More than 1/4 of UK Birds Face Extinction Risk or Steep Decline
by Kate Lyons
April 11, 2017 – More than 1/4 of UK birds, including the puffin, nightingale and curlew, require urgent conservation efforts to ensure their survival, according to a new report on the state of the UK’s birds.
Since the last review in 2009, an additional 15 species of bird have been placed on the “red list”, a category that indicates a species is in danger of extinction or has experienced significant decline in population or habitat in recent years.  The total number of species on the red list is now 67, out of a total of 247.
On top of this, 8 species are considered at risk of global extinction: the balearic shearwater, aquatic warbler, common pochard, long-tailed duck, velvet scoter, slavonian grebe, puffin, and turtle dove.
“We’ve been putting these reports out since 1999.  I think it is one of the worst we’ve seen,” said David Noble, one of the authors of the State of the UK’s Birds study and principal ecologist for monitoring at the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO).
Noble said a variety of factors led to the classification of an increased number of species in danger, including land use change, such as afforestation and drainage of fields for farmland, and increased numbers of predators, such as foxes.  He also pointed to the global impacts of climate change, which affect migratory birds. 
The report is produced by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), the BTO, and the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, in partnership with the UK’s statutory nature conservation bodies.  It collates material from other studies and bird surveys, to give a thorough report on the status of various avian species.
There is particular concern among conservationists for the curlew, Europe’s largest wader.  It has seen a population decline of 64% from 1970 to 2014 in the UK, largely due to habitat loss.  The UK supports up to 27% of the global curlew population.  Due to its “near threatened” global status, a research plan has been created to help understand the causes of the species’ decline.
“Curlews are instantly recognizable on winter estuaries or summer moors by their striking long, curved beak, long legs and evocative call,” said Dr Daniel Hayhow, conservation scientist at the RSPB.  “They are one of our most charismatic birds and also one of our most important.”
There was good news in the report for some species, including the golden eagle, whose numbers have increased 15% since 2003, and for cirl buntings, which now have more than 1,000 breeding pairs, up from 118 in 1989.  Another success story is the red kite, once one of the UK’s most threatened species, which is now on the green list – the lowest level of concern – after years of efforts by conservationists. 
Noble said the improvement in the red kite and golden eagle population had to do with a slow rebuilding of populations that had been decimated by attacks from people keen to protect their grouse moors and egg collectors taking their eggs.
In the case of the red kite, he said monitoring of nest sites and the re-introduction of the birds into new areas of the UK were reasons for the recovery of the species.  “Now they’ve spread right across the UK from the strongholds they were reduced to in Wales and some parts of Scotland.  Now you can see them in East Anglia occasionally,” he said.
In addition to these successes, a number of species, such as the bittern and nightjar, have moved from the red list to the amber list.  Species are placed on the amber list if they are considered at threat of European extinction or have seen a moderate decline in population or habitat.  An additional 22 species have moved from the amber to the green list.
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