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Staffing and Residential Volunteers
Following the sad death of Gordon Allison last January donations are invited to create a 
wildlife habitat in memory of Gordon that will be located at RSPB Northward Hill. 
(Contact Elliott Lockyer at Northward Hill Tel. 01634 222480)

Michael Walter retired as from the RSPB this spring after 39 years, 30 of which as 
Warden at RSPB Blean Woods.  Jason Mitchell has moved from Northward Hill to take 
his place.

Residential volunteers Rebecca Andrews and Chris Pringle joined the team for three 
months in May.

Adjusting to climate chaos?
Alan Johnson, the reserves manager for Kent said, “It didn’t rain when we wanted it to, 
and it did when we didn’t!” 2010 was the 12th coldest on record, but 2011 proved the 
second warmest with the highest recorded October temperature ever achieved (in 
Gravesend) at 29.9o C. Half the average rain fell in the SE, with an exceptionally dry 
autumn; November was the seventh driest in a century. So we started 2012 in poor 
shape for water on the marshes. Then what happened?
 

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 -18.3oC to +18.7oC! 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 widgeon at 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. Snow bunting were seen at Cliffe Pools and a 
jack snipe at Shorne.

It was a good year for wintering short-eared owls, with the RSPB Capel Fleet Raptor 
Viewpoint guaranteeing close views in the morning and middle afternoon most days. 
The viewpoint also has a new resting place, a work of art commissioned through the 
Leysdown Rosetinted project, and an updated display board shows all the raptors that 
can be seen from there.

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; 
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 just two 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 were enjoyed by many, displaying through the spring, and bred 
successfully at Northward Hill and Cliffe Pools.
 
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 and so wetland 
birds attempted to breed across a wider area, their breeding density was more diffuse 
so numbers were generally down on reserves. 

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 this year – details will be in the next On The Marshes 
newsletter.

There has been some good news, at Cliffe Pools 60 avocet bred 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 reedling, 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, 31 skylark bred there this year, and the same number at Shorne Marshes, 
with 11 at Northward Hill, 22 at Cliffe Pools and 28 at Higham.

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 but news just in, the 
scarce emerald damselfly (Lestes dryas) has been discovered by one of our volunteers 
at Seasalter marshes.

A lot of work has been ongoing to improving the farm buildings at Northward Hill. Many 
visitors enjoyed the calves born in the new pen and a second barn is almost complete 
as a cattle shed for next winter. The biggest change on the landscape was the removal 
of the poplar trees adjacent to the cherry orchard. These were adversely affecting the 



trees by sucking-up all the water. Funding was secured to increase the orchard and new 
fruit trees have been planted. Removal of sycamore, coppicing and ride widening has 
greatly enhanced the wood for biodiversity and people’s enjoyment, and we are selling 
the logs for firewood if anyone is interested. A mammoth effort to remove floating 
pennywort at Seasalter has also paid off, with the waterways in much better shape so 
far this year. At Cliffe Pools the new fencing was finally completed, with improved 
access for horses on the bridleway, the over-head power lines have all been buried and 
the unsightly poles removed. Work is ongoing to prepare the islands and causeways 
before the sluices installed last year are fully activated to adjust levels in the interests of 
breeding terns and wintering waders. Control of the water flow should also tackle the 
algal bloom that affects the central pools. 

Members of the North Kent team have been busy addressing the various development 
proposals impacting the region - housing, industry, and transport being the key themes. 
This year’s Wildlife and Countryside Fair (Sunday 9th September) will prove an 
important opportunity to once again shout loudly about the quality of the North Kent 
Marshes for wildlife and for people – the event is a legacy of the last airport campaign. 
Planning is going well but is ultimately delivered thanks to the volunteer support of the 
RSPB local groups, so we appeal to members to give half a day and step up for nature. 

For any more information or questions please contact:
Rolf Williams
Communications Officer – Kent
07767 872585


