, are recorded on a 

Master Budget Tool. We also monitor to ensure that category limits are not breached without 

a formal request being made to the Commission (i.e. that no category changes exceed 20% of 

the overall eligible costs).  In the Mid-term report (MTR), we believed that there would only 

be a slight overspend in our national currency (GBP); and that due to exchange rate variation 

we were unsure whether this would apply when converted into Euros. As seen in the table 

below, we are overspent by 1%. 

 

8.1. Summary of Costs Incurred 

The table below shows that up to 31st December 2023 (but also to include up to 31 March 2024 

for eligible costs due to audit and reporting), a total of €2,832,643.43 was incurred on the 

Project, equating to 101% of the total Project budget. 

 

PROJECT COSTS INCURRED 

  Cost category Budget according to the 

grant agreement in €* 

Costs incurred within the 

reporting period in € 

%** 

1.  Personnel 1,095,326 1,290,930.01 118% 

2.  Travel and subsistence 85,674 66,159.87 77% 

3.  External assistance 641,496 718,629.14 112% 

4.  Durables goods: total 

non-depreciated cost 

 

 
  

  - Infrastructure sub-tot. 184,078 144,433.59 78% 

  - Equipment sub-tot. 113,100 236,256.24 209% 

  - Prototype sub-tot.     

5.  Consumables 472,553 161,824.64 34% 

6.  Other costs 22,403 29,096.83 130% 

7.  Overheads 183,023 185,313.12 101% 

  TOTAL 2,797,653 2,832,643.43 101% 
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Personnel (118%) 

 

Personnel spend for the Project is above budget by 18%. This is for a number of reasons: 

 

• The impact of COVID-19 restrictions resulted in a delay in some activities.  

• The costs to manage the project were higher than anticipated due to the 24-month project 

extension and the extension to personnel contracts to complete the project deliverables. 

• RSPB had a salary and role profile re-alignment, which came into effect in April 2016. All 

roles within the RSPB and the related salary bands were standardised and compared to 

other similar organisations, to provide a fair, transparent, and consistent pay structure this 

was after the original budget was built in 2015. As well as this, in January 2020, RSPB 

introduced a new 5-year pay roadmap, which commenced in April 2020. The new approach 

to salaries considered a more suitable external benchmark for individual pay bands and 

adjustment of the pay bands to reflect market movement. Both plans/schemes have 

impacted the budget as this was compiled before the project started and would affect the 

pay / rates / roles. 

• Staff turnover/role changes – the project has experienced significant staff turnover during 

the seven years, which has numerous implications – time had to be invested in recruitment 

and experience can be lost which takes time for the new starter to acquire. There were 

sometimes gaps between a role leaving and replacement joining. We also experienced 

difficulty in recruiting fixed-term contracts annually for headstarting and monitoring work. 

 

In the MTR, we provided a list of people who had worked on the project, who were either not 

originally budgeted for or had been involved in a slightly different capacity than anticipated. 

Please find listed below key changes in Personnel since October 2018.  In addition, please see 

Annex XX for a list of people that have worked on the project. 

 

Operation Staff – Assistant Warden. 

Ben Newton replaced James Cooper in May 2019. After Ben left RSPB in October 2019, we 

appointed an Assistant Warden (Christian Newton-Walters) in March 2020. This was a full-

time post, rather than a 50% post as was originally included in the budget, in error (actions C3 

and C1). 

 

Avicultural Roles: 

Four Avicultural roles were originally budgeted for: Senior Aviculturist, Aviculturist, and two 

Support Aviculturists, these roles were filled by 14 individuals over the years. The following 

changes occurred since the MTR:  

 

Operations Staff – Senior Aviculturist 

- Senior Aviculturist – there were no Senior Aviculturists in role from April 2017. 

 

Operations Staff - Aviculturist 

- Nicola Hiscock - August 2017 until February 2021. Louise Clewley – April to July 2018, 

Toby Humby April to August 2022 and William Costa March 2022 to December 2023.  

 

Operations Staff – Support Aviculturist 

- Amelia Bennett Margrave – April to July 2019, Alex Brighten – April to July 2021 and 

Charlotte Ashbury - May to June 2021. Tony Durkin (returning since 2017) – April to 

June 2019, April to July 2021 and April to June 2022. James Preddy – 2022. 
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Project Management Staff - Project Manager 

- Rebecca Pitman, Project Manager replaced Hannah Phillips (Ward) in January 2019. 

Hannah left the position of Project Manager in July 2019 but stayed within the RSPB on a 

permanent contract. Hannah remained involved in Project Godwit in her capacity as Area 

Manager. Rebecca Lee, Project Manager – replaced Rebecca Pitman when she left the 

RSPB in 2020. Rachel Lennard then replaced Rebecca Lee, who left the RSPB in July 

2023, until the end of the project reporting period. 

 

Scientific Staff - Research Assistant 

- Natalia Zielonka replaced Helen Jones when she left the RSPB in November 2019. There 

were no Research Assistants recruited for the 2020 season due to the Pandemic restrictions. 

Alex Starace was recruited for the 2021 and 2022 seasons and Liam Paulson for the 2023 

season. 

 

Scientific Staff - Research officer 

- Alex Nicol-Harper, Jude Barbour and Abigail Mackay worked as Research Officers 

from April to December 2023. 

 

Scientific Staff - Senior Conservation Scientist 

- Malcolm Burgess worked alongside Jennifer Smart no longer on LIFE Godwit after 

September 2022) from February 2020 until December 2023. Lynda Donaldson worked 

alongside Malcolm from March 2023 after she had left her role at WWT to join RSPB on 

a permanent contract. 

 

Scientific Staff - Senior Research Assistant 

- Mo Verhoeven worked from March until September 2020 and Chris Batey from March 

2021 until December 2023. 

 

Technical Staff - International Financial Management Unit 

- Heidi Crumpton replaced Wendy Cain in January 2020. Wendy Cain left the position of 

Financial lead for Project but stayed within the RSPB and remained involved in the Project 

financials due to her experience on the project. Heidi left the RSPB in October 2020 and 

Debbie Spencer then took on the role in March 2021 until the end of the project having 

already worked on the project in a supporting role. Daniel Potter gave some support during 

February 2023.  

 

Technical Staff - Project Coordinator 

- Nicola Hiscock, Project Officer, replaced Rebecca Lee in March 2021 after Rebecca left 

WWT to join RSPB at the end of February 2021. When Nicola Hiscock left WWT in 

February 2022, Eric Heath took the role until the project end. 
 

Technical Staff - Veterinarian x 2 

- Rosa Lopez was recruited on a permanent contract and worked on the project from March 

2021 until March 2023. 
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Technical Staff – Welney Engagement Officer 

- Jess Owen and then Clemancy Magan, Welney Engagement Officers, E2. The school 

engagement programme had been delayed primarily due to the limited time and capacity 

of the RSPB Project Manager, but also from underestimating the level of planning and 

specialist knowledge required to deliver this programme to an acceptable standard. Jess 

Owen, Community Engagement Officer based at WWT Welney was appointed in 2019 

(originally requested for April 2018, however, due to the timing of the school year it was 

decided to delay this until 2019) and worked part-time until 2021. A full-time Community 

Engagement Officer Clemancy Magan was recruited in 2022 from April to August 

There were many challenges in 2020 caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which had an impact 

on the Personnel costs for each beneficiary for this Project. As mentioned previously, the 

country was trying to shore up their economy by assisting employers, whose operations had 

been severely affected by COVID-19, to retain their employees rather than terminating their 

employment. Not only were there challenges regarding the Government schemes, but also 

restrictions to everyday life. This included the requirement of space for people, travel was not 

allowed and the Government guidance of working from home where possible was applied.   

As a result, we have overspent in this category, given the project had to be extended as well as 

the impact of the new 5-year pay roadmap for RSPB.  

Unforeseen personnel spend since MTR 

• RSPB appointed an Assistant Warden as a full-time post, rather than a 50% post as was 

originally included in the budget, in error (actions C3 and C1). This was kindly 

acknowledged in letter Ares(2019)2556225 - 11/04/2019. 

 

• WWT appointed part-time seasonal community engagement officer at WWT Welney to 

lead the delivery of our school’s engagement programme under action E2. 

 

In response to Letters: 
 

Ares(2019)2556225 - 11/04/2019 
 

Financial Issues: Personnel 

 

11. RSPB and WWT: At the Final Report stage, please provide detailed information on the 

calculation of annual personnel costs. I kindly ask you to list and justify all salary components 

entering the calculation (each components included in a gross salary). Please see’ 04 example 

of staff calculations’ for an example of RSPB non-additional staff time and one example of 

WWT Additional staff time. 

 

Travel (77%) 

 

Travel was one of the categories that has been impacted by the COVID-19 restrictions. All 

governments applied travel restrictions from March 2020, to limit or stop people travelling and 

meeting to contain the spread of the virus. This meant that certain activities had to be revised 

and digital solutions had to be put in place. Alternatives for meetings, networking and 

engagement were found by these being held remotely and/or in a digital format. This meant 

that the travel budgeted for these events was no longer required. As restrictions were placed on 

people meeting together, this meant that journeys made were restricted to private car journeys 



 63 

and hence personal mileage incurred by individuals from March 2020. Direct in-person 

engagement activities also had to be cancelled for 2020 and 2021. Due to Covid-19, all planned 

local engagement activities for 2020 had to be cancelled. We capitalised on engagement 

opportunities with online audiences during lockdown, releasing the project’s education 

materials online for home-schooling and asking the public to create an online godwit flock via 

social media (E1, E2). 

 

With pandemic restrictions being lifted from 2021 together with the project extensions, face-

to-face networking opportunities were achievable again from 2022 (including trips to Hungary, 

Sweden, Netherlands, and Germany). However, the hope that our travel spend against budget 

would increase did not materialise.  

 

External Assistance (112%) 

 

This category is overspent by 12%. As reported in the MTR there were additional unforeseen 

costs incurred due to a few factors. Tractor hire at the Ouse Washes for the re-profiling of wet 

features – the use of the tractor was essential to pull the spoil spreader over the terrain. 

Contractor hire costs for the erection of aviaries that was originally budgeted to be carried out 

by core staff. Portacabin costs were higher than anticipated due to a change in the size and type 

of the portacabin used. A crane was also required to move the portacabin into place on an 

annual basis and this was also not originally foreseen. 

 

Also reported and accepted (via email on 13 March 2028 and 22 June 2018) in the MTR were 

the unforeseen costs of a new topper mower for habitat management at Nene washes and a 

replacement pump platform for Ouse Washes. 

 

Durable Goods – Infrastructure (78%) 

 

Infrastructure is underspent. WWT reviewed the predator fence on the Lady Fen site to confirm 

if the fence needed an upgrade - the estimated cost for this was budgeted at c. €22,600 

(£20,000). The completed review of the fence concluded an upgrade was not necessary as the 

fence is still fit for purpose and just needs on-going maintenance therefore making a ‘saving’ 

of €22,600 that was re-distributed to Equipment for WWT topper mower. This was within the 

20% threshold. 

 

Durable Goods – Equipment (208%) 

 

The Project has spent 208% of the budgeted Equipment costs. This expenditure is much higher 

than expected – mainly because some items budgeted under Consumables have been reported 

under Equipment depending on how they are recorded in the RSPB and WWT asset registers. 

An example of this is the predator-proof field gates: these were originally budgeted under 

Consumables, but with the inclusion of the labour required to install them, the total cost of the 

work means they are now included in the Equipment category instead. Together with this, the 

budget would have had consumable costs split out, however, some invoices that came to RSPB 

were not split out. 
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Low Wash fencing 

In May 2022, we requested, and were kindly granted permission by CINEA (letter dated 

21/05/2022 sent by email), to include additional fencing in the project (a 3.3 km in-ditch barrier 

predator fence to enclose 58.77 ha of the Low Wash fields 39-53) utilising. The fence has been 

purchased and 75% installed so far. The remaining 25% required new ditching to be excavated, 

an activity which needed planning permission. Planning permission was delayed and, although 

it has now been granted, it was after the seasonal floods had arrived, and so completion was 

prevented before the end of the project.  

 

Nene Washes - Mower  

In May 2022, we requested, and were kindly granted permission by CINEA (letter dated 

21/05/2022 sent by email), to purchase a new multi-cut mower tractor attachment (‘topper’) 

for the Ouse Washes SPA (C3) in the Autumn of 2022. This piece of equipment has allowed 

us to better manage the grasslands. Godwit breeding areas are left livestock free until young 

have been given the chance to fledge and escape cattle trampling. This late management means 

large stands of vegetation are left that require cutting or mulching, which in the past has not 

always been possible with the equipment and time available. The new topper allows us to 

efficiently manage this vegetation, ensuring the grassland habitat will be in better condition for 

future years. 

 

WWT Welney multi-cut Mower. 

As part of the last project amendment, it was agreed that WWT would review the predator 

fence on the Lady Fen site and, if necessary, upgrade the fence. The cost for this was estimated 

at €22,600 (£20,000). When WWT completed the review of the fence they concluded an 

upgrade was not necessary as the fence was deemed still fit for purpose and just needed on-

going maintenance.  

 

Due to this, in May 2023 (by email) we requested that the €22,600 saving on this fence, could 

be used to purchase a multi-cut mower to improve habitat management on WWT’s portion of 

the Ouse Washes SPA. Our request included the following justifications: 

• We would like to purchase a multi-cut mower (also called a ‘topper’) which has special 

mulching blades. This will be more efficient than using a contractor who does not have 

adequate equipment, allowing us to manage areas more effectively, improving habitat 

conditions.  

• When would we use the equipment: August to October each year starting in 2023. 

• When would we purchase, we would like to purchase as soon as possible to ensure the 

equipment is available for August 2023. 

 

CINEA kindly agreed to this purchase and the mower was bought in June 2023 ready for use 

in the August to October 2023 window. 

 

Consumables (34%) 

 

The project has spent 34% of the original budgeted Consumable costs. This is lower than 

expected, mainly because some items budgeted under Consumables have been reported under 

Equipment depending on how they are recorded in the RSPB and WWT asset registers. An 

example of this includes the predator-proof field gates: these were originally budgeted under 

Consumables, but with the inclusion of the labour required to install them, the total cost of the 

work means they are now included in the Equipment category. Electric fencing purchased for 

the predator exclusion trials has also been re-classified as equipment. 
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Anti-Predator Gates and Fencing (C1): As explained above, these costs were originally 

budgeted under Consumables. Due to the inclusion of labour, the RSPB have now recorded the 

gates and fencing as an asset. These costs were allocated between Equipment, External 

Assistance and Infrastructure, dependant on how the invoices were provided by the supplier.  

 

As reported in the Mid-term report, there were some unforeseen costs for divisionary food, 

freezer and Larsen traps (C1), a laptop and telescope for the Senior Research Assistant (D1). 

Since the Mid-term report there have been the following additional/unexpected costs.  

 

• A rifle plus non-toxic bullets (used for additional project predator control to compliment 

the work carried out by fox control contractors).  

• An additional telescope for the Research Assistance – we had already purchased one for 

the Senior Research Assistant to enable the team to re-sight colour-ringed birds and 

breeding godwits in the field, without disturbing the birds.  

• There were also minimal unexpected costs included with the use of godwit decoys. 

 

Other Costs (130%) 

 

Other costs are over budget by 30%. There were a number of unforeseen costs that account for 

this. As reported in the Mid-term report Planning permission was required for the construction 

of three aviaries and the siting of one portable cabin at WWT Welney under action C5. This 

was not originally budgeted for, as it was believed that planning permission would not be 

required. We had also not foreseen that these costs would again be necessary for the enclosures 

for the Headstarting window of 2023. 

 

A number of invaluable networking activities and conferences were achieved during the 

lifetime of the project. These included visits to important Black-tailed Godwit breeding sites 

in the Netherlands and Germany, including two other LIFE project sites. Attendance at two 

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Conservation Translocation Specialist 

Group meetings allowed us to share wader headstarting/translocation best practice we 

developed during Project Godwit with peers working on similar projects. We have had an 

ongoing collaboration with the International Wader Study Group throughout the project. 

Project Godwit staff attended 7 International Wader Study Group (IWSG) conferences across 

Europe, discussing lessons learned and latest developments with wader researchers from across 

the world. 

 

For some of these networking trips (including Netherlands and Germany) there are costs for 

staff who have a clear link to the project but who are non-time-sheeted participants and so have 

had their costs split out into Other Costs. 

 

Overheads (101%) 

 

Overheads are an indirect cost and have been calculated as per the General Conditions at 7% 

of direct project costs. 
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8.2. Accounting system 

 

RSPB Accounting system 

 
The RSPB uses the financial software package OPENAccounts to record project expenditure 

and income.  The project has been designated as a Society Major Project (SMP) within the 

RSPB budgeting system. It is identified by the code 8BG-. This has the advantage of separating 

the budget for NEW project income / spend into a single dedicated cost centre, rather than 

splitting the budget between a number of cost centres which would increase complexity. In this 

sense, all LIFE project income and all expenditure directly funded from the LIFE income, is 

budgeted within and paid from this SMP. Being an SMP, the RSPB accounting system 

generates monthly management reports comparing actual spend against the SMP budget that 

are sent to the Project Manager and other senior managers. Note that EXISTING project spend 

(essentially the RSPB’s contribution to the Project) remains budgeted within various other 

RSPB cost centres. This avoids the disruption and potential for errors of temporarily moving 

these costs to a dedicated project cost centre. 

 

A project code – 8BG-G-LIFE – has been raised for the Project. When Project expenditure is 

incurred (regardless of which cost centre is used) this project code is appended to the 

transaction details and stored on the RSPB accounting system. Each month, transaction listings 

are sent out by RSPB Finance to the Project Manager, International Financial Management 

Unit (IFMU) staff, now known as the Project Development and Support Unit (PDSU), and 

other senior staff based on these project codes, allowing us to monitor Project spend on a 

monthly basis. This transaction listing is also used to fill in the Project Statement of 

Expenditure (SoE) regularly.  

 

The RSPB accounting system does not have the ability to split non-full-time personnel costs 

by project code, thus the Project is reliant on the collation of timesheets to justify how an 

individual’s time has been allocated to the Project. The RSPB utilises a standard LIFE 

timesheet for all its LIFE projects, which is available on the RSPB Intranet page and is also 

saved on the Society-wide computer directory. The timesheet is based upon the model 

timesheet LIFE supply on its website, but there are separate rows for each of our current LIFE 

projects. This method makes it easier to ensure that we are not double funding by charging the 

same hour of an individual’s time to more than one LIFE project. Timesheets are sent to IFMU 

on a regular basis and are entered onto the SoE as well as a separate timesheet monitoring sheet 

as soon as possible after they are received. We have also created a central folder on the Society-

wide computer directory where all LIFE timesheets being filled out by RSPB staff can be 

stored. This helps people know exactly where their timesheets are kept, allows others to check 

if timesheets are being filled in promptly, and gives IFMU access for monitoring time/spend 

against action codes (via a separate tab). 

 

The RSPB Finance Department uses a paperless finance system whereby all invoices are sent 

directly to our central Finance department and scanned as soon as they are received. These 

scans are stored as image files on the computerised finance system (called eBIS) and can be 

retrieved by anyone logging onto the finance system. Electronic invoices are also being 

received more often as this type of invoicing becomes more common. As paper invoices are 

not retained for any length of time, this makes it difficult to ensure the Project reference is 

marked on each invoice before the original is archived. We are trying to ensure references are 

included by the supplier wherever possible. Please note that for timesheets it is essential that 
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paper records are kept - time will not be claimed unless there is a paper timesheet on file. This 

is one type of cost that will not go "paperless" at this time. 

 

Where project staff are not working 100% on the Project and where we do not have a full (12 

month) set of timesheets for a calendar year, we use the standardised annual productive hours 

of 1,720 hours/year. 

 

WWT Accounting System 

 

The Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust (WWT) used the financial software package Microsoft 

Dynamics Great Plains to record Project expenditure and income until April 2021, where the 

switch was made to OneAdvanced’s Open Accounts.  In both systems, whenever staff request 

a purchase order to be raised, or enter their expenses, they have the option to enter the Project 

Code to assign the cost to the relevant project.  In Great Plains, this Project was assigned the 

Project Codes 70109 and 70110 and in Open Accounts the Project code was CNR011. 

 

Monthly Management Income and Expenditure Reports are sent to the WWT Project Manager 

and other Senior WWT staff to allow for regular monitoring of Project spend.  The reports drill 

down to transaction listings showing all costs that have been assigned to the Project Codes. 

Project finances are reviewed by the relevant Project Manager and Sponsor. The overall spend 

is reviewed monthly by the Management Board and quarterly by the Finance Committee. 

 

The income and expenditure is used as the basis of the Statement of Financial Activities in the 

Financial Reporting, and thus is subject to further scrutiny including the Council of Trustees 

and external auditors. 

 

All costs are approved based on the WWT normal approval policy which includes a series of 

approval limits requiring increase seniority of sign off dependant on the amount being 

approved. In all cases, approval is required before payment is either made or reimbursed to the 

payee. 

 

8.3. Partnership arrangements (if relevant) 

Partnership Agreements with the Associated Beneficiary have been signed, and transfers of 

project funds made (in Euros).  The Associated Beneficiary fills in the Statement of 

Expenditure (SoE) on a quarterly basis and submits it to the Project Manager and PDSU. 

Copies of financial paperwork are emailed at the same time as the financial report for checking, 

for use at the time of the Project audit and eventual storage.  The RSPB collates this information 

into the Consolidated Statement of Expenditure. 

8.4. Certificate on the financial statement 

 

Auditor's report/declaration 

As the maximum contribution to the Project exceeds €300 000, an audit has been undertaken 

to verify the final Statement of Expenditure and Income (cf. Art II.23.2 of the General 

Provisions). The details of the auditor we used are as follows: 

 

Martin Williams 

George Hay Chartered Accountants 



 68 

Brigham House, High Street 

Biggleswade 

Bedfordshire, SG18 0LD 

Phone: +44 (1767) 315010 

Email: info@georgehay.co.uk; Web: www.georgehay.co.uk 

 

George Hay Chartered Accountants is registered to carry on audit work by the Institute of 

Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (registration number 5354055). 

 

8.5. Estimation of person-days used per action 

 

Action type  Budgeted person-days Estimated % of 

person-days spent  

 

Action A: Preparatory actions  463.00 119% 

Action C : Concrete conservation actions  2,645.00 99% 

Action D: Monitoring and impact assessment 1,978.00 135% 

Action E: Communication and 

Dissemination of results 
507.00 138% 

Action F: Project management (and 

progress)  
1,110.00 170% 

TOTAL 6,703.00 125% 

 

The number of days spent on the Project in most Action Types is significantly higher than 

those budgeted. One of the main reasons for this is the two extensions that added two years 

onto the project life. Other reasons are detailed a little more below: 

 

A Actions - The initial trial for actions A1 served as a valuable "dry run" for the entire 

headstarting method. Whilst the trial was completed before the start of the project, the birds 

continued to be housed at WWT Slimbridge. This allowed us to undertake necessary trials 

throughout the lifespan of the project which were aimed at improving all bird related 

protocols. This meant that we worked on this action throughout the lifetime of the project, 

which was not originally foreseen in the grant agreement. Also, there is a very strong link 

between actions A1 and C5, and we do believe that there was also some cross-over within 

the life-time of the project. 

 

D Actions: As mentioned before, due to the two-year extension on the project we were able 

to do additional monitoring of the headstarting birds that helped us achieve a significant 

and positive impact on breeding productivity of Black-tailed godwits.  

 

E Actions: As reported in the MTR, there has been a great deal of external interest in the 

project, which has meant an increase in reactive communications. This has led to an overall 

increase in the communications to be distributed; for example, instead of the budgeted three 

press releases, we have completed 14. Also because of the increased interest, there have 

also been more local group talks than anticipated. 

 

mailto:info@georgehay.co.uk
http://www.georgehay.co.uk/
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There were also several networking opportunities during the two-year prolongation of the 

project and these enabled several members of staff from RSPB and WWT to connect with 

peers around the world. Key topics discussed were the importance of predation 

management and the novel solutions to this issue and lessons learned and latest 

developments. Wader specialists and translocation professionals could also share expertise 

on the topic. 

 

F Actions: The personnel costs to manage the project were higher than anticipated due, in 

most part, to the 24-month project extension. Also, due to Covid-19 and the pandemic more 

time was spent on the administration of the project as we navigated new ways of working 

etc.  
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Index of project deliverables 
 

Action Deliverable Description 

A2 Communications plan Communication audiences, themes, risks and 

opportunities, style and branding. Updated annually 

since it was submitted with the Mid-term Report. 

Final copy (2022) provided 

A3 Adaptation Strategy To address the breeding wader declines at the Nene 

Washes in response to climate and land-use changes 

A4 

(D1) 

Draft of scientific paper 

for publication in peer-

reviewed journal 

“Migration route and timing of captive-reared and 

wild-reared Black-tailed Godwits Limosa limosa 

limosa”. Paper at advanced draft stage. The author 

wishes to include additional data currently being 

analysed from the most recently retrieved 

Geolocators. Draft provided 

C1.2 'Before and after' 

photographs of ditch-

widening works 

Photos showing a ditch before and after ditch 

widening work at the Nene Washes 

C1 Report on fox control 

work, summarising 

visits/shots/kills each year 

Report provided summarising Fox control activity 

from 2017 to 2023 

C1.3 Photographs of fence 

construction 

Photographs of fence construction at March Farmers 

and the Low Wash at RSPB Nene Washes 

C3 Photographs and maps 

showing ditch re-profiling 

work 

Photograph of a ditch being reprofiled at the Ouse 

Washes and a map indicating all the ditches that 

have been reprofiled 2019-2021 (since Mid-term 

report) 

C5/D2 Report to Scientific and 

Technical Advisory Group 

on trial release and post-

release monitoring 

Headstarting report produced annually. Four reports 

have been produced since the Mid-term Report 

(2019, 2020, 2021 and 2022) and are provided  

C5/E2 Drafts of two peer-

reviewed papers on 

headstarting 

1) Laidlaw, R.A. et al (2021) Predator management 

for breeding waders: a review of current evidence 

and priority knowledge gaps Wader Study 128(1): 

44-55. PDF of paper provided 

2) Paper in draft discussing why and when 

headstarting is a useful tool for wader conservation, 

with a working title “When and why to give 

shorebirds a headstart?”. 

C5 Headstarting Manual Key Stages; Pre-project checklist; Cost-benefit 

assessment template; Feasibility checklist; Rearing 

and release techniques  

D1 

(A4) 

Academic and/or popular 

science article 

documenting geolocator 

tracking results 

Paper at advanced draft stage. The author wishes to 

include additional data currently being analysed 

from the most recently retrieved Geolocators. Draft 

provided 

D1 Annual black-tailed 

godwit monitoring report 

2017 - 2022 

Produced annually. Four editions have been written 

since the Mid-term Report (2019 – 2022) which 

have been provided 
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Action Deliverable Description 

D1 Annual black-tailed 

godwit monitoring report 

(2023), including results of 

post-release monitoring 

(headstarted birds) 

Annual monitoring report for 2023 is provided 

D1 Output from DNA 

methodology research on 

predator identification 

from eggshells 

This work is at an early stage and funding was only 

approved in August 2023 but we provide: 1) A 

summary of the latest findings; 2) The poster 

presented at the International Wader Study Group 

conference in October 2023 

D2 At least one scientific 

paper describing 

headstarting outcomes, 

including migration of 

headstarted birds 

Draft paper currently under review by a scientific 

journal, titled “Headstarting boosts population of a 

threatened wader: the black-tailed godwit”. 

D2 Monitoring Plan Supplementary information – example Monitoring 

Plan for Black-tailed Godwit. Example provided is 

from 2019 

D4 Reserve reports detailing 

species numbers and 

management activities at 

Nene and Ouse annually 

from 2017 – 2023) 

Produced annually. Five reports (2019 to 2023) have 

been written per site (RSPB Nene Washes, RSBP 

Ouse Washes and WWT Welney) since the Mid-

term report. All are provided. 

E1 Layman’s Report Published on the Project Godwit website in 

December 2023 and a copy provided 

E1.4 Networking at European 

meetings and with other 

projects 

A list of networking meetings the project team has 

been involved in. Provided as an additional 

appendix 

E2 Articles in local/regional 

press and 

interviews/appearances on 

local radio/TV news 

programmes (throughout 

as opportunities arise) 

Examples were provided in the Mid-term report. 

Additional examples provided. 

E2 Video highlighting the 

importance of wetlands for 

waders, other birds and 

people 

A summary of all the videos produced, including the 

importance of wetlands video and those produced 

for the deliverable below has been provided. It 

contains links to each video 

E2 Video on headstarting 

(plus shorter videos on 

specific aspects of this 

during course of project) 

A summary of all the videos produced, including the 

headstarting videos and those produced for the 

deliverable above has been provided. It contains 

links to each video 

E2 At least two publications 

in popular literature 

(probably Dec 2016 and 

Dec 2021) 

1) “Chicks take their first flights in the wild” 

article published in Discover Wildlife (BBC 

Wildlife Magazine) in June 2017 

2) “Ecology and conservation of breeding 

Black-tailed Godwits in the UK” published 

in British Wildlife in February 2023 
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Action Deliverable Description 

E2 Article for IUCN RSG 

case-study publications 

Accepted for publication in 2024: Costa, W. et al. 

Population reinforcement of black-tailed godwit 

(Limosa limosa limosa) in the UK: trialling 

‘headstarting’ 

E2 Article in 'Wader Study' 

journal 

Verhoeven, M. et al (2021) Diagnosing the recent 

population decline of Black-tailed Godwits in the 

United Kingdom. Wader Study 128(1): 65-76  

E2 Practical summary of all 

project findings for 

conservation audience 

Summary provides an index to the key outputs and 

publications from the project relevant to a 

conservation audience. A copy provided and also on 

the Project Godwit website 

E2 Project update for general 

audience 

Produced annually. Four editions have been written 

since the Mid-term Report (2019 – 2022) and are 

provided 

F2 Audit Report The audit has been undertaken to verify the final 

Statement of Expenditure and Income. The auditor’s 

certificate is included with this submission. 

F3 Report on the assessments 

of vegetation change and 

hydrological management 

at the Nene Washes 

Long-term vegetation change on the RSPB Nene 

Washes Low Wash – a preliminary report. 

Further analysis and research is part of ongoing 

work 

F3 UK Single-species action 

plan for black-tailed 

Godwit 

This serves as the after-LIFE plan, laying out the 

actions for the next 11 years to safeguard UK 

breeding Black-tailed Godwit 

F3 Letter from Natural 

England 

Supplementary information – letter from Natural 

England regarding the extension of the Ouse 

Washes designation to include the functionally-

linked adjacent habitat at Coveney, the Pilot 

Project and the Lady Fen Bank Farm Complex. 

 

 

Finance report info 

• F1 - Conversion of expenditure 

• F1 - VAT letters 

• F1 - Staff list (variations in rates) 

• F1 - Consolidated financial report 

• F1 - Statement of expenditure – RSPB 

• F1 - Statement of expenditure – WWT 

• F2 - Audit report 

• F1 – Durable Goods certificate – RSPB 

• F1 – Durable Goods certificate - WWT 

 

___________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 


