
                  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All the images (except the bunting above) 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. 
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Issue  3: Jan 2012 

Filming took place for a big screen adaptation of “Great 

Expectations”, which was completed without hitch at 

Spitend. The wardens, Lyndsey Record and Gordon Allison 

are now on nodding terms with star David Walliams (easily 

recognisable, despite full frock coat and wig), but were 

trumped by their colleague Nick May, who allegedly had 

Ralph Fiennes help him move some equally curious cattle! 

The wardens probably won‟t get an invite to the premiere, 

but took full liberties with the catering facilities! 

 
Earth-moving operations finally began at Great Bells Farm 
after a briefing from the Unexploded Ordnance advisor;    
the old Eastchurch airfield (which covered part of              
the reserve) was the most bombed RAF airfield in WWII. 
Phase 1 of the works really just involves ditching – but    
what ditches, Gordon swears there‟s an echo from some   
of the chasms.  A tilting weir is being installed to help 
control water levels and the Environment Agency is also 
installing a sluice to take excess water out of the 
neighbouring Windmill Creek into the Bells ditch system 
rather than having to pump it out over the dam. Work has 
now stopped to accommodate the wintering bird season, 
and Phase 2 will start in August after the breeding bird 
season. 
 
For Capel Fleet Raptor Viewpoint construction is going well 
of a new resting point inspired by the avian and human 
history of flight on Sheppey. RSPB Communications Officer 
Rolf Williams sat on the interview panel to select the lucky 
artist who is now up to his knees in oak shavings. See the 
feature on page 2. 
 
Harty Marshes caused something of a stir this winter.    
The two fields are being reverted from arable crops, chiefly 
oil seed rape, to wild grassland. We reseeded them in 2010, 
and late last year took our first hay crop from the meadows.  
This resulted in a profusion of seeds for wintering birds. 
Small numbers of linnet and reed bunting were seen 
feeding at Harty, joined by over 200 skylarks, 4 twite        
(an extremely rare finch), and more than 35 Lapland 
buntings. (photo left gratuitously downloaded because 
the Harty flock fails to oblige). This was probably the 
largest single flock in the UK - a species usually seen only 
in singles or pairs. 
 

At Seasalter the final pennywort spray of the season was 

carried out and the new volunteer work party also spent 

some time hand-pulling the invasive plant. Contractors have 

been working on the Local Nature Reserve, renovating the 

cattle-handling facility, building up some sunken crossing 

points and installing new gates and fencing.  

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

East Kent Reserves 

At Elmley Marshes November continued the “drier than 
usual” theme and while December was wetter, 2011 will go 
down as the second driest year ever at Elmley. Work to 
improve the second electric anti-predator fence was 
hampered by the December gales but is now in shape to 
protect this year‟s breeding lapwing and redshank. Looking 
ahead to avocet breeding the islands on the Flood were cut 
to keep things nice and open for them. Several of the larger 
rills have also been cleared of growth to keep them flowing 
freely and new-sprouting reeds will feed Elmley‟s nationally 
important population of water vole. A small digger was used 
to culvert one of the main channels that had largely dried out 
over the summer. This has allowed us to put cattle on a final 
un-grazed block of land because the channel serves as a 
„wet‟ fence keeping in the livestock. About half the cattle have 
now returned home, with the remaining beasts largely made 
up of the hardier Sussex breed. 
 
 

at Seasalter Levels. We are working hard to improve the site 
in partnership with Canterbury City Council, Swale Borough 
Council and Natural England. 

nature‟s 
voice 

On the Marshes 
 Newsletter for the RSPB in North Kent 

 
Big Garden Birdwatch 

28-29th January 

It has been a very mild winter so far, in stark contrast to 
last year, but how are our birds doing? Tell us which 
birds you saw in your garden over one hour, and your 
results will help us to answer the question through this 
national, science-based survey. It is really easy and good 
family fun to take part.  
 
Visit www.rspb.org.uk/birdwatch or call 0300 456 8330 
(calls charged at standard rate), for your free pack. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A new resting point reflects 

the spirit of flight on Sheppey 

 
Artist Alun Helsop has been commissioned to make a 
resting point at the RSPB Capel Fleet Raptor Viewpoint 
along The Isle of Harty Trail cycle route - Leysdown.  The 
resting point forms part of an overall signage commission 
called „Can-do Signage‟, which is a project from „Leysdown 
Rose-tinted‟.   
 
Leysdown Rose-tinted is a vision for economic uplift in 
Leysdown with arts as the driving force and delivered by 
the arts consultants FrancisKnight on behalf of Swale 
Borough Council. There are a number of ambitious 
projects to transform the visitor experience.  
 
One of these is The Isle of Harty Trail, a 9.5 km cycle route 
that links Leysdown-on-Sea with The Isle of Harty, with an 
additional short circular route around Harty. The cycle 
route‟s starting point is the Spinney in the heart of 
Leysdown village, with the resting point commission sited 
at the mid-point along the route. The Isle of Harty Trail 
offers a different wildlife and heritage experience using 
quiet paths, routes that cross through beautiful landscape 
and wildlife habitat. 
 
Artist Alun Heslop is an award winning artist, and a 
designer of exceptional sculptural seating.  The RSPB‟s 
raptor viewpoint was chosen by Alun as a dynamic space 
to place the seating as it almost guarantees views of 
marsh harrier and is a good vantage from which to sit and 
reflect the landscape.   The resting area will feature a two-
element structure, providing comfortable, hollow saddle 
carved, seating in the inspired form of bird wing feathers. It 
also provides a sculptural centre piece that is visible from 
many directions and yet complimentary to its surroundings.  
 
Text has been incorporated into the commission reflecting 
the spirit of flight, and Alun worked with Mark Hewitt, a 
writer-in-residence with the Can-do Signage project. The 
text reflects the combination of pioneering history, 
(Leysdown is the birthplace of UK aviation), and the 
excellent birdwatching across the surrounding terrain. If 
you didn‟t already know it, the first recorded flight in Britain 
was made on the Isle of Sheppey by JTC Brabazon in 
1909, he flew a one mile circular course.  
 
Further information: Alun Heslop www.chaircreative.com 
Leysdown Rose-tinted www.francisknight.co.uk/projects/ 
 
This project is funded by Kent Downs & Marshes 
Leader, Leysdown Parish Council, Swale Borough 
Council & Kent County Council. 

Artist’s impression: Birdwatcher or cyclist, there’ll be a 
new place to rest your seat or your binoculars to catch 
your breath or have it taken away by a raptor in flight.  

 
Raptors that can be seen in winter are: Kestrel, merlin, 

peregrine, sparrowhawk, common buzzard, rough-
legged buzzard (a rare winter visitor shown left), marsh 

harrier, hen harrier, barn owl and short-eared owl. 

Capel Fleet Raptor Viewpoint offers the best views in the UK of birds of prey during the winter months 
Signposted off the road to Shellness, plenty of parking  2 

http://www.chaircreative.com
http://www.francisknight.co.uk/projects/


 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

www.rspb.org.uk/kent 

Birding highlights from the Swale reserves 
The surprise bird record of the period at Elmley was the 
first great grey shrike for over 30 years. This „one-dayer‟ 
appeared around the farm on November 8th.                     
A rough-legged buzzard appeared in mid-December and 
hung around into the new year, meaning that nine species 
of raptor have been possible around the reserve, including 
an escaped immature Harris hawk. It has been a better 
year for short-eared owls, with probably six around the 
reserve. Numbers fluctuate in the UK each year, 
influenced by harsh weather further east, and the 
availability of short-tailed field voles, their primary prey. 
 
Wildfowl numbers are generally down this winter, largely 
due to the mild conditions. A count of 5000 wigeon is 
about one-third of what we had this time last year.        
Teal numbers remain quite high and other highlights 
included up to 65 white-fronted geese, a single tundra 
bean goose and 11 Bewick‟s swan. Good numbers of  
young brent geese on the estuaries is a direct result of a 
good lemming year up north. Arctic foxes prefer to eat the 
rodents instead of goslings. With the exception of lapwing 
(which has seen a peak of c.8000 across the site), wader 
numbers have been a bit down, and included wintering 
spotted redshank, greenshank, little stint and a surprise 
woodcock along the seawall. The RSPB team will be 
surveying the estuaries by boat throughout the winter for 
the  national Wetland Bird Survey. 

West Kent Reserves 

Shorne Marshes is also suffering from a lack of rain, where 

we have re-profiled one of the main ditches and juggled sluice 
boards in an attempt to squeeze every last drop of water out of 

the hydrological system. We were so good at holding water 
in, we were also keeping water out. Now we can make the 
most of any rainfall and get it on site for the birds.  
 
We are very pleased to announce the completion of the 
new car park fencing at Cliffe Pools. This is more robust 
than the previous fence and returns public access to the 
correct footpath, accommodates the bridle way, and still 
presents a barrier to motorbikes.  
 
We continue to actively patrol the reserve and exercise a 
zero tolerance policy to off-road bikers. Much as we want 
our reserves to be open to the public, they remain carefully 
managed landscapes for nature, all antisocial incidents are 
reported to the local police with an excellent response. 
There have been on-going issues with horses being 
„dumped‟ at Cliffe Pools and this culminated in the police 
requesting a rescue centre take in an animal over the 
Christmas period.  
 
If you witness any antisocial behaviour on your reserve 
please let us know on the usual number 01634 222480. We 
have had some useful tip-offs recently, thank you. 
 
70,000 cubic metres of sand were deposited by 
Westminster Dredging last autumn adjacent to Flamingo 
Pool. The associated influx of nutrient-laden river water and 
the increased shallows attracted large numbers of waders 
and a semi-palmated sandpiper (a North American 
vagrant), which proved a big bonus for the expert birders 
who could recognise it! More easily identifiable was a 
delightful isabeline shrike (photo page 6) seen on the 16th 
and 17th of October. This species is more at home with the 
pallid harrier (seen in September), coming from Eastern 
Europe. As previously mentioned, the mild winter so far 
means that ducks are still thin on the ground, but the 
beautiful goldeneye are up to 23 birds now, worth a look.  
 
Last Autumn, a large RSPB team assembled for the day at 
Northward Hill to discuss the reserve‟s next five-year 
Management Plan. This addressed the management of its 
ecology and provision for visitors - not mutually exclusive. 
Into the mix was added feedback from volunteers and 
members, monitoring work, surveys, and information on 
national trends from other sites. The team (listed 
opposite) looked far into the future and then debated what 
would be done in support of the larger vision over the short 
and medium term. The new plan is now being written. 
 
For the purposes of improving soil structure on the lowland 
wet grassland, 64 hectares of the marsh have been        
rotovated and spread with manure.  Years of former arable 
management using heavy farm equipment compacted the 
soil, in turn denuding its organic content. The soil is now 
more friable and attractive to invertebrates.  The wet 
grassland is not very wet, the North Kent Marshes lie in a 
rain shadow at the best of times, but are experiencing one 
of the driest and certainly warmest years on record. 

 
Reserve management planning involves many experts: 

 
Right to Left: Sarah Cooper (Regional Projects Development 
Manager), Liz Outhwaite (Regional Visitor Services Advisor), 

Vivienne Booth (Reserves Ecologist), Jason Mitchell (Warden), 
Paul Outhwaite (Public Affairs Manager), Alan Johnson (Area 

Manager Kent), Julian Nash (Site Manager North Kent Marshes). 
 

Those not shown: Sophie McCallum (Communications Manager), 
Dave James (People Engagement Assistant), Andy Daw 

(Assistant Warden), Elliott Lockyer (Reserves Coordinator) and 
Rolf Williams (Communications Officer Kent). 

Hen harrier at Elmley Marshes by Alan Collins 
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Rills have been cleared of any encroaching vegetation 
ahead of the wader breeding season; the adults need to see 
the approach of predators and the chicks feed on the 
profusion of midge larvae in these open, shallow scrapes.   
In the woodland, great progress has been made with ride 
management work; this has involved widening and scalloping 
the length of the public right of way that cuts through the wood. 

Work to reduce the dominance of sycamore has 
commenced in earnest creating space for a wider mix of 
native vegetation and insects (photo above).  

 

Birding highlights from the West Kent reserves 
Despite the lack of water, some wildfowl have found their 
way to Northward Hill and 25 white-fronted geese could be 
seen from the Ernie Hemsley viewpoint in mid-November.  
A very late ring ouzel greeted our residential volunteers on 
the morning of the 17

th
 November (photo below), perching 

itself on the lawn outside their kitchen window! Also making 
a fleeting visit in November was a solitary „ringtail‟ hen 
harrier and a single waxwing. As a testament to how mild 
the winter has been so far, red admirals were seen flying at 
the reserve throughout December. 
 
Two rough-legged buzzards have brought in the new year, 
mixing it up with several common buzzards and the 
occasional marsh harrier visible from the marshland 
viewpoint with a telescope. There have been occasional 
merlin sightings across all the reserves. Jason Mitchell 
(warden) also saw an escaped red-tailed hawk (a North 
American species) at Northward Hill.  
 
Cliffe Pools has seen good numbers of waders using the 
newly extended beach at the northern end of the reserve 
including 1500+ dunlin, 500+ avocet and 500+ lapwing, and 
good numbers of golden plover and black-tailed godwit. 
Also making an appearance at Cliffe pools in November 
was a handsome adult yellow-legged gull (a largely 
Mediterranean species). Another sighting of note was four 
snow buntings feeding on the sea wall in December.  

Join our volunteers 

Volunteers continue to undertake a significant proportion of  
reserves groundwork and we simply cannot function without 
them. Training and insurance is provided once you register 
with the RSPB volunteer scheme. 
 
In the East, a work party of four attends to Elmley Marshes 
every Tuesday (when the reserve is closed to the public). 
They have concentrated on predator fence maintenance 
recently. There is an office angel and a group of eight 
weekend volunteers who check on the livestock. A new 
work party has been established at Seasalter and they meet 
once a fortnight. If you‟d like to join any of these teams 
please contact Lyndsey Record (Assistant Warden) on 
01795 665969.  
 
In the West, the reserves are supported by two office angels 
and two handy-men. The Thursday work party is attended 
by five to ten regular volunteers 48 weeks of the year. We 
also benefit from two further volunteers who work on site 
several days of the week around their other commitments - 
growing their knowledge and experience with a view to 
working in conservation management. One has recently 
passed the chainsaw handling course and the other is just 
commencing it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our three Residential Volunteers are Simon Ginnaw, 
Pete Beckenham and Jenny Storr (left to right above), 
who work on the marshes for six months and are now half 
way through their tenure. They have brought particular 
birding knowledge, finding waxwing, yellow-browed warbler, 
the ring ouzel, and even spotting a hen harrier from the 
kitchen window... such are the perks of living on site. 
 
They have recently been busy brush-cutting the plethora of 
lagoon islands at Cliffe Pools and Northward Hill and the 
birds are seemingly very grateful for all this hard work as 
the islands are now covered with an abundance of waders 
and wildfowl. They also help with administration and public 
affairs duties, why not join Simon, who will lead the guided 
walk on January 21st looking for woodcock and barn owls? 
 
If you are interested in volunteering on the North Kent 
Marsh reserves in the West, please speak to Elliott Lockyer 
(Reserves Coordinator) at the contact on the foot of the 
page. 

For more information about events and for general enquiries please contact us at: 
Phone : 01634 222480  Email : northkentmarshes@rspb.org.uk 4 

By Simon Ginnaw 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Gordon Allison  

Reserve Warden, Swale Reserves 

Following a spell with the Lincolnshire Trust at Gibraltar Point and a season on the Farne Islands, Gordon 
was appointed to his first RSPB post on Shetland in 1991. A period of southerly migration followed, taking 
in reserves in the Highlands, North Wales, Humberside, Cambridgeshire & Dorset, before finally settling 
in North Kent in 2000. After 8 years based at Northward Hill he crossed the Medway to Sheppey. 

 
A fascination for dinosaurs evolved into a passion for their direct descendants! He has enjoyed a lifelong 
interest in natural history but especially „mothing‟ and many hours spent identifying these cryptic 
customers paid off last summer when he trapped a first for Kent at Elmley, the Many Lined Moth. He has 
travelled extensively in Asia and has also visited areas of Africa & Europe, but is always drawn back to 
India, “an amazing country, with incredible food and culture, and a fantastically diverse fauna”.              
His „sub-continent‟ bird list is probably more important than his UK list, currently just shy of 800 species, 
and he is already planning the next trip. Gordon is available to give illustrated talks on his travels in Asia. 

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

Above: The proposed Thames airport refuses to go away, and while this newsletter aims to keep you appraised of 
our work on the reserves, here is a timely reminder of the conservation designations in force on the Hoo Peninsula. 
The designations are defined on page 6.            Below: Barn owl at Northward Hill by Simon Ginnaw. 

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

www.rspb.org.uk/kent 5 



 

 

Events at Northward Hill:  
‘Rook Spectacular’ 
Saturday 21st January, 3 to 5:00pm. Bring a torch. Even if the rooks don‟t show, a good chance of woodcock and barn owl. 

 
‘Dickens’s Marsh Walk’ 
Thursday 2nd February, 10am to 1pm and 1pm to 3pm. Unique access out onto the marsh with the reserve wardens. 
 

‘Stargazing with the experts’ 
Saturday 4th February, 7 to 9pm. An illustrated talk in the barn followed by stargazing with Mid-Kent Astronomical Society. 
 

‘Hoo’s Herons’ 
Sunday 11th March, 10am to noon. The UK‟s largest heronry. 
 

Early Bird’s Dawn Chorus’ 
Saturday 28th April, 5 to 8am. Join the warden for a super morning. 

 

Events at Cliffe Pools: 
‘Sounding Out Cliffe’ 
Sunday 22nd April, 9 to 11am. All those songs identified. 

 
Events at Elmley Marsh: 
‘Winter Wildfowl and Raptors’ 
Sunday 12th February, 11am to 1pm. Will you see all ten? 

 
‘Waltzing Waders’ 
Sunday 8th March, 2 to 4pm. Bird behaviour explained.  

  
Full details will be available on the reserves pages www.rspb.org.uk 

Conservation designations 

 
A Ramsar Site takes its name from a town in Iran where 
the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance 
was first agreed in 1971. It is an inter-government treaty 
that provides the framework for national action and 
international cooperation for the conservation and wise use 
of wetlands and their resources. Scientists estimate that 
50% of the Earth’s wetlands have been destroyed since 
1900. 
  
Special Protected Areas are strictly protected sites 
classified in accordance with Article 4 of the EC Birds 
Directive, which came into force in April 1979. They are 
classified for rare and vulnerable birds (as listed in Annex 1 
of the Directive), and for regularly occurring migratory birds. 
  
There are over 4,000 Sites of Special Scientific Interest 
in England, designated by Natural England and covering 
around 7% of the country‟s land area. Over half of these 
sites, by area, are internationally important for their wildlife, 
and designated as Special Areas of Conservation, Special 
Protection Areas, or Ramsar sites. Many SSSI‟s are also 
National Nature Reserves or Local Nature Reserves. 

 
The RSPB works in partnership with many organisations 

The Society now manages 211 RSPB Nature Reserves 
covering 141,833 hectares (350,470 acres). 57% of this 
area is owned, with the remainder leased or under 
management agreement. 
 
A reserve is defined by the type of tenure the Society holds 
over the land (owned, leased, management agreement or 
sporting rights) and, for leased or agreement land, the terms 
of the agreement. Thus, all freehold land is counted as a 
reserve, as are leases and management agreements that 
grant RSPB reasonable rights of control and/or influence 
over habitat management and/or species conservation. 
 
The RSPB owns all of its reserves on the Hoo Peninsula, 
and leases those in the Medway Estuary. 
 
The protected habitat on the Hoo Peninsula is part of the 
Greater Thames Futurescape, the RSPB‟s contribution to 
a landscape scale approach to conservation in the UK. We 
currently work with 70 partners on the Thames to reverse 
both habitat degradation and fragmentation, through 
integrating nature conservation into other land uses. This 
landscape scale work will build on and complement our 
existing and successful work on reserves, protected areas, 
and species. There are currently 34 proposed RSPB 
Futurescape projects in the UK (visit our website for more). 


