
 
 

 

 
Practical summary of all project findings for a 

conservation audience  
 
 
 
Project Godwit has advanced our understanding of the conservation needs and challenges of 
Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa limosa. This document is a summary of the published 
findings, outputs and other resources generated from the project so that the learnings can be 
used by others. Many of the findings are also available on the Project Godwit website. 
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Published papers 
Listed by publication year, the most recent first 
 
Advances in Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa limosa conservation research over the last 15 
years: What have we learned and what do we need to know? 
Verhoeven, M. A., McBride, A. D., Lee, R., Batey, C., Donaldson, L., Alves, J. A., Craft, T., Gill, 
J. A., Silva-Monteiro, M., Stessens, M., Burgess, M. & Smart, J. (2024). Wader Study 131(2): 
132-144. 
Abstract: The Western European breeding population of Black-tailed Godwits Limosa limosa 
limosa is declining alarmingly. The International Wader Study Group held a workshop in 2007 
to identify the likely causes for this decline and generate a research agenda to improve 
godwit conservation, with a follow-up workshop held in 2022. Here, we report on the 2022 
workshop to summarise which of the research gaps identified in 2007 have been addressed, 
to assess the current situation for godwits (e.g. issues and threats), and to set a new 
conservation research agenda. Low reproductive success was considered in 2007 to be the 
most likely cause of the population decline, and the current evidence points even more 
clearly to insufficient productivity as the main driver, yet there are still no solutions to ensure 
stable and self-sustaining godwit populations. The development of long-term solutions is 
hampered by trade-offs with other societal desires, especially related to agriculture. The 
2022 workshop also identified a list of research questions to prioritise; these mainly address 
the lack of mechanistic understanding that currently hinders the development and 
implementation of the holistic, restorative approaches needed to conserve godwits. How do 
godwits determine where and when to breed? Why do chick growth and chick survival 
decline seasonally? Why do nest and chick predation vary in space and time? Establishing 
these and other relationships between the environment and godwit productivity is necessary 
to understand what conservation measures are required and how to incorporate them into a 
larger societal picture. Meanwhile, we must also identify threats the godwit population could 
face in the coming years, including highlighting the need to – at the very least – maintain the 
status quo along the flyway to avoid further losses. 
Download 
 
Headstarting boosts population of a threatened wader, the black-tailed godwit 
Donaldson, L., Hughes, R., Smart, J., Jarrett, N., Burgess, M. D., Batey, C., Dessi, N. & Hilton, 
G. M. (2024). Animal Conservation Early View DOI: 10.1111/acv.12984. 
Abstract: Measures to boost populations can help ensure population persistence in the short-
term while longer-term conservation interventions take effect. Headstarting, involving the 
collection of wild early life-stage individuals, rearing in captivity, and release into a new or 
existing population once independent, has recently been identified as a potential 
translocation technique to assist small breeding populations of waders declining due to low 
levels of productivity. However, the demographic rates of headstarted individuals have not 
been quantified, and their impact on target populations not understood, which is required to 
determine the efficacy of this technique as a tool for species recovery. Between 2017 and 
2022, headstarting was trialled as a tool to supplement the critically small sub-population of 
black-tailed godwit (Limosa limosa limosa) breeding at the Ouse Washes, Eastern England. We 
demonstrate that a high survival rate for eggs and chicks can be achieved through artificial 
incubation and hand-rearing, and that headstarting can substantially increase the overall 
productivity of a small population. Using survival analysis and mixed effects modelling, we 
show that apparent survival and breeding success of headstarted individuals is comparable to 
wild-reared conspecifics. The survival rate of released birds was sufficient to significantly 
boost the breeding population, reaching over five times the number of breeding pairs at the 
release site during the trial. Providing demographic rates remain the same, the number of 
godwits breeding at the Ouse Washes is predicted to continue to increase moderately over 



the next 20 years. This study highlights the potential of headstarting to boost small 
populations of breeding waders, and demonstrates the value of this technique to assist with 
the recovery of threatened populations when there is a clear justification that headstarting 
can negate the effects of population limiting factors. 
Download 
 
Ecology and conservation of breeding Black-tailed Godwits in the UK 
Batey, C., Burgess, M., Donaldson, L., Lee, R. & Smart, J. (2023) British Wildlife 34(4), 235-
245 
Summary: The Black-tailed Godwit is a large, elegant wading bird that once commonly bred in 
eastern England but is now largely restricted to the Nene and Ouse Washes. In this article, 
the authors discuss the ecology of breeding Black-tailed Godwits in the UK and describe the 
conservation interventions that have been trialled to reduce predation pressures and boost 
populations. 
Download 
 
Do ditch-side electric fences improve the breeding productivity of ground-nesting waders? 
Verhoeven, M. A., Jelle Loonstra, A. H., Pringle, T., Kaspersma, W., Whiffin, M., McBride, A. 
D., Sjoerdsma, P., Roodhart, C., Burgess, M. D., Piersma, T. & Smart, J. (2022) Ecological 
Solutions and Evidence 3(2), 1-13 
Abstract: 

1. Insufficient reproduction as a consequence of predation on eggs and chicks is a major 
determinant of population decline in ground-nesting birds, including waders. For 
many populations, there is an urgent need to maintain breeding populations at key 
sites, and conservation practitioners need to find viable management solutions to 
reduce predation. 

2. One tool available to the practitioner is fences that exclude key predators from areas 
containing breeding birds. Temporary electric fencing is an increasingly popular 
predator exclusion intervention, but such fences have costs associated with purchase 
and the time needed to erect and maintain them. Their effectiveness and optimal 
application are also frequently questioned. 

3. We evaluate the use of temporary ditch-side four-strand electric fences in lowland 
grasslands in two countries, The Netherlands and England, in areas containing high 
densities of breeding waders. 

4. In both countries and in all years, godwit and lapwing nest survival was significantly 
higher within areas enclosed by ditch-side electric fences. Brood survival, assessed for 
godwits in The Netherlands, was also higher within fenced areas in all years. This 
demonstrates that using temporary electric fences to enclose ground-nesting birds 
can be an effective tool for improving breeding productivity. 

5. In our study, closely managed electric fences were effective at excluding red 
foxes Vulpes vulpes, but not avian and other mammalian predators. The positive effect 
that electric fencing had on nest and brood survival therefore likely results from a 
reduction in the total number of visits by mammalian predators, and especially visits 
by foxes. 

6. Although it requires a substantial time investment throughout the period of use, our 
temporary electric fence design provides flexibility compared to other fence designs 
when it comes to enclosing different areas within a season and between years, as the 
targets for protection change or as land and flood management dictate. This 
conservation intervention can help buy the time required to develop and implement 
longer term solutions for application at larger scales. 

Download 
 



Great Bird Reserves – The Ouse Washes 
Taylor, J. (2022) British Birds 115, 456-470 
Abstract: Created in the seventeenth century during the draining of the Fens, the Ouse 
Washes, Norfolk/Cambridgeshire, comprise a series of reserves managed by the RSPB, the 
WWT and the Wildlife Trusts of Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire. The 
washes are famous for attracting spectacular aggregations of waterfowl in winter, most 
notably Bewick’s Cygnus columbianus and Whooper Swans Cygnus cygnus. The area is also a 
national stronghold for lowland-wet-grassland breeding waders, such as Common Snipe 
Gallinago gallinago and the continental race of Black-tailed Godwit Limosa l. limosa. The 
diversity of breeding birds has increased dramatically over the past ten years, with the 
addition of Corn Crake Crex crex, Common Crane Grus grus, Great White Egret Ardea alba, 
Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris and Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus to an 
already long list. A series of hides and managed scrapes provide visitors with an opportunity 
to witness the spectacular congregation of birds that the Ouse Washes attract. 
Download 
 
Predator management for breeding waders: a review of current evidence and priority 
knowledge gaps 
Laidlaw, R., Smart, J., Ewing, H., Franks, S., Belting, H., Donaldson, L., Hilton, G., Hiscock, N., 
Hoodless, A., Hughes, B., Jarrett, N., Kentie, R., Kleyheeg, E., Lee, R., Roodbergen, M., Scott, 
D., Short, M., Syroeschkovskiy, E., Teunissen, W., Ward, H., White, G. & Gill, J. (2021) Wader 
Study 128(1), 44-55 
Abstract: Rapid declines in breeding wader populations across the world have prompted the 
development of a series of conservation tools, many of which are designed to influence 
productivity. Across western Europe, efforts to reverse population declines are typically 
limited by high levels of nest and chick predation, and managing this predator impact has 
been a major research focus in the last two decades. A workshop held at the 2019 
International Wader Study Group conference aimed to synthesise current understanding of 
predator management tools and to use expert knowledge to identify and prioritise important 
knowledge gaps in this area. Here we review the four predator management tools that were 
described (predator diversion, exclusion, lethal control and headstarting), together with 
insights into the potential responses of mammalian predators to these management tools. 
The expert assessment of important areas for future work highlighted the need to: (1) 
increase our knowledge of predators and their responses to management interventions; (2) 
ensure our science connects to policy, practitioners and members of the public; and (3) 
establish clear and consistent goals for the future of breeding wader populations to inform 
the development and deployment of these management tools. 
Download 
 
Diagnosing the recent population decline of black-tailed godwits in the United Kingdom 
Verhoeven, M. A., Smart, J., Kitchin, C., Schmitt, S., Whiffin, M., Burgess, M. & Ratcliffe, N. 
(2021) Wader Study 128(1), 65-76 
Abstract: During the last 50 years, the breeding population of Continental Black-tailed 
Godwits Limosa limosa limosa in the United Kingdom has been relatively small (below 60 pairs) 
and largely concentrated in two locations in eastern England. There were severe declines at 
the Ouse Washes during the 1990s due to increased spring flooding. In the following years, 
there were increases at the nearby Nene Washes. However, since 2006, the population at 
the Nene Washes has been declining – from 48 pairs in 2006 to 37 pairs in 2014. With ~85% 
of the UK population relying on the Nene Washes, it is important to diagnose the cause of 
this decline. We do this by comparing adult, nest and chick survival estimates across two time 
periods when research projects were active: the ‘early’ period (1999–2003) when the 
population was rapidly increasing, and the ‘contemporary’ period (2015–2019), during the 



population decline. We found no clear difference in annual apparent adult survival rates 
between the two periods. However, both nest and chick survival were lower in the 
contemporary period (nest survival by 31–41% depending on lay date; chick survival by 59–
72% depending on hatch date). We show that 61 of 63 Nene-hatched chicks known to have 
recruited did so back into the Nene Washes population. The recent decline is therefore not 
the result of changes in adult mortality or breeding dispersal, but insufficient breeding 
productivity leading to insufficient recruitment into the natal population. The decrease in nest 
survival in the contemporary period results from an increase in predation pressure, as only 
one nest was flooded and none were destroyed by agricultural activities. We discuss why 
predation pressure might have increased and whether this could also explain the observed 
change in chick survival. We go on to recommend research and management efforts that 
should be undertaken to stop further declines of this population in the short- and long-term. 
Article 
 
Securing the long-term sustainability of black-tailed godwits at the Nene Washes, UK, 
against climate change and its impact on hydrological conditions 
Clemenz, N.J., Ocio, D., Hudson, C., Ward, H. & Kitchin, C. (London: CRC Press, 2020) River 
Flow 
Abstract: The Nene Washes are the UK’s most important site for breeding black-tailed 
godwits (Limosa limosa). Climate change has led to concerns about their viability, which 
depends on the hydrological regime at the Washes. They can be impacted by flooding or 
water shortage during the breeding season, as well as overpopulation of predators if not 
driven away from the area during winter floods. As part of Project Godwit, an EU-LIFE 
funded conservation project, UKCP18 spatially coherent projections for rainfall, potential 
evapotranspiration, and sea level for the RCP8.5 emissions scenario were coupled with 
detailed hydrological modelling as worst case. Results suggest a moderate increase in the 
frequency of full flooding in winter and spring by 2080, which would also be associated with 
a higher frequency of partial flooding at the onset of the nesting season. Drought conditions 
during summer and autumn would increase significantly and pose a threat to the species’ 
future. 
 
Population reinforcement of black-tailed godwit (Limosa limosa limosa) in the UK: trialling 
‘headstarting’ 
Costa, W., Lee, R., Jarrett, N. & Donaldson, L. 
Accepted by Global conservation translocation perspectives: Case studies from around the globe 
– to be published 2024 
Summary: Case study format summarising the headstarting activities undertaken on the UK’s 
Fenland population of black- tailed godwit (Limosa limosa limosa), from 2017-2022, 
culminating in the release of 206 fledglings and achieving an egg to release rate of 83% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Headstarting guidance 
 
 
Rearing and Releasing Black-tailed Godwits: Techniques Developed for Supplementing Wild 
Populations through Headstarting 
Hiscock, N. & Costa, W. (2023) 
The manual details the headstarting methodology for Project Godwit between 2017-2022 
Download 
 
The headstarting technique for Project Godwit is also summarised in this video 
 
 
National Action Plan for Black-tailed Godwits 
 
National Single Species Action Plan for the UK Breeding Population of Black-tailed Godwit 
Limosa limosa limosa 2023 – 2033  
Lee, R. (2023). RSPB, WWT & Natural England. 
To help secure the future of the Black-tailed Godwit, the action plan sets out the key 
conservation priorities to save the species from a second extinction as a breeding bird in the 
UK. These priorities include recommended actions to maintain and improve existing key 
breeding sites, increase the extent of lowland wet grassland in the Fens and further 
understand and act on the pressures Godwits face from predation. Some of these actions are 
already underway, helping us to reinforce the UK’s existing Godwit populations and return 
this endangered bird to former breeding areas, securing its long-term future. Download 
A National Working Group has been set up to deliver the Action Plan over the next decade. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Project Godwit is a partnership between RSPB and WWT with major funding from the EU LIFE Nature Programme, Natural 
England, the HSBC 150th Anniversary Fund, the National Lottery Heritage Fund through the Back from the Brink programme, 
Leica and the Montague-Panton Animal Welfare Trust. 


