
                  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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. 
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Issue  4: June 2012 

nature’s 
voice 

On the Marshes 
 Newsletter for the RSPB in North Kent 

Adjusting to climate chaos? 

“It didn’t rain when we wanted it to,  
and it did when we didn’t!”  

 
Said Alan Johnson, area manager - Kent reserves.  
 
2010 was the 12

th
 coldest on record, but 2011 proved the 

second warmest with the highest recorded October 
temperature ever achieved (in Gravesend) at 29.9

o
C. 

November was the seventh driest in a century. Then... 
  
  January  Storms cut power to tens of  thousands. 
   Temperatures colder than average. 
 
  February  Coldest start to the month in a decade 
   followed by the warmest second half in 
   14 years.     
   Temperatures ranged from minus  
   18.3

o
C to plus 18.7

o
C!  

  50% of average rainfall. 
  March  Third warmest on record. Less than 20% 
   of average rainfall. 

 
  April  Coldest in 23 years.  

  Wettest on record, 200-300% average 
  rainfall in places. 
 

  May   An average month but all the rain in the 
   first fortnight! 

 
  June  Average monthly rainfall delivered in  
   36hrs! 

  500 treated for hypothermia over the  
  Jubilee weekend. 
 

The mild autumn failed to push the typical numbers of 
wintering wildfowl and waders across from Eastern Europe, 
something of a frustration since the RSPB was keen to film 
this spectacle to combat the proposals for a Thames 
Estuary Airport. There were only six wigeon at RSPB Cliffe 
Pools at one point! 
 
Rough-legged buzzards did hop the North Sea and showed 
well on the Isle of Sheppey and RSPB Northward Hill 
including a dramatic aerial fight with a peregrine during the 
Dickens’ Marsh bicentenary guided walk. Wintering short-
eared owls were an almost daily feature at the RSPB Capel 
Fleet Raptor Viewpoint in the morning and middle 
afternoon. The new resting place commissioned by the 
Leysdown Rosetinted project has now been installed there 
and we have replaced the display panel with a new one 
featuring all ten raptors that can be seen from the spot.  
 

Where did all the water go? 

In 2011, half the average rainfall fell in the South East, 
with an exceptionally dry autumn. These images taken 
exactly one year apart show the lack of standing water 
on the Hoo Peninsula and RSPB Northward Hill. 
 
We started 2012 in poor shape for water, read on to find 
out what happened next.  



                  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

www.rspb.org.uk/kent 

Snow bunting were seen at Cliffe Pools and a jack snipe at 
Shorne Marshes. 
 
The mild winter was good news for the heronry at RSPB 
Northward Hill, following two harsh winters that froze them 
out of their food supply and kept numbers below 100 pairs. 
This year 158 pairs of grey heron nested, the highest since 
2004. The low water levels facilitated their cosmopolitan 
aquatic tastes so adult birds were in good condition; at least 
90 pairs of little egret also bred. 
 
The spring bird migration was a stop start affair with the 
balmy days of March followed by a ferocious jet stream over 
the UK and poor weather in the rest of Europe during April. 
Cliffe Pools took on a winter scene with flocks of dunlin and 
grey plover lingering late into the new year; by May 
however, things were feeling more settled and the reserves 
had welcomed back whitethroat, yellow wagtail, nightingale, 
cuckoo and turtle dove.  
 
Early indications from the national nightingale survey show 
that they are struggling in the UK, but RSPB Cliffe Pools 
and Northward Hill bucked the trend and had 51 territories 
in total.  
 
Turtle dove appear to be heading for extinction in the UK, 
Northward Hill had nine pairs in 2010, three last year and 
three again this year. Cuckoos are, by their nature, very 
hard to follow, but numbers of calling males remain steady 
on our reserves with four at Northward Hill and one at 
Shorne and Higham. 
 
Long-eared owls bred successfully at Northward Hill where 
a lot of work clearing non-native sycamore, coppicing, and 
ride widening will greatly enhanced the biodiversity of the 
wood and also improve the visitor experience. Those who 
waited patiently in the clearing through sunset heard the 
male owl wing-clapping and enjoyed an occasional glimpse 
of the birds in flight. 
  
Normally, RSPB reserves are an oasis of wetland in a 
desert of drained agricultural land. The start of the year was 
so dry the landscape looked uniform (see cover photo) and 
so wetland birds attempted to breed across a wider area, 
their breeding density was more diffuse so numbers were 
generally down on reserves.    

Grey herons produce ’powder down’ from special 
breast feathers that they use to clean off fish oil.  
Photo Les Foster.   

The new resting place at Capel Fleet Raptor View Point 
on the cycle route out of Leysdown.  

At Elmley Marshes and Northward Hill the Environment 
Agency granted an extension to our water abstraction 
license and so we were able to keep choice areas flooded-
up for the birds, and to keep the livestock where we need 
them - the ditches serve as wet fences for the cows and 
sheep. 
 
Despite this our reserves remained much drier than they 
should be, even with careful application of our stored water 
resources. It follows that wading birds were more prolific in 
the areas we kept wet but outside of them lapwing, for 
example, built nests on ground which would normally be 
flooded, and subsequently were washed away when the 
rain arrived. 
 
The colder temperatures resulted in weaker lapwing chicks, 
which took up to four days to break out of their eggs, and 
some then starved - too weak to feed. Hatchlings normally 
feed along the muddy margins left in fields as shallow floods 
dry back, these have been absent, first because the floods 
did not occur and then so much rain fell, pools simply 
remained full. 
 
The upshot of the unusual weather has been a combination 
of impacts resulting in a poor year for lapwing and redshank 
breeding. Lapwing have been the focus of an RSPB survey 
on the North Kent Marshes (see page 4). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There has been some good news, at Cliffe Pools up to 60 
avocet have attempted to breed and 30 common terns. One 
tern, ringed by Roger Kiddie in 1987 was recaptured last 
December aboard a fishing vessel off Guinea Bissau. The 
bird was released in good health and is more than likely 
back at Cliffe, having flown in its lifetime a distance equal to 
the Earth from the Moon!     
 
Of course the marshland reserves deliver for more than just 
waders, so on a more positive note, whitethroat, reed 
bunting, bearded tit, Cetti’s and reed warbler have done well 
across all of our reserves. We don’t often mention our land 
at Rye Street, near Cliffe, but 31 skylark bred there this 
year, which amounts to 33% of our total.   Cont. Page 3 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Alan Johnson  

Area Manager - Kent 

Alan is from Yorkshire and studied at agricultural college in Surrey and university in 
London.  His first real job was with the RSPB, as an Information Warden at Symonds Yat in 
Gloucestershire, and he has been with us ever since!  After two years he moved to Minsmere 
in Suffolk, working mostly on heathland and woodland habitats.  This was followed by a move 
to Kent, to become the Warden at Northward Hill, and then Elmley Marshes.  Alan is now the 
Area Manager for the reserves in North and East Kent.  In addition to a passion for wildlife Alan 
is also interested in football, cricket, art, literature, sports cars and eating vast quantities of rich, 
expensive food. 
 
“I have developed a real love of Kent and it’s wildlife.  There is so much variety and some real 
gems that are difficult to find elsewhere, such as the Maid of Kent beetle and honey 
buzzards.  It also rains much less than in my native Yorkshire!” 

Maureen Gibson 

RSPB Research Assistant 

Maureen has spent this spring assessing lapwing chick survival on the North Kent Marshes 
(see feature), but her career did not start at university. She explained, “I am one of seven 
children brought up in a time when girls got married and the boys went to university, and 
there was a view that if you don’t have a degree you won’t get a job in science. But, I 
realised I needed to get on with it, do my bird stuff, and it has worked out.” 
 
Aged 4, Maureen recalls seeing peewits (lapwings) displaying over the town moor in 
Newcastle and she has been birdwatching ever since. She started volunteering with the 
Young Ornithologists Club and then conducted Wetland Bird Surveys and Breeding Bird 
Surveys near her home; she started bird ringing with the British Trust for Ornithology 
(BTO) in 2004. In 2009 she won her first contract to do a bird survey for Natural England 
on the Somerset levels and has been busy working for the BTO and RSPB ever since. Her 
work has included luring storm petrels onto the rocks at night using tape recordings of their 
call and Maureen recalled their unusual yet strangely pleasant smell.  
 
Harking back to her YOC days, Maureen spent a morning with our Wildlife Explorers 
explaining her research. She enjoys drawing and watercolour, and now also carves in 
Canadian pine and has so far made a curlew, avocet, and lapwing... of course! 

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

Team Update 

 

Continued... The breeding birds survey at Elmley Marshes 
was coordinated by retired warden Bob Gomes, the data is 
still being analysed so more on that reserve in the future. 
 
The continuing rain will have topped up our reservoirs and 
ditches but this will probably be lost through evaporation 
and wind over the summer; we still need the rain to come in 
October to ensure that next year the marshes fair better. 
 
We now look forward to the summer and await to see what 
impact the unseasonal weather has had on the insect life of 
the North Kent Marshes. Grizzled skipper have been on the 
wing at Northward Hill, a priority species for conservation  
due to its national decline, and the common yet striking 
cinnabar moth is now brightening up our reserves.  
 
News just in, the scarce emerald damselfly (Lestes dryas) 
has been discovered by one of our volunteers at Seasalter 
Marshes, and the silver-washed fritillary has been recorded 
for the second year in the wood at Northward Hill. 

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

Michael Walter (left) retired from the 
RSPB this spring after 39 years, 30 of 
which as the warden at RSPB Blean 
Woods. He was dined-out in style at 
the Royal Oak in Blean. Jason 
Mitchell has stepped in to the breach 
but Michael is only over the road 
when his encyclopaedic knowledge of 
the reserve is required and he has 
been assisting already with surveys. 
 

With Jason moving across to The Blean, Andy Daw has 
stepped-in as warden and Elliott Lockyer assistant warden  
running the West Kent reserves for the time being. Jenny 
Storr, one of our residential volunteers from last year has 
stepped into the role of Reserves Administrator - all ably 
supported by the on-going Thursday work party of 
stalwart volunteers who always welcome new members. 



 

 

Visit www.rspb.org.uk for full details 
 
Events at Northward Hill:  
‘Ere be Dragons’ - dragonflies and other insects themed walk. 
Sunday 8th July 7pm start. 
 

‘Dickens Double Bill’ - The User Friendly Theatre Co. 
Sunday 14th July 7pm to 9:30pm.  Tickets from the reserve. 

 
Music in the Cherry Orchard - acoustic trio. 
Saturday 21st July 7pm to 9pm. Tickets from the reserve. 
 

Meteors and Moths - a look at the stars – Mid Kent Astronomical 
Society, and the contents of our moth trap.  
Sunday 12th August 9pm until late. 

 
Wildlife & Countryside Fair (the annual flagship event). 
Sunday September 9th, 11am to 5pm, RSPB Northward Hill. Fun for the whole family. 
FREE ENTRY Car parking donation.  

 

Events at Cliffe Pools:  
What-ever the Weather - guided walk, wildlife and cloud spotting. 
Sunday 15th July 10am to noon. 
 

Events at Elmley Marshes: 
Waders on the Wildside - guided birdwatch to the hides. 
Friday 3rd August 2pm to 5pm. 

 
 
  

 

The RSPB works in partnership with many organisations including: 

 

 

Wader chick survival 

Getting the right habitat for nesting waders is only half 
the battle, if the eggs survive to hatch, what chances 
have the chicks got of fledging? The RSPB 
commissioned a survey of lapwing on the North Kent 
Marshes; lapwing nests are easier to find than other 
species such as redshank. The study ran from April to 
July. 
 
Nests were located, and the eggs measured and 
weighed to calculate the hatching date. The chicks were 
then ringed with colours indicating the nest family, and 
radio tagged so that their whereabouts could be tracked. 
The transmitters are shed naturally as the adult feathers 
grow through. Measuring the bill length also determined 
their precise age (below).  
 
Lapwing mothers defend their young aggressively for the 
six weeks it takes for the chicks to fledge, but they have 
to feed themselves as soon as they hatch and there’s a 
world of predators trying to make a meal of them. 
Observations and radio tags found in droppings showed 
that foxes, crows, kestrels, marsh harriers, stoats and 
badgers are hazards for these ground-nesting birds. This 
year’s weather also made it tough on lapwing (as 
reported). 
 
The data is now being analysed and will help to shape 
conservation strategy for the species in the UK. www.RSPB.org.uk for full event details 

 

Residential volunteers Rebecca 
Andrews and Chris Pringle (right) 
joined the team for three months 
in May. The couple have known 
each other since secondary  
school, growing up in Billericay - 
Essex. Rebecca is a graduate of 
zoology, and Chris - biology. 
They have been working hard on 
the reserves and gaining 
certificates in core skills.   
 
It was with great sadness that  
the RSPB announced the death of Gordon Allison, warden 
at RSPB Elmley Marshes, last February. Members of his 
family joined a large gathering of friends and colleagues at 
the Harty Ferry Inn to celebrate his life. Donations towards a 
habitat in his honour can be made via the contact below. 

Sunday 9th September 
 

If you have a business or charity 
that celebrates rural life in North 

Kent and want to join us call 
 

01634 222480 
northkentmarshes@rspb.org.uk 


