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The beaches of East Norfolk have been quiet for the past eight months -
the little terns, adults and fledglings, left our shores in August last year for
their wintering grounds in Africa. Before the new breeding season begins
various Little Tern Groups around the country are meeting up to discuss
the results of the 2015 season, lessons to be learned and new initiatives
for 2016. Thus, the Norfolk Little Tern Group met up at RSPB Snettisham
in the first week of April and includes various partner organisations such
as the National Trust, the North Norfolk AONB, Natural England as well
as the RSPB. The 2015 season was a difficult one for most of the colonies
around the UK. More specifically, the 70% of sites that form part of the
EU Life+ Little Tern Recovery Project reported a fall in the number of
adults nesting as well as a fall in breeding productivity. From the project
sites 956 pairs of little terns fledged 527 young giving a productivity of
0.55. To maintain their numbers little terns need to produce a five-year
average of 0.67 chicks per pair. The stakes are high for this endangered
tern and the 2016 breeding season needs to be a really successful one.
But the EU Life+ Recovery Project team is a formidable one and I am
reminded of a quote by the great American essayist Ralph Waldo
Emerson: ‘The task ahead of us is never as great as the power behind us’.
photo © Matthew Jones

THE TASK
AHEAD OF US

9 APRIL 2016

The RSPB has been protecting little tern
colonies on the east Norfolk coast since
1986. Originally, the main colony was at
North Denes beach in Great Yarmouth
growing from 55 pairs in 1986 to over 400
by 2009. However, after 25 years, in 2010,
the terns abandoned this site and established
many smaller colonies along the coast at
Caister, Winterton-on-Sea, Eccles-on-Sea,
Scroby Sands (offshore) and Kessingland
in Suffolk.

Since 2012 the RSPB has worked in partner
-ship with Natural England in protecting
the largest of these colonies at Winterton.

In 2014 the RSPB became the lead co-
ordinator of The Little Tern Recovery Project
- a UK-based project which is aimed at
improving the conservation status of the
little tern in the UK through targeted action
at the most important colonies. The project
is match-funded by the EU Life+ Nature
Programme and will run through to the
end of the 2018 breeding season.

The east Norfolk colony of little terns forms
part of the Life+ project - it is a significant
one and represents just under 25% of the
total number of UK breeding pairs (1,300
minimum in 2016). Indeed Norfolk as a whole
has always been a stronghold for little terns,
together with the north Norfolk sites the
county is home to 45% of the UK population.

No two seasons are the same with little terns.
Successful breeding years are often followed
by very poor breeding seasons. There is
generally not one single reason for a good or
poor year but contributing factors might
include the condition of the birds when they
return from West Africa, food availability
near their chosen breeding grounds, changes
to their nesting sites following winter storm
surges, predators in the shape of fox, crow
and kestrel, unfavourable Spring high tides
and onshore winds, and finally human
disturbance from the increase in tourism and
coastal access.

Some of these reasons are beyond our
control but there are many ways in which
we can reduce their impact through intensive
conservation measures. These measures
include the installation of electric fencing,
signage around the colony, 24-hour wardening
during the breeding season (including four
staff and many volunteer wardens) and close
surveillance of predators and disturbances -
both natural and human.

The scene is set for 2016 - as with all previous
years we begin the season filled with hope
and optimism and await the arrival of the little
terns to our shores.

THE STORY SO FAR

Little Terns Blog 2016 © Fabienne Fossez 2017
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Just a few days after starting in their new seasonal roles as Little Tern
Wardens the teams from East Norfolk and Suffolk are out on the beach at
Winterton. These young, aspiring conservationists who have put in many
months of unpaid volunteering work at other sites around the country
have at last been given their first contract of employment with the RSPB.
A breakthrough moment and an opportunity for them to prove their skills
and knowledge and set them on a rewarding and exciting career path as
guardians of the natural world. The East Norfolk team includes Tom and
Ben and the Suffolk team comprises Rhiannon, Lucy and Lead Warden
Emily. The job of putting up the electric fence at Winterton is such a huge
one that the little tern team is ably assisted by the experienced Assistant
Wardens at nearby RSPB Berney Marshes - Nelson and Adam. It’s a 10
strand fence and at 900m long it uses up 16 kms of wire and this has to
be laid out by hand. That’s a lot of walking around in circles with a heavy
reel of wire but good exercise and a taste of things to come. photo © FF

A NEW YEAR
BRINGS A
NEW TEAM

27 APRIL 2016

One of my first jobs of the season as the EU Life+ Lead Little Tern Warden
is to visit all the potential breeding sites along the coast and consider
where the most appropriate nesting habitat is located for the little terns.
The coastline will have changed dramatically over the winter months,
sands will have shifted, marram will have crept forward and the lovely mix
of sand and shingle, so beloved of little terns, may have been buried in the
winter storms. Thankfully, there are still plenty of suitable sites and there
are already signs on the beach that the new season is about to begin.
Some good signs, some not so good. The distinctive prints of a ringed
plover signal the arrival of the little terns’ beach-nesting companion.
They are always the first to start nesting. But ominously there are also
prints of an altogether less welcome animal. The tell-tale prints, in a straight
line, can only be those of a fox - the little terns’ arch enemy.’ photo © FF

FOOTPRINTS
IN THE SAND

19 APRIL 2016
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Looking back at the diary for 2015 I am reminded that our first little tern
nest was recorded on 23 May. A year on and we are in a very different
situation. The terns were delayed by several weeks this year when strong
northerly winds kept them on the continent at the end of April. When at
last the wind abated and we had a warm spell in early May they began to
arrive - but not in the numbers that we were expecting or were used to.
A fortnight later the situation has not changed substantially and certainly
there is still not much evidence of courtship. At Winterton the number of
terns fluctuated between 50 - 100 initially and then dwindled to less than
10 by mid-May. At nearby Eccles we counted 110 adults on 13th May but
this had reduced to 55 by 16th May and only 20 birds on 18th May. So
what is going on? We contact other project sites around the country and
are reassured (if that's the right word) that they are witnessing the same
scenario. Fewer adults returning from Africa combined with a seeming
reluctance to nest. photo © FF

WE’RE READY
BUT WHERE
ARE THE
TERNS?

18 MAY 2016

Much of the latter part of April and the first week of May is taken up with
what we call ‘colony set up’. We have four sites on the east Norfolk coast
which are potential breeding sites and in much the same way that little
terns will prospect the coastline for good habitat when they arrive the
wardens do the same a month or so previously. Large areas are cordoned
off with a rope fence and a slightly smaller inner area is protected with an
electric fence. The earlier we can get the rope fences up the sooner we
can begin to protect the fragile habitat from trampling - by dogs and
humans. And the electric fence will begin to work its magic on the local
population of foxes. The fence is not designed to do any physical harm to
the fox but rather it will act as a deterrent. After a few sharp zaps to a wet
nose it will soon learn to avoid the area and if this learning process can be
achieved before the terns settle in the colony all to the good. A couple of
weeks after the electric fence is erected on one of our more remote sites
we are rewarded with the pleasing site of a full clutch of ringed plover
eggs - just inside the electric fence, but only just and possibly a little too
tempting for a fox? photo © FF

THE RIGHT
SIDE OF
THE FENCE

6 MAY 2016
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And so after a week of watching and waiting - and counting - we have a
clearer picture emerging of what is going on with the little terns in east
Norfolk. By the end of May, almost a month after they first started arriving
on our shores, we have absolutely no birds at Winterton. This has been
the preferred location for the past five years and has had two incredibly
successful breeding seasons in 2012 and 2013 which between them saw
over 750 little terns fledge. Now it appears that Winterton is out of favour.
Every day we have walked up and down the beach alongside our fenced
area and at most we have seen small groups of four or five terns flying
overhead - but none landing. A boat trip to Scroby Sands on Friday 27
May - the first opportunity to visit this huge sand bank - was unfortunately
cancelled. The breeding ground for many tern species including the little
tern, may have shed light on the whereabouts of our east Norfolk
population. By week's end, we are relieved to see that a substantial
number of little terns are seriously prospecting at Eccles, to the north of
Winterton. This, of course, was the only east Norfolk site which fledged little
terns in 2015. We have, we think, upwards of 150 adults with many of them
courting and even beginning to 'scrape' in the fenced area. Nest building
seems to have commenced in earnest. We might be in business. photo © FF

WE HAVE
LITTLE TERNS
AT ECCLES

28 MAY 2016

Whilst waiting on good news about the tern numbers I am heartened by
an email that I receive from Ajay Tegala, the coastal ranger at Blakeney
Point on the north coast of Norfolk and historically the site of a
significant little tern colony. Ajay tells me that they have between 100 -
150 birds at Blakeney although none have begun nesting as yet. He goes
on to talk about the results of a recent survey on little tern prey
availability around Blakeney. This is timely because early in the 2015
season there appeared to be significant problems with food and it may
well have contributed to the failure of many colonies around the UK
including ours at Winterton in east Norfolk. The survey used seine
netting and was conducted in both the surf zone and the harbour at four
different states of tide. The results revealed that there is good availability
of sprat, herring and lesser sandeel in the harbour and at sea - all of
them preferred little tern prey species. Martin Perrow, the consultant
who conducted the research, concludes that the availability of food looks
better than last May, with a much greater availability of these food
sources. This suggests that feeding should be good for little terns in
north Norfolk this season and we can only hope that the abundance
extends to our east Norfolk coastline. photo © Kevin Simmonds

ABUNDANT
PREY IN A SEA
OF PLENTY

23 MAY 2016
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After a week of sea mist and visibility so low that we could not see the
sea let alone a little tern on the beach… the sun came out on Saturday
afternoon, the mist evaporated and we could at last assess the damage.
The tide had found its way into the areas of the colony that were
perilously close to many nesting little terns. And much of the shingle had
been smothered by the ocean foam which had now left a very unpleasant
brown residue. We quickly did a count of the adult terns in the colony
because our feeling was that we had fewer birds than the previous
weekend. To our delight we seemed to have even more: over 215 little
terns not counting those that would be out fishing. This now represents
the entire population of little terns on the east Norfolk coast. There are
no terns at North Denes, Caister or Winterton. Eccles is, for the second
year running, their chosen location. It is a fragile site - prone to flooding
at the Spring Tide, frequently visited by carrion crow and kestrel and more
recently hobby; it is receives a stready trickle of dog walkers, kite surfers
enjoy the waves in the lagoon (11 counted during the bank holiday
weekend) and the odd light aircraft likes to fly low not counting the jet skis
coming down from Sea Palling. But the terns will, we hope, take it in their
stride with a bit of help from the wardens and volunteers. We have a busy
summer ahead of us. photo © Kevin Simmonds

215 LITTLE
TERNS AND
COUNTING

4 JUNE 2016

10

No sooner had we decided to start our 24/7 surveillance of the little tern
colony at Eccles on the eve of the Bank Holiday weekend than the weather
turned and by Sunday we were enshrouded in a thick sea mist, violent
waves and gale-force winds. The little terns went quiet for a day or so,
keeping low in the fenced area, and their constant ‘chatter’ could no longer
be heard. They are sea birds after all and are used to such conditions but
nevertheless it was not a promising start to their breeding season. As a
North Sea storm brewed it became clear that they were here to mate and
nothing would deter them. Amidst the crashing waves and the encroaching
ocean foam the little terns continued their courting on the fore shore with
males ‘fish slapping’ the females with long, silvers and eels. Pair bonding
was all around us with the spectacular ‘high flights' where male and female
ascend to a great height and then descend at great speed, close together,
like fighter jets. Then at last we saw our first egg by Wednesday after-
noon. Reports of north Norfolk little tern colonies succumbing to high tides
and nests being washed out left us feeling vulnerable but relieved that it
had not happened at Eccles. Until, of course, it did. At 4pm on the Thursday
afternoon the tide was in and the waves started to breach far into the
electric fence. The little terns began to ‘dread’ briefly where they leave the
colony en masse. Never a good sign. Flooded by both water and foam we
knew that we had lost multiple nests. photo © FF

THE SHOW
MUST GO ON

3 JUNE 2016
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It has been a very unsettled week for the little terns. It started
so promisingly with a count of 215 adults at the weekend but on
Monday evening we witnessed a hobby swoop into the colony and
try desperately to seize an adult tern. The terns were too agile on
this occasion and resisted its repeated attempts to catch a bird
before eventually flying off over the dune and away… For the next
few days most of the adults left the colony overnight roosting
elsewhere - Scroby Sands? - leaving only those determined half
dozen females incubating eggs. They had clearly been spooked by
this predator and it could explain their absence during the night.
They returned in the morning but their behaviour remained what
we call ‘skittish’ - constantly flying up and out to sea briefly before
landing back again in the colony or on the foreshore. But never
truly settling… One nervous bird will trigger the whole colony and
so it continued for days. photo © Mick Davis

A HOBBY
SPOOKS
THE TERNS

9 JUNE 2016

12

As the little terns settle down to make their nests and begin laying their
first eggs we have been watching a ringed plover nest with great
interest. Seen mating very early in the season when we were putting up
the rope fence on Eccles beach we eventually discovered a full clutch of
four eggs on the shingle up by the dune. We calculated that the hatching
date would be on or around Saturday 4th June - assuming a 24 day
incubation period. On the Saturday therefore we were concerned to see
that there was still one egg in the nest but three eggs missing and, more
worryingly, no chicks to be seen. Ringed plover chicks are mobile from
the moment they hatch (called ‘precocial’)and they are notoriously
difficult to see against the shingle and sand. We searched the beach
throughout the day and could not see any chicks. Early the following
morning, Tom, the Assistant Warden on duty, saw a crow swoop down
and carry off a ‘chick'. Could it be one of our ringed plovers? Could this
explain why we could not find them? Had they all been predated at just
a day old? Our hearts were heavy at the news of such an early loss of
life. Later that day, whilst conducting a routine nest count of little terns,
I thought I saw something move in the foreground of my binoculars.
Refocusing to the area in question I saw a bundle of fluff on matchstick
legs - unmistakably a ringed plover chick. Soon to be followed by two
more bundles and a parent - ushering them all back to the safety of the
marram grass from a trip to the foreshore. Our three chicks alive and
well. What a wonderful site. photo © Kevin Simmonds

THE
MYSTERIOUS
CASE OF
THE MISSING
CHICKS

5 JUNE 2016
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Little terns make their nests by simply scraping a conical hollow in the
sand - essentially kicking the sand out of the ground with their feet.
Once the nest is ‘built’ the female will lay the first egg almost immediately.
This egg is followed, a day or so later, by a second egg. If the female is
in peak condition, prey availability is good and the season is only just
beginning (ie. this is their first nesting attempt) then a three egg clutch
would be laid and incubation would commence. However, if one or more
of these factors is less than perfect then we can expect to see smaller
clutch sizes. Little terns, like most birds, will only lay the number of eggs
that they believe will survive in the conditions available. We have noted
at Eccles that of the dozen or so sample nests that we began monitoring
at the beginning of June none of them contained 3 eggs; seven nests
contained two eggs and five nests contained 1 egg. We know that the
little terns arrived some two weeks later than usual from their wintering
grounds in Africa. We also know that the numbers of those terns returning
was between 30% - 50% less than in previous years. By laying only one
or two eggs they are revealing that local conditions or their own physical
condition are not ideal. There has potentially been a problem in West
Africa over the winter and we can only assume that this is climate / food-
related. Not only have we lost many adults during the winter, the birds
returning to the UK to breed are in less than peak condition. photo © FF

A FULL
CLUTCH

16 JUNE 2016

14

By Saturday a calm was restored. A confidence had returned and the little
terns were now intent on nesting. They wasted no time and we saw our
daily nest count surge from 24 the previous weekend to 71 by midweek and
an astonishing 113 on Sunday 12th June. We had previously divided up the
fenced area into six sections which makes it easier to count the number
of nests in the colony. Each day the warden on duty must make a detailed
count of the number of ‘apparently occupied nests’ or adults on nests in
each section. Using a telescope and from the distance of the foreshore
each section is counted and re-counted until the same number is recorded.
We call it a ‘nest’ but it is only a scrape in the sand - a shallow depression
into which the camouflaged eggs are laid. The most experienced terns will
always choose to nest in the middle of the fenced area and always towards
the back near the embryonic dune. There is safety at the back and in the
middle. So we see more nests in sections 4 and 5 than say in section 1 or 6.
The less experienced birds, possibly first-timers, will nest on the edge or
on the lower parts of the beach that may be vulnerable to flooding at the
Spring tides. We even have a nest, this year, which is all on its own and
outside the electric fence - clearly a first-timer! photo © Kevin Simmonds

THE DAILY
NEST COUNT

12 JUNE 2016
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Our daily routine at Eccles revolves around the all important count of
‘apparently occupied nests’. After three weeks of monitoring the number
of nests in each section of our fenced area I was presented, on
Wednesday, with the holy grail of sightings when, at last, I counted not
a ‘nest’ but a ‘brood’. The first chicks to emerge at Eccles had evidently
hatched that afternoon and I saw the charming site of two chicks seeking
refuge under the wings of a parent, one on each side, and occasionally
venturing into the open but always keeping close to the brooding mum -
and diving under her body at the slightest sound. This is what we are here
for - as wardens of a little tern colony this is the moment that we all wait
for. Looking more carefully now at all the other incubating adults I could
see that quite a few of them were also brooding - no longer sitting low in
the scrape with a forked tail in the air but instead proud of the sand and
fluffed up to cover one or more chicks underneath. Now the fun really
begins because soon these chicks are going to be wandering the beach
and they will attract the attention of the local kestrel. But for now we enjoy
the wonderful milestone we have reached and we look forward to seeing
more chicks hatch over the coming days. photo © Kevin Simmonds

AT LAST
THE CHICKS
ARE BORN

22 JUNE 2016

16

As little tern wardens we begin our season in early April and it is a nail-
biting period in the run up to the first chick hatching. We talk a great deal
about little terns being ‘committed’ to the whole process of breeding.
First of all to a particular site, then to a partner, then to scraping a nest
and then to laying eggs. If little terns get uncomfortable they will be off!
They are known to be highly-sensitive ‘flighty’ birds and will not truly
settle down until they have laid their clutch of eggs and begun incubating.
Even after the eggs are laid little terns have abandoned en masse their
nests and the colony and gone elsewhere - as happened at Winterton last
June. We think that was a combination of poor food offshore combined
with persistent predator attacks from the local corvid population. And so it
was a relief to see so many little terns finally getting down to the incubation
stage at Eccles these past few weeks. Each day we have seen our daily nest
count increase and we are currently at a figure of 150 nests for Eccles which
is a record for this small colony. It is twice the number of nests than in 2015
and is possibly one of the largest little tern colonies in the UK in 2016.
That’s a lot of eggs to have in one basket. photo © Kevin Simmonds

150 IS
THE MAGIC
NUMBER

20 JUNE 2016
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The past week has been spent trying to estimate the number of chicks we
have in the colony at Eccles. Our first chicks hatched on 22 June and were
from the first wave of experienced and determined little terns who began
laying their eggs during the stormy, wind-swept week of the Spring Bank
Holiday. Undeterred by the rain, wind and high tides they began
incubating their eggs that week and some 20 or so days later their chicks
emerged into a more welcoming world. Our constant observations over
the last 10 days have shown that the majority of broods are two chicks
with the occasional one chick and three chick brood. This confirms the
results of a ‘clutch count’ that we conducted recently whereby one of the
wardens sweeps through part of the colony counting the number of
nests and the numbers of eggs in each nest. It is a sample only but gives
a representative idea of the average clutch size across the whole colony.
Our warden counted 27 nests with 23 of those being what we call ‘two
eggers’, two of them being a ‘one egger’ and two of them being ‘three
eggers’. This give a very healthy average of two eggs per clutch. It is
higher than we had hoped for at the beginning of the season and given
the abundance of good food nearby we have every expectation that both
chicks will fledge. photo © Kevin Simmonds

WHAT’S A
TWO EGGER?

28 JUNE 2016

18

We can at last report that the once-favoured site of Winterton has a little
tern colony breeding on the beach this year. Over the past few weeks we
have had sightings of 50 - 60 adults prospecting the area. But they would
often spend the day at Eccles or go offshore for long periods. But
suddenly, ten days ago, this small group consolidated to more than 100
birds and then reached 120 and finally we now have 150 little terns at
Winterton. They have been busy courting on the foreshore in much the
same way that the Eccles population was doing over a month ago. Time is
short now - if they want to begin their return to Africa in August - and,
after a brief courtship, they have not delayed in scraping a nest and
beginning to lay eggs. We counted 34 nests on Wednesday this week
followed by 44 nests today. Again, as with Eccles, they are highly
concentrated in the middle of the colony with decreasing numbers of
nests as they reach the edges. Although it is late in the season there is still
time to incubate the eggs (we will probably see only one egg or two egg
clutches) and raise the chicks to fledgling stage. Little terns incubate their
eggs for about three weeks and the chicks fledge after a further three
weeks. But these late breeders will need all the conditions to be in their
favour - there is no margin for error. photo © Kevin Simmonds

WINTERTON
IS BACK IN
FAVOUR

23 JUNE 2016
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After the elation of having 96 pairs of little terns finally begin to nest at
Winterton we were presented with a perplexing scene early on Sunday
3 July. Those who have visited a little tern colony will know that you
can hear it before you see it. It is the soundtrack to a warden’s summer
and if you cannot hear the birds then you know that something is wrong.
And so it was that on the morning of Sunday 3 July our warden at
Winterton, Rhiannon, arriving for her day shift at 9am was met by a
deafening silence. Only a few terns could be seen out of the previous
day’s 200 or so. A closer inspection through her scope revealed that
only 16 adults were sitting on nests - 80 pairs had abandoned overnight.
Something fairly drastic had happened but without a night warden we
did not know. A walk around the perimeter of the electric fence showed
both fox prints and muntjac deer slots. Inside the electric fence was clear
evidence of an animal desperately trying to get out - scraping and digging
in the sand. All along the back of the fence were signs of where a deer
had run up and down trying to find a means of escape - exactly where
most little terns nest, at the back in the best shingle. The fox may have
eaten some eggs but it was more its presence - and that of the deer -
for a prolonged period of time that would have caused the terns to flee.
By mid-week our remaining 16 nests had fallen to 10 but we had the
uplifting sight of 3 chicks by week’s end. It just shows how close some
of our 96 nesters were to hatching their eggs. It also shows just how
traumatic and distressing the events of last Saturday night were for them
to abandon their eggs at such a late stage of incubation. photo © FF

WINTERTON
SUCCUMBS TO
AN INTRUDER

4 JULY 2016

20

There is much talk of introducing children to nature and hoping that they
will experience that magical moment that will light something inside of
them - capture their imagination and inspire a love and curiosity for the
natural world that will last their whole lives. I had the pleasure of
witnessing such a moment with a young boy who had come to the beach
at Eccles with his family for a Sunday afternoon’s walk along the shoreline.
They live near Norwich and visit our reserve at Strumpshaw regularly but
this was the first time they had seen little terns. With our scope on the
beach fixed on some little tern chicks I showed the dad the wonderful
spectacle of the chicks being fed by a parent - returning with just the
right size of fish or sandeel for the chick to swallow. Tenderly giving it to
the chick so that it swallows the food head first. And then I asked if his
son would like to look at the scope. A little shy at first he came forward
and peered down the scope. A huge smile appeared and immense
concentration followed. Not a peep out of him for five minutes as he
watched how one of the adults returned with food for each of their
three chicks (a rare three egger!). I knew that this was a unique moment
for him (it is for me) and I sent him off with my own little tern pin badge
fixed to his sweatshirt - a small memory of a special moment with nature.
photo © Kevin Simmonds

A MOMENT
WITH NATURE

3 JULY 2016
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This week saw a real high point in our season - our first fledglings in the
colony at Eccles. They are, in fact, the first fledglings in the whole of
Norfolk as they come from the determined early nesters that laid their
first eggs in the stormy weather at the beginning of June. Their nests were
not washed away in the high tide surges that decimated other little tern
colonies on the north coast of Norfolk. Last weekend we had witnessed
the oldest chicks vigorously flapping their wings, building up their muscles
and taking a few tentative leaps into the air. By Wednesday, at 21 days old
exactly, they had left their home within our electric fence and had joined
their parents and other adults on the foreshore. As with other ground-
nesting birds, little tern fledglings leave the relative danger of the colony
as soon as they are able to. The following day our warden at Winterton,
Rhiannon, calls me to say that she has two fledglings on the beach and
further south, at Kessingland in Suffolk, our warden there, Emily, also tells
me that she has five fledglings on the beach. They are with their parents
who continue to feed them but are also beginning to learn to fish for
themselves. It is a great moment for all of us - the months of hard work
have finally produced the first birds of the next generation of little terns.
Sadness also, as they have already left our colony and are slowly making
their way southward and onward to Africa in August. There will be many
more to follow as our latest count of chicks on Friday reached 220 with a
further 21 birds still incubating eggs. At Winterton we have 3 chicks so far
with a further 7 birds incubating eggs. photo © Mick Davis

OUR FIRST
FLEDGLINGS

15 JULY 2016

22

It is a well known fact that working on a little tern colony is an emotional roller
coaster and it is not for the faint-hearted. None of the 80 pairs who deserted the
colony at Winterton returned to their nests last week. We have about 80 adults
on the foreshore but only 8 pairs beginning their courtship all over again. We
know that it is very late in the season if they do attempt to nest again and so
these displays do not fill our hearts with much hope. As the sad reality of the
Winterton situation slowly sank in amongst the wardens and the volunteers we
were happily distracted by events at our other colony further along the coast at
Eccles. There we have chicks hatching every day and are presented with the most
absorbing sight of 17 day-old chicks - frantically exercising their wings and eager
to make their first flight - alongside hatchlings but a day old. On a warm, calm
afternoon on Friday we counted 124 chicks in total but we know there are more
- hidden in the marram grass, sleeping in scrapes that they make themselves
so that they are effectively below ground level and almost impossible to detect.
The sea a mill pond for once, the parents are back and forth with fish and
sandeels feeding up their young. When both parents are absent on fishing trips
the chicks will retreat to a marram clump and will come running out at the sound
of the parent’s advertising call hoping that they will get the prey before their
sibling. Beaks wide open showing a crimson red interior and their stubby wings
flapping. This is a very special sight and it reminds us of why we are here: our
project is called the ‘little tern recovery project’ and when we see so many chicks
well on the way to adulthood we can begin to believe that they are in recovery.
photo © Kevin Simmonds

CHICKS
APLENTY
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The heatwave at the weekend, as well as the start of the summer holidays,
brought many visitors to the east Norfolk coast. Each day we set up a
telescope on the sand spit in front of the colony so that holidaymakers
and walkers can see the progress of the little terns' breeding season.
Most people are completely unaware of the existence of a rare seabird
colony but they are always fascinated to learn more and glimpse the
chicks being fed sandeels or fish by the parents. One such visitor last
weekend was Charlotte from Cambridge who had come up to the east
coast for the weekend with her parents and brother. Charlotte was eager
to look through the scope and witness the extraordinary sight of 280
chicks and fledglings running around the beach - listening out for the
unique advertising call of their parents bringing back food. Charlotte,
I was informed by her mother, was already an RSPB member! I thought
that I was one of the youngest members of my generation when I joined
at the age of 9 - the Young Ornithologists Club as it was then known.
Once again, I hope that Charlotte will take back a special memory of her
visit to the little tern colony and continue to expand her curiosity,
knowledge and love for the natural world. photo © FF

CHARLOTTE,
AGED SIX,
MEETS THE
LITTLE TERNS
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As part of our research little tern chicks are fitted with a BTO ring - a
lightweight, uniquely numbered, metal ring which provides a reliable and
harmless method of identifying birds as individuals. These cannot be read
from a distance and can only provide the information if the bird is either
recaptured in a mist net or is recovered dead. Since 2014, and as part of
the EU Life+ Little Tern Recovery Project, we have begun ringing little terns
(adults and chicks) with yellow colour rings in addition to the metal ring.
These have a unique alpha numeric code which allows us to read them
from live birds using a telescope or by zooming in on a photograph.
These unique codes can then be reported to the British Trust for
Ornithology who can provide information on their age as well as date and
place of ringing. We have now sighted four such colour rings amongst our
little terns at Winterton and Eccles and the feedback from the BTO has
been fascinating. A little tern with a UA3 colour ring was sighted on 1 July
at Eccles: it was first ringed in Great Yarmouth in June 1997 making it 19
years old. Terns are long-lived birds - and little terns are particularly so
given their diminutive size. Due to the paucity of recoveries, there is little
data but the current longevity record for a little tern is 23 years and 11
months (a ringing recovery in Germany). We also sighted UA6 on 4 July at
Winterton: this bird was ringed at Winterton as a nestling in June 2003
making it 13 years old. UA7 (pictured) was sighted on 17 June at Winterton
and was ringed at Winterton in June 2014 when it was estimated to be
‘at least 3 years old’. And finally, we sighted UA8 on 12 June at Eccles.
This birds was ringed at Great Yarmouth as a nestling in July 2006 making
it 10 years old. The other fascinating discovery is that our birds return to
the same coastline every year to breed. photo © Lyn Ibbitson-Elks

HOW LONG
DO LITTLE
TERNS LIVE?
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The blog has fallen silent for a while - and this is due to the increased
workload caused by the hobby. We’re all putting in extra time on the beach
in an effort to minimise its predation. It first appeared on 24 July and for
the following two weeks it has visited our colony at Eccles on a daily basis
and has taken over 40 birds now - adults, fledglings and chicks. Despite our
best efforts on some days it took six birds returning to the colony at hourly
intervals. We all know, however, that if we had not redoubled our efforts
and been present in such numbers on the beach the hobby could have
taken up to 10 birds a day and our colony would have been decimated.
As a result of the repeated visits by the hobby those adults who could take
their fledglings to safer grounds chose to leave the colony at Eccles during
the last week of July. A count on 24 July revealed that we had upwards of
280 chicks and fledglings within our electric fence. This was reduced to
only 60 or so by the following weekend. They had, we hope, flown to a
safer place - hopefully without the constant attention of a predator like
the hobby. Time for the fledglings to gain strength and learn to dive and
fish before their journey south. This past week and to our great relief we
have had reports of sightings of our fledglings up and down the coast
from nearby Winterton to off-shore Scroby Sands near Great Yarmouth
and further afield at Kessingland in Suffolk. photo © Mick Davis

AN UPDATE
ON THE
HOBBY
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We have had an exhausting four days at our colony in Eccles. We have been
visited by avian predators in the form of kestrel, hobby and black-headed
gull. We even had a brief visit from an escaped falcon complete with bells
and jesses. We are just about managing to deter the kestrel which has been
a long-standing predator of little terns as Eccles. Kestrels will only take small
chicks from within the electric fence and we are not alone in trying to scare it
away. Little terns will rise up en masse and ‘mob’ the kestrel until it is out of
sight. However, the hobby is an altogether different creature. Like the little
tern it is a summer migrant to Britain and is a relatively late breeder - timing
the hatching of its eggs to mid-July when there is plentiful food around in the
form of swallows and swifts. Our hobby has recently discovered an
alternative in the little tern (it is known, after all, as a ‘sea swallow’). In four
days it has taken an adult little tern mid-air, two large chicks from within the
electric fence and more alarmingly a four-week old fledgling from the
foreshore within 10 metres of a warden. No little tern, whatever their age, is
safe. Adults do not fear a kestrel but they do fear the hobby and they do not
mob it. Last week they were diving into the sea to escape its attacks. The
unpredictability and frequency of their visits is physically exhausting on the
wardens (we chase them up and down the beach, shouting as we go) and
the loss of life is emotionally draining. We are on constant alert to the next
visit and never know from which direction it will come. But we are so close
to fledging the whole colony we are putting in extra hours each day and
foregoing all our days off. photo © Mick Davis

A HOBBY IN
THE COLONY
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Little tern chicks and fledglings are always hungry. At this stage of their
young lives their whole purpose is to eat. They do little else. They sit
around on the beach all day and wait for one of the parent birds to return
with food. As soon as they hear the unique advertising call of the parent
they will jump up, run towards the call, opening their wings and flapping
them furiously in an effort to be seen and, more importantly, be the
first to be fed from the brood. They emit a shrill sound - one that is also
unique to them - so that they can be found by the parent. A little tern
egg weighs 10g and this is the weight of the hatchling. Within three weeks
this hatchling will develop into a fledgling - a fully-formed little tern that
weighs the same as an adult at 50g. This extraordinary growth is due to
the quantity and quality of fish that they eat. photo © Neil Bowman

FISH FOR
TODAY AND
FISH FOR
TOMORROW
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Our warden at Winterton, Rhiannon, reported the excellent news that all
14 chicks that hatched at Winterton have now fledged. They join some of
the older Eccles fledglings on the foreshore at Winterton during the day.
Following the abandonment of 80 pairs of little terns in early July it is really
important that those pairs that remained at Winterton (initially 16 - reducing
to 11) managed to hatch and fledge their broods. With the help of a team
of fantastic volunteers, Rhiannon has ensured that any disturbance has been
kept to a minimum. Kestrels, crows and gulls have been ‘spooked off’, dogs
have been persuaded to put on their leads and visitors have been asked to
give the breeding birds space. At the same time they have done an amazing
job of informing the many hundreds of people who visit Winterton each
week about the plight of the little tern. The success of this small group of
terns means that they will potentially return to Winterton in 2017 and in
doing so will encourage other pairs of little terns to nest there as well. East
Norfolk attracts a population of about 300 pairs of little terns (close to 20%
of the UK population) and they cannot all breed at what appears to be the
current favoured location of Eccles. It is simply not big enough. Winterton
must, therefore, remain an attractive and successful location. This has been
achieved, in small part, this year. photo © Mick Davis

WINTERTON
COLONY
IS GOING
STRONG
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As the little tern season on the east coast of Norfolk draws to a close I
am beginning to reflect on the highs and lows of the past few months.
Undoubtedly one of the highs has been the enormous help we have
received from our team of volunteers. We started wardening on the beach
on the last weekend in May and we have still not quite finished wardening
at one of our sites (Winterton) which still has four 16-day old chicks within
the electric fence. So for 12 weeks our volunteers have been outside with
us (in all weathers) supporting us in our efforts to ensure that the little
terns have the best possible opportunity to successfully breed on our
shores. It is the least we can do, I always think, given their epic 3,000 mile
journey from West Africa. They come here for just one reason - and for
such a short space of time - so let’s do everything we can to make it
happen. Our volunteers have been incredible and have given more hours
than I could have ever imagined. They have counted adults, nests, chicks
and fledglings with us, talked to hundreds of visitors about the little terns,
helped us fill sandbags in readiness for the next Spring tide, chased kestrel
and hobby away from the colonies - always with great enthusiasm and
good humour. I would like to thank them individually and hope that we
have the pleasure of their company again next year: Peter, Daphne, Roger,
Norman, Barbara, Dave & Sue, Benno, Paul, Andy, Chris, Lyn, Ellen, Phil,
Steve, Julie, Michelle, Glenn and Mick (Mick and Steve are in the photo
wardening at the colony at Winterton). Added together these dedicated
individuals have given the little terns a total of 750 hours of their time.
This is the equivalent of one and a half wardens! We thank you for your
time and commitment to the Little Tern Recovery Project. photo © FF

AREN’T
VOLUNTEERS
BRILLIANT!
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Food has been so plentiful this year that there has never been any concern
that the other chicks or fledglings in a brood are not getting their fair
share. The diet has moved from sandeels early in the season to clupeid
(sprat or herring) in the middle of the season and more recently to
crustaceans and back to sandeels. They are capable of swallowing fish
that seem as long as their small bodies - often the end of the fish will
hang out of their beaks for some time until they are able to manoeuvre it
down further. The parent is careful to present the fish so that the chick or
fledgling can swallow it head first but as the fledgling gets older, and needs
more frequent feeding, the parent will merely drop the fish in front of it
making a hasty return to the sea. On these occasions the fledgling doesn’t
always get the ‘head first’ bit right. photo © Neil Bowman

MORE FISH...
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And so the season has come to an end and we can look back on the
last 12 weeks with enormous pride. The east Norfolk wardens team of
Fabienne, Andy, Tom, Ben and Rhiannon, together with a formidable
group of volunteers, have ensured that the little terns’ journey from
West Africa in late April to breed on our shores has been a worthwhile
one. They return to their wintering grounds with over 320 fledglings
(303 from Eccles and 18 from Winterton) which is an extraordinary
achievement given the way the season looked at the start. They arrived
later than usual, seemingly in fewer numbers than usual and then failed
to settle down at any site for some weeks. It was a nail-biting start and
there was talk of 2016 being a non-event and the seasonal wardens
being relocated to other RSPB projects within Norfolk. But suddenly it
all changed and suddenly it all happened - before we knew it we had 168
pairs nesting within the small electric fence at Eccles (the highest density
of little terns at that site than ever before). The colony at Eccles was to
become the largest colony of breeding little terns in the UK and with
over 300 fledglings this year it will also probably account for 50% of the
entire UK fledgling population. It’s a wonderful thought but it’s also a
worrying thought - that one area alone is producing half of the
population of young little terns. The 320 fledglings from east Norfolk will
not return to our shores until 2018 at the earliest - spending their first
summer in West Africa - but their parents will be returning next April and
we wardens and volunteers will be ready and waiting for them… In the
meantime we allowed ourselves a moment to celebrate the achievement
at ourtraditional ‘End of Season BBQ’ at night warden Andy and his wife
Candy’s home - topped off with a delicious iced raspberry sponge made
by warden Rhiannon. We ate the cake and toasted the terns and all
agreed that conservation in action - it’s a wonderful thing! photo © FF

CAUSE FOR
CELEBRATION
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For the past two weeks the final group of 20 or so fledglings and large
chicks had moved out of the relative safety of the electric fence and had
chosen to stay close to the water’s edge - easier for parents to feed them,
not so easy for us wardens to protect them. The hobby, we think, had
driven these last birds out of the fenced area and down to the foreshore
where the wet, dark shingle provided perfect camouflage for their mottled
brown feathers. At high tide, when the water reached beyond the shingle,
the fledglings would excavate a small hollow in the wet sand and sink
down low so that only the top of their heads was visible. A perfectly good
strategy against predators like hobby as I witnessed on numerous
occasions. The hobby would fly over the fenced area and land in the
middle of the beach. Sensing the arrival of the hobby all adult little terns
seem to fly out to sea leaving their offspring alone on the foreshore -
hidden by shingle or half-submerged in the sand. They were instructed (?)
to neither move or emit a sound - and they did not. After a short while the
hobby would fly off believing that the beach held no prey for it. And a short
while later the adults would return to their young bringing with them a
sandeel or small fish. I would breathe a sigh of relief until the next time…
We counted the days until the young birds would be ready to leave (and
escape the perils of the hobby) and at last their numbers began to dwindle
so that each day we had three or four fewer birds - taken off by their
parents who had managed to entice them away from the foreshore with
fish in their beaks. Until finally all the fledglings had gone when we arrived
on 18 August. They had left overnight or early that morning and had
joined, we hope, the other little terns which comprise the east Norfolk
population on Scroby Sands. There they will learn to dive and fish for
themselves before starting their journey south in a few weeks. photo © FF

THE BEACH
AT ECCLES
FALLS SILENT
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