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Relatore
Note di presentazione
In this talk I will describe the monitoring that the RSPB carries out its nature reserves.  

First, I will give a brief introduction to RSPB’s nature reserves (one slide).  

Then I will describe why we carry out monitoring (and surveillance) on our reserves

Then I will describe the overall system of monitoring, reporting the information, and reviewing management that we use. It is important that monitoring is not seen as an end in itself.  Monitoring is only worth doing if it can be used to improve how conservation is delivered.

Then I will describe how we decide what to monitor at sites.

Then I will describe who carries out the monitoring & how much it costs.

Then I will describe how we try to maintain consistency of methods and reporting.  This is very important (& can be difficult to achieve!)

And finally, I will describe problems & issues that we have had in the past (& which can still be a problem now).  So hopefully you will not make the same mistakes.



RSPB nature reserves

• 213 nature reserves
• 143,780 ha
• 0.6% of the UK land surface
• All owned or leased
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The RSPB is the UK’s (and Europe’s) largest conservation non-governmental organisations, with just over one million members.

The RSPB has 213 nature reserves in the UK.  These contain a wide variety of different habitats, ranging from mountain tops and blanket bog in Scotland, to seabird colonies, woodlands, heathlands in southern England and wetlands.

Importantly, we own or lease all of the land on our reserves, which makes it a lot easier to manage and monitor them.

Also, the principal focus on these reserves has been bird conservation (although we aim to conserve all important wildlife on them).  Birds are much easier to monitor than most other groups. 



1. Reasons for carrying out monitoring 
& surveillance on our reserves

• To determine progress towards achieving the 
site’s conservation objectives

- Natura 2000 & SSSI objectives
- RSPB objectives

• To contribute towards national monitoring    
schemes (e.g. national waterbird counts)

• Surveillance e.g. invasive non-native species
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There are three main reasons for carrying out monitoring and surveillance on RSPB reserves.

The first, most important reason is to determine whether we are achieving the site’s conservation objectives and, if we are not, what we need to do about it.  This is what I will be focussing on.   The site’s conservation objectives are a combination of statutory objectives (if the site is a Natura 2000 site or Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI – a UK statutory designation), plus additional RSPB objectives. 

We also often carry out additional monitoring to contribute to national monitoring schemes (e.g. national waterbird counts, nationally Breeding Bird Survey counts, national Butterfly Monitoring Scheme counts).

We might also carry out surveillance to understand how the site is changing.  An important form of surveillance is chening for colonisation by invasive, non-native species.



Reserve Management Plan

Conservation objectives

•Management prescriptions
•Monitoring prescriptions

Reserve 
Annual 
Report 

RSPB 
Reserves 
Strategy
•Network 
objectives

2. RSPB’s system of setting objectives, monitoring,
reporting and reviewing management

Audit of 
Reserve 
Annual 
Report

Annual 
review 
meeting
/habitat 
audit

‘Reserves 
Review’

Informs priorities

Implement 
& record 
actions

Monitor 
outcomes
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This is the system that RSPB uses.  You can see that monitoring is only one small part of it.  The system is not perfect, but it still works pretty well.  

Priorities for the whole reserve network are set out in RSPB’s Reserves Strategy.  This sets out targets for species and for statutory site condition for the whole reserve network.  This strategy influences priorities in each Reserve Management Plan.

The steps in the system of monitoring, reporting on and reviewing management are shown with green arrows. 


Each reserve has a management plan.  This sets out the conservation objectives for the site, what management needs to take place to achieve these objectives, and what monitoring needs to be carried out to know whether we are achieving these objectives. 

The management prescriptions are then implemented, and the actions taken are recorded.  The outcomes of these actions are then monitored.

Each reserve the produces an Annual Report each year.  This describes what actions were carried out, and what were the effects of these actions (i.e. the results of the monitoring).  This Annual Report is really a progress report on implementing the management plan.  Importantly, this reserve annual report does not then just sit on a shelf.  It is then audited by our team of ecologists based at our headquarters. They assess whether the site is making sufficient progress towards achieving its objectives.  The audit might identify that extra resources are required by the site, or that additional research, survey or monitoring projects need to take place.  If there are very major issues, then an annual review meeting is held on site. We also carry out audits of particular habitats every few years.

The outcome of the audit/review meeting might be that changes are made to the management that takes place at the site, and the cycle starts again.

We also collate information from Reserve Annual Reports and Reserve Annual Report Audits to determine our progress towards achieving our objectives for the whole network (orange arrows).





3. How do we decide what to monitor? 

Important feature Influencing 
management?

Why?

Phragmites –
Peucedenum fen

Natura 2000 
feature

Breeding Botaurus
stellaris

** RSPB priority 
species

Breeding wildfowl Regionally 
important

Dyke invertebrate 
fauna

SSSI (UK statutory) 
feature
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How do we decide our conservation objectives and therefore what to monitor?  In the management plan for each site, we list the important habitats, species, and groups of species, and include why they are important.  We call these habitats, species and groups of species ‘features’

In some cases (in this case breeding wildfowl), a feature might be important, but it will not influence what we do.



Important feature Attribute(s) Target for 
attribute(s)

Phragmites –
Peucedenum fen

Area
Extent of scrub
Presence of +ive
plant indicator spp

>25 ha
< 5%
>5 spp frequent

Breeding Botaurus
stellaris

Booming 
(‘singing’) males

>2

Dyke invertebrate 
fauna

Presence of 
different
successional
stages

>15% early 
successional

> 15% late 
successional
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We then take all of the features which do influence what we do, and decide what condition we want them to be in.  We call these measures of condition ‘attributes’.

For a bird, typical measures of condition will be breeding or wintering population, or in some cases breeding productivity.

For habitats, measures of condition might include the extent of the habitat, its species composition, its structure etc

We then set targets (or target ranges) for these attributes.



Important 
feature

Main factor(s) Target for main 
factor(s)

Phragmites –
Peucedenum fen

Area of scrub 
removed
Area mown per 
year

>7ha

> 3 ha

Breeding 
Botaurus stellaris

Extent of open 
water

Fish biomass 

>20%, < 30%

> 10 kg/ha
Dyke invertebrate 
fauna

Length of ditch 
cleaned per year

> 7 ha, < 12 ha
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The next stage is to think about what are the main things that will affect whether we can achieve the targets for these attributes.  We call these ‘factors’. 

For a species, a factor might be a measure of habitat condition.  

For a habitat, a factor might be what management is carried out.

We then set targets, or target ranges for these factors.



Objective 1: To maintain favourable condition of the 
SAC fen and increase numbers of booming bitterns

Species targets:
• Increase numbers of booming bitterns to > 2

Habitat targets:
• >25 ha of S24 fen
• < 5% of scrub
• > 5 +ive plant indicator spp frequent
• > 20%, < 30% open water
• etc

Management prescriptions:
• Remove >7 ha of scrub
• Mow 3 ha of scrub per year

etc
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Once we have done this, we just take all of these targets and use them to describe what we would like the site to be like.  To make it easier, we just divide the targets up into targets for species, targets for habitats, and targets for management.



Objective 1: To maintain favourable condition of the 
SAC fen and increase numbers of booming bitterns

Monitoring prescriptions:
• Monitor breeding bitterns
• Monitor extent of S24 fen, scrub and open water
• Monitor frequency of +ive plant indicators in the fen

etc
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And because we have now set out these targets for the site, we know what we need to monitor to determine whether we are achieving.

This whole process really helps you think through logically what you want the site to be like, how to achieve it, and how to know whether you are achieving it.

We are very pragmatic in applying this system.  You can waste a lot of time discussing whether something is an attribute  or a factor.  It doesn’t matter!   

In practice, most invertebrates are very difficult to monitor, so in most cases we just monitor the condition of the habitat for them.





4. Who carries out the monitoring & how 
much does it cost?

Type of monitoring Carried out by Cost (Euros 
per ha of land 
per year)

Cost (% of annual
site management 
costs)

Annual monitoring of 
birds & simple
measures of habitat 
condition

Site staff 13 7

Natura 2000 & SSSI 
objectives

Statutory staff - -

Auditing, ecological 
advice, botanical & 
some other specialist 
surveys

Invertebrates

HQ-based 
ecologists 

Specialist 
contractors

7 4

Relatore
Note di presentazione
Here I show who carries out the monitoring and how much it costs.  Most of the monitoring is annual monitoring of breeding and wintering birds.  This is carried out by site staff.  Site staff also monitor and report on simple measures of habitat condition e.g. water levels and the extent of flooding, the extent of scrub.

Monitoring to determine progress towards achieving Natura 2000 & SSSI conservation objectives is carried out by statutory staff once in every six-year reporting cycle.  Clive will talk about this.

Auditing, ecological advice, most botanical and some other specialists surveys are carried out by our ecology team.  Specialist surveys (mainly of invertebrates) are mainly carried out by specialists.  

We have invested a lot of money in carrying out specialist surveys to identify important invertebrates, and particularly important invertebrate habitat, at sites.  We are now focussing more on using specialists to advise on whether our management for these invertebrates is suitable, rather than on finding more species.    

Our whole ecology team (plus specialist surveys) costs 4% of the total costs of managing our sites.  If having this team & these surveys improves our delivery of conservation by more than 4%, then it is money well spent!





5. Maintaining consistency of methods 
& reporting
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Inconsistency of monitoring methods, and changes in recording areas, are a very big problem. Most site managers are not scientists and they often do not appreciate the problems caused by inconsistencies in methods of monitoring, and changes in recording areas.  Most problems are caused by changes in the individual who carries out the monitoring.

It is important to have standardised guidance. We have standardised guidance on our intranet.  However, it requires a continual investment of time (e.g. holding workshops) to try to ensure that staff understand the reasons for maintaining consistency of methods (and there are continually new staff joining the organisation)




5. Maintaining consistency of methods 
& reporting

Gilbert et al. (1998).  
Bird Monitoring Methods. 
Pelagic Publishing
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Our basic guides to monitoring birds on our reserves is this publication (which is very good), but we have further adapted it for use on our reserves.  We still have issues with inconsistency of methods, though.  




5. Maintaining consistency of methods 
& reporting
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Annual breeding bird data are submitted online, using our own customised database. Staff submitting records have to enter whether the species was monitored but there was a zero count, or whether the species was known to be present that year but was not monitored.  I will return to this in the next slide.

The recording sheets have standard count units, and are linked to different recording areas. Because we are acquiring land all of the time, we have big problems with changes in recording areas.  If we acquire a new area of a reserve, we need to include the new land as a different recording area.  This gets very complicated!

All other records (wintering birds, other wildlife) are entered on to a centralised database by reserve staff.  We have used a database called ‘Mapmate’.  





• Blank records in databases – what do they mean?
(zero count, present but not counted, or data not 
entered onto the database?)

• Changes in recording areas

• Changes in taxonomy of invertebrates

• Ensuring consistency of methods between 
different people

6. Some issues/problems
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These are the main issues that we have had (or in some cases still have).  

A particular problem we have had is looking at old records on our database, and not knowing what a blank record means.  Does it mean that there were no birds there?  Does it mean that there were birds there, but they were not counted?  Or were the birds counted, but the record never entered onto our database?  That is why staff have to enter ‘zero’ records, or indicate that the species was present but not counted that year. 

One that I have not talked about so far are problems with changes to the scientific names of invertebrates i.e. Old records of many species are called a different name to what they are called now.  This has taken a lot of painstaking work to sort out.



7. Conclusions

From our experience, you need:

• A good system

• Sufficient resources

• A suitable culture



Thank you

malcolm.ausden@rspb.org.uk
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