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Welcome to your regular update on our work
from your team in North Kent!

West Kent Reserves
It is worth remembering that many of the RSPB’s North
Kent reserves are working farms. The livestock that graze
the marshes do so with dual benefit, providing a business
for the graziers and maintaining the desired habitat for
wintering and breeding birds and the associated
biodiversity. At Northward Hill’s Bromhey Farm a
significant amount of investment and work has been
completed to renovate the barns. These have been clearedout, re-roofed and re-painted. Some are now stacked with
hay and others readied to house livestock in advance of the
winter.
The team has been continuing to treat sycamore in the
wood to let in more light and promote herbal growth. This
work combined with ride widening (last winter) softens the Mist rolls off Northward Hill on a sultry September dawn at
edges between path and mature trees, providing a transition RSPB Cliffe Pools
of plants at various stages of maturity that support a wider
variety of insect species, including the beautiful comma
Our livestock help the reserve in another way - during 2011
butterfly below. Everyone benefits from that, and we met a
their manure collected during winter housing has been
number of visitors who were on a mission to see all 50 of
spread onto 50% of the grassland. The soil has been
the UK’s butterflies in one year. This is a fun enterprise that
compacted by years of arable farming. Adding manure adds
takes some planning to know the best habitat for each
organic matter that promotes invertebrate life, these
species and coordinate the timing of visits to coincide with
creatures in turn break up the soil structure, the grass then
the butterfly’s emergence on the wing. Northward Hill is a
grows better and when we wet the marsh the probing beaks
top location to see white-letter and purple hairstreaks.
of waders find more to eat and with greater ease.
Birds of prey have been something of a highlight in recent
months. Long-eared owls bred successfully at Northward
Hill, hobbies have bred locally, buzzards are an increasing
sight in North Kent and red kites were seen a few times. A
central Asian rarity, a pallid harrier (below), spent a few
days at Cliffe Pools attracting birdwatchers from far afield.
Local amateur wildlife photographer James Lowen did
manage this fine image shortly after the dawn snapped
above by the editor.
The fields have been ‘topped’ - mechanically cut at a height
of about 4”, which keeps thistles and docks at bay. This also
suppresses the process of succession, where a field of
grass would eventually become scrubland and then a wood.
Cattle serve the same purpose but they are removed from
the marsh during the wettest months and their numbers are
reduced during the breeding season to avoid excessive
trampling. Scrub that has been allowed to develop (close to
the farm), supported a good population of blackcap and
whitethroat this year.

Just to keep everyone on their toes another white-rumped
raptor has been putting in appearances at Cliffe Pools and
Elmley Marshes - two escaped Harris hawks!

All of the images used are taken by staff, volunteers and visitors.
If you wish to submit photographs for future editions please send them to:
rolf.williams@rspb.org.uk.
Charity registered in England and Wales no 207076, in Scotland no SC037654

At Shorne Marshes the main activity has been the
clearance of scrub, old fencing and concrete debris that
provided perches for predators. Some scrub has been left
where it is known to benefit great-crested newts.

East Kent Reserves
There has been a lot of work ‘tweaking’ the hydrology at
Elmley Marshes. This mainly involved the creation of
banks, called bunds, that better retain or direct water flow.
The Flood at Wellmarsh hide has been intentionally dried
out to provide access to the islands to perform some routine
habitat maintenance. The Flood is made up of four distinct
compartments and we undertake this management on a
four year rotation meaning that it will be four years before
we dry out Wellmarsh scrape again! Invasive plants on and
fringing the islands has been removed to keep them open
for breeding and wintering waders. The ground will be
broken up to improve soil structure and upon re-flooding, a
recent algal bloom should also have been addressed.
Elsewhere on the reserve, rills have been rotavated to
control the spread of sea club-rush Bolboschoenus
maritimus. The plant can reduce feeding area for wader
chicks but is managed to encourage damselflies. Two rare
species in particular can be found on the North Kent
Marshes. The scarce emerald damselfly Lestes dryas was
only rediscovered in the UK in 1983, its range currently
restricted to the South East. The southern emerald
damselfly Lestes barbarus (right) arrived in the UK from
Europe in 2002, it breeds just off RSPB Cliffe Pools and we
hope that it will spread into the reserve. The change in
these species’ range is probably climate driven.
Creating ‘corridors’ of habitat for species populations to
grow into requires land management on a scale greater
than reserves alone, what is termed ‘landscape-scale
conservation’. It demands working in partnership with other
landowners and our work in this field will be featured in the
next edition, you can also visit www.rspb.org.uk/
futurescapes. In short, our rills are an example of available
habitat, among a mosaic of habitats, that promote
biodiversity on our reserves. These advancing insect
species have attracted increasing numbers of summer
visitors.

This month will see the RSPB breaking new ground at EA/
RSPB Great Bells Farm as physical work commences to
create a new wetland reserve. This follows two years of
planning and design work by a large team at the Environment
Agency and RSPB regional and local offices with the
welcomed support of Eastchurch Parish Council and the
community that they represent.

Now the focus is on the autumn bird migration; at Elmley
the usual suspects are passing through — ruff, curlew
sandpiper, little stint and spotted redshank. A recent buffbreasted sandpiper, an American rarity, has delighted
birders by putting in an appearance around Kingshill Farm.

Butterfly monitoring
At the end of September the last butterfly monitoring
scheme was completed by our stalwart volunteer (and
insect guru) Roger Kiddie. Through 26 consecutive
weeks Roger has walked the designated route at RSPB
Northward Hill recording Lepidoptera in accordance with
the Butterfly Conservation Trust methodology. A total of
26 species were recorded in 2011 — see page 4. This
type of survey, with a standardised method, allows us to
compare year-on-year, identify short and long-term
trends and is a barometer of the health of our reserve.

Regional Reserve Manager - Alan Johnson (left), Site
Manager North Kent Marshes - Julian Nash, and RSPB
Head of Ecology - Dr. Jo Gilbert discuss computermodelled habitat designs for Great Bells Farm.

For more information about RSPB reserves and recent bird sightings visit the reserves pages at:

www.rspb.org.uk/kent

‘Distinguishing Features’
Introducing you to the RSPB staff and volunteers of North Kent

Jason Mitchell
Reserves Warden, North Kent Marshes - West
Jason grew up in the beautiful West Country, which inspired his passion for natural
history; at age five he was scaring his mum with lizards he caught in his garden. He
enjoyed a long career working in refrigeration and air conditioning, but spent his
spare time volunteering at Dawlish Warren National Nature Reserve. This prompted
a return in 1996 to study Countryside Management after which he became
Assistant Warden at RSPB Aylesbeare Common - near his Exmouth home. A
French connection brought him to Kent, it being closer for transport to his wife’s
family home in the Loire Valley. He worked for Kent County Council and then the
Kent Wildlife Trust at Sandwich and Pegwell Bay as Biodiversity Warden. In 2010
he returned to the RSPB. Jason is particularly accomplished at bird song
recognition and is equally keen on dragonflies and butterflies.

Erica Wells
Research volunteer, Elmley Marshes
Some waders that breed in the UK have declined in recent years and are often only found in
protected areas. Waders nest on the ground, so eggs and chicks are vulnerable to
predation. In spring of this year Erica Wells joined us from Birkbeck College (University of
London) to conduct an MSc research project on redshank at Elmley Marshes reserve. Erica
is studying Environmental Management. The RSPB's Dr. Jen Smart supervised with the
Elmley team and one of Dr. Jen's PhD students was also involved; so it was an excellent
group effort.
Erica’s study aimed to discover whether redshank are affected differently by different
predators, and whether that is influenced by habitat. The team monitored nesting attempts
using temperature data loggers and nest cameras, and regularly inspected each nest. They
also recorded fox scats, collected mammal footprints using special ink pads, and measured
vegetation. 180 pairs of breeding redshank this year was the highest number since 2006!
The results are now being analysed and one preliminary finding is that all the successful redshank nests were inside an area
protected by electric fences, so they seem effective for excluding foxes. Erica hopes that this and other findings will help with
future reserve management planning.

Make a date:
RSPB Date with Nature
22nd to 30th October
Riverside Country Park
10am to 3pm FREE
Join us for some birdwatching over the estuary and an obligatory hunt
for shore crabs! Always plenty of wildlife action through our telescopes
from the gazebo at Horrid Hill.
Feed the Birds Day
29th October
RSPB Northward Hill
10am to Noon FREE
Come along to the reserve where you can make
a bird feeder and insect ‘hotel’ to take home, in our
barn. Then join us for a short walk up to the viewpoint to see what’s
about on the reservoir?
Left: This chiffchaff couldn’t wait for us to spend your donations
on an aeroplane flight to Africa! We showed it the door and it
headed off the environmentally friendly way!

An events booklet for 2012 will be available later this year

Butterflies and Moths

Wildlife & Countryside Fair
Those who braved the weather enjoyed a fine day out at
this year’s event, which sat between some enormous
storms scooting to the immediate north and south. 1,600
ventured out to find Northward Hill bathed in sunshine all
day. The new Explorer’s Trail was very popular with families
and the stage hosted fine performances from the
Marshwarblers, C.O.R.U.M bell ringers, and from our own
Wildlife Explorer’s.
More than the weather, our sheep got a close shave thanks
to our grazier Keith Loveridge and his family, who also
demonstrated the skills of their sheep dogs, provided pony
rides and some fine images of their work on the marshes.

Marbled white at Cliffe Pools
At Northward Hill the butterfly ‘star’ of 2011 was the whiteletter hairstreak. The insects were seen on the Butterfly
Monitoring Scheme surveys in June, July and August and
seem to have enjoyed a good year. The scheme is
designed to look at populations of the commoner butterflies
but does occasionally turn up the less common species;
silver-washed fritillaries were seen again in small numbers.
The grizzled skippers were recorded again with specimens
in May and a second brood in August, a phenomenon which
may become more common with climate change. There
was a welcome return of the small tortoiseshell, a species
which suffered a massive decline because of a parasitic fly.
In August there was an exceptional hatch of brown argus
with specimens being seen throughout Bromhey Farm and
in the grassier rides of Northward Hill.
The Jersey tiger moth was spotted on the wing at
Northward Hill, a first for us but a species that is extending
its range across the south from Europe. 108 moth species
have been recorded and released from our moth trap so far
this year. The star moth species of the North Kent reserves
was undoubtedly the literally-named: many-lined
Costaconvexa ploygrammata, recorded at Elmley Marshes
on the night of August 3rd. The moth became extinct as a
breeding species in the late 19th century and has only been
seen as a rare migrant in the intervening years. The
specimen recorded by our warden Gordon Allison was a
first record for Kent.

76 bird species were seen from the viewpoint and visitors
had unique views of solar flares and sun spots thanks to the
special optical equipment brought along by Mid Kent
Astronomical Society.
Big thanks go to the historic figures, Medway and
Gravesend RSPB local groups without whom the event
cannot happen and to everyone else who got involved. We
welcomed 26 new members to the RSPB on the day.
See photos over.

Rude Mechanical Theatre Co.
In a nutshell, I laughed until my sides hurt (editor), and so
did everyone else who attended the second visit by this
outdoor theatre group. ‘Old Harry’s Farm’ was an intriguing
mystery stitched together by the antics of five thieving and
mischievous magpies. Five performers acted out, sung and
instrumented their way through twenty characters! The
costume changes were seamless and one quite lost track of
the individuals and believed that the whole assortment of
birds, pigs, sheep, cows, dogs and people were actually
there at the same time!
If you attended, I know you will be back for more, and if you
did not, keep an eye on our website for next year’s date I
can guarantee you a super evening. Our thanks to Janetta
Foss for orchestrating the event.

In a marvellous display of biochemistry, a female glow
worm signals a green light to the males at RSPB
Northward Hill.
Only reserves with special news have been featured in this issue

Thank You
to all our supporters

The RSPB works in partnership with many organisations

