
BIRD
LIFE

A
PR-JU

N
  2021

APRIL-JUNE 2021

BirdLife

Why the world needs to start thinking from 
a migratory bird’s perspective

TIME FOR
RENEWAL



Argentina Australia

Brazil

Austria

Bulgaria

Thailand

Azerbaijan

Burkina Faso

Tunisia

Bahamas

Burundi Cambodia

Turkey

Canada

Uganda

Canada

Ukraine

Chile

United  
Kingdom

China 
(Hong Kong)

Uruguay

Israel

Colombia

Italy

Zambia

Cook Islands

Zimbabwe

Poland Portugal Puerto RicoPhilippines

USAUSAUzbekistan

Palau Palestine Panama Paraguay

Sierra Leone Singapore Slovakia Slovenia South Africa Spain Sri Lanka Sweden SwitzerlandSeychelles

Norway

Indonesia Iraq Ireland

Latvia

North 
Macedonia

Madagascar

Belarus Belgium Belgium Belize Bhutan Bolivia

Côte d’Ivoire

Croatia

Hungary

Liechtenstein

Mauritius Mexico Montenegro Morocco Myanmar Nepal NetherlandsMalta Mauritania New  
Caledonia

Lithuania Luxembourg

Kazakhstan Kenya Kuwait

India

Faroe 
Islands Fiji Finland France French 

Polynesia
Georgia Germany Ghana Gibraltar Greece

Botswana

EthiopiaCuba Denmark Dominican  
Republic

Ecuador Egypt El Salvador EstoniaCzech 
Republic

Cyprus Falkland Islands 
(Malvinas)

Iceland

JordanJapan

Lebanon Liberia

Malawi Malaysia

NigeriaNew  
Zealand

Saudi Arabia Serbia

Romania Syria

Together we are BirdLife International 
Partnership for nature and people

www.birdlife.org

BirdLife International is the world’s largest nature conservation partnership.
Through our unique local-to-global approach, we deliver high impact

and long term conservation for the benefit of nature and people



3 BIRDLIFE APR-JUN 2021

FEATURE

t is my pleasure to introduce myself as our new 
Global Director of Communications, which makes me 
de facto Editor-in-Chief of this wonderful magazine 
– ably put together by Shaun Hurrell, supported by 

Jessica Law and Dominic Mitchell. BirdLife’s communications are 
now undergoing a revamp. Designed to bring us to the attention 
of a broader and more general audience, we need to expand 
our influence as we tackle the planet’s existential crises of 
biodiversity and climate. 

Our groundbreaking bird science is an early warning system. 
Whether it’s as the authority for birds on the IUCN Red List, or 

as the originators of the planet’s inventory of Important Bird & 
Biodiversity Areas, our insights are powered by our family of 115 
Partners who drive the conservation of birds and habitats across 
continents and seas. The world’s migratory flyways are just one of 
the great natural phenomena which tie our Partners and diverse 
geographies together. To save a species or a habitat, we need to 
protect the whole network – and flyways offer us an effective 
way to approach this task, both metaphorically and practically.
Migration is magnificent. Enjoy this issue.

CHRISTOPHER SANDS, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

ROB SHELDON 

Rob Sheldon started working on Sociable 
Lapwings in 2005 whilst at the RSPB. He became 

co-ordinator of the AEWA Sociable Lapwing 
International Working Group from 2009-14, and 
continues to work on the species as a freelance 

consultant. Read his experiences on page 14.

ENAS SARAHNEH 

Enas Sarahneh is Communications Officer for 
BirdLife Middle East, based in Jordan. She makes 
her debut in the BirdLife Magazine on page 36, 
revealing a growing civil society movement for 
plant conservation in Palestine, as part of her 
work with CEPF in the Mediterranean region.

XAVI BOU 

Barcelona-based photographer Xavi Bou 
started his career in the advertising and fashion 

industry. But his lifelong love of wildlife soon 
came to the fore, inspired by his curiosity of the 
invisible patterns traced by birds in flight. See his 

mesmerising creations on page 42.

BIRD MIGRATION LEADS THE WAY

C O N T R I B U T O R S  T O  T H I S  I S S U E

I

DISCOVER 
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SPECTACLE OF 
MIGRATION 
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A R O U N D 
T H E 

PARTNERSHIP
All the latest news, insight and success 

stories from 115 partners 
in 113 countries

EUROPE
After 14 years of hard work, 
the Macedonian Ecological 
Society (BirdLife Partner) 
are proud to announce the 
creation of two new safe 

spaces for nature: a protected landscape in the 
Osogovo Mountains, and an upcoming national 
park protecting Shar Mountain. Keeping these 
Key Biodiversity Areas safe from harm is great 
news for North Macedonia’s natural and 
cultural heritage.

AMERICAS
Thanks in part to lobbying 
by Audubon and the 
ABC (BirdLife Partners in 
the USA), the US Interior 
Department formally erased 
the Trump Administration’s 
controversial so-called 
“M-Opinion”. This rule had 
weakened the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act, stating it 

covered only intentional killing or injuring of 
birds, thus removing penalties for commercial 
activities or hazards (such as oil pits or 
powerline electrocutions) which result in the 
accidental killing of birds.

KEY TO MAP
 BIRDLIFE PARTNER
  BIRDLIFE COUNTRY 

PROGRAMME

AFRICA
With great sorrow we report 
the passing of Abdallah 
Essamar, a stalwart warden 
of Northern Bald Ibis 
colonies in Morocco and a 

magnificent, humble human being. Abdallah 
was one of the first wardens at Souss-Massa 
National Park, trained by the RSPB in 1995, and 
has since worked closely with SEO/BirdLife, 
GREPOM and the National Park. His devotion 
to daily monitoring was absolutely vital to the 
protection of the species, downlisted from 
Critically Endangered to Endangered in 2019. 
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NEWS ROUND-UP

BIRD 
BULLETIN

PROTECTING 
NATURE 
HAS BIGGER 
ECONOMIC 
BENEFITS THAN 
EXPLOITING IT
We suspected it all 
along, but it’s good to 
have the evidence. This 
March, a large-scale study 
comparing 62 sites across 
six continents (many of 
them Key Biodiversity 
Areas) concluded that 
natural sites have higher 
economic value when 
protected or restored than 
when converted to human 
use. Researchers including 
RSPB (BirdLife in the UK), 
University of Cambridge 
and BirdLife International 
assessed the value of each 
site’s ecosystem services 
– such as carbon storage 
and flood protection 
– compared with the 
expected profits if the 
land was converted to 
the most plausible human 
use (e.g. agriculture or 
logging). Conservation 
was found to deliver 
greater value, for example 
by regulating greenhouse 
gases and providing 
nature-based recreation, 
even when taking account 
of profits from land 
conversion.
To estimate these values, 
researchers used TESSA 
(the Toolkit for Ecosystem 
Service Site-based 
Assessment), which 
BirdLife has helped to 
develop over the last 
decade. Now that we can 
put a price on nature, 
there’s no longer any 
excuse for ignoring its 
value in local and global 
decision-making.

MIDDLE EAST
SSCW (BirdLife in Syria) 
has been able to get out 
in the field, where staff 
helped a rural community 
in Aleppo to achieve 

economic autonomy in an eco-friendly manner 
that protects natural resources from depletion. 
They also recorded more than 45 Syrian Serins 
(Vulnerable) through their field visits in rural 
Damascus and more than 9,700 birds from 
about 60 species in Al-Jabboul Ramsar site on 
a data collection trip.

ASIA
15 March marked the 
deadline for pet owners 
to voluntarily declare 
possession of exotic 
(non-native) species, 

before CITES (Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora 
& Fauna) becomes better enforced in India. 
However, with over 5,800 species protected 
by CITES Appendices I, II & III, the Indian Forest 
Department is racing to train its workers 
on species identification. Enter BNHS, who 
are conducting training and workshops for 
frontline staff across the country, with support 
from Per Undeland through BirdLife.

PACIFIC
The Tahiti Monarch’s 
population has finally 
passed the 100 mark again 
after more than 20 years 
of conservation effort. The 

Critically Endangered songbird numbered just 
12 birds in 1998, requiring dedicated effort from 
SOP Manu, the French Polynesian government 
and several thousand volunteers to bring 
it back from the brink. Now, the effects of 
habitat restoration and invasive species control 
are beginning to show, and translocation to a 
rat-free site is being investigated.
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THE MASKED FINFOOT certainly lives up to its 
name. The black and white markings stretching 
across its eyes resemble that of a cloaked bandit, 
and its unearthly lime green lobed feet add to its 
distinctive appearance. You may see similar webbed 
appendages on coots and grebes, and although the 
finfoot is unrelated to these birds, they serve the 
same purpose: swimming and wading through 
wetlands in search of invertebrates, fish and 
amphibians. 

Once upon a time the species ranged widely 
across the lowlands of north-east India, Bangladesh 
and South-East Asia. However, the fate of the 
Masked Finfoot is intertwined with the fate of 
tropical Asia’s forested rivers. As the region’s 
waterways get increasingly disturbed by habitat 
destruction and human encroachment, the last 
populations of finfoots are quickly fading away, and 
since 2009 the species has been classed as 
Endangered. 

This month, a team of conservationists – including 
BirdLife staff – published a paper in Forktail: Journal 
of Asian Ornithology revealing that the species’ fate 
is even more precarious than we thought. Surveys 

found that the bird is now only breeding in 
Bangladesh and Cambodia, and its population could 
number as few as 108-304 adults. Given these bleak 
statistics, it may now warrant uplisting to Critically 
Endangered.

So what can we do to prevent it sliding towards 
extinction? The team recommend limiting access to 
key colonies during the breeding season, restricting 
use of monofilament gillnets (fine, near-invisible 
fishing nets that accidentally catch and kill birds), 
and ramping up protection of wetland habitats. A 
priority is Bangladesh’s Sundarbans, where at least 
40 breeding pairs reside. The BirdLife Partnership is 
in a good position to help develop an action plan for 
the species, using our experience of co-ordinating 
conservation efforts across multiple countries.

Worryingly, the authors of the paper also noted 
that detailed conservation advice had already been 
outlined two decades ago, but had been largely 
ignored, despite remaining fully relevant today. Now 
is humanity’s chance to make things right for the 
bird, before it’s too late – since the only place we 
want to see it sliding is on the mudbanks of its 
river home. 

PLIGHT OF THE FINFOOT UNMASKED

MASKED FINFOOT
Heliopais personatus

Photo © Sayam U. Chowdhury

I U C N  R E D  L I S T  C A T E G O R Y

EXTINCT  EXTINCT IN 
THE WILD

CRITICALLY 
ENDANGERED

ENDANGERED VULNERABLE  NEAR 
THREATENED

LEAST 
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DEFICIENT
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overing more than 25,000 hectares in Ghana’s 
Eastern Region, Atewa Range Forest Reserve 
is home to more than 1,000 species of plants, 
birds, mammals and reptiles. Atewa is also a key 

catchment area, and the source of three rivers providing 
water to more than five million Ghanaians and supporting 
the livelihoods of local communities living on its fringes. It’s 
classified by BirdLife as an IBA in Danger and recognised as 
one of the most threatened KBAs in the world. 

In 2017, the Ghanaian government mooted plans to mine 
bauxite (the raw material for aluminium) in Atewa to finance 
infrastructure projects. Following parliament’s approval of 
the deal, the Ghana Integrated Aluminium Development 
Corporation began clearing access roads in the forest to carry 
out test drills in 2019 [when we last covered the Atewa crisis].

Since 2017, Atewa has come under sharp focus from local 
communities and  environmentalists. Several organisations 
including A Rocha Ghana, Friends of the Earth Ghana, West 
African Primate Conservation Action and Ghana Wildlife 
Society (BirdLife Partner) are opposed to the government’s 
plan. Extracting bauxite in Atewa would require ‘strip mining’ 
where the whole surface layer of soil is removed, meaning 
only a “desert of red sludge” would be left of this lush forest.

Now, thanks to the KBA Partnership (of which BirdLife is 
a key member), international companies are joining the fray 
– including BMW Group, Tetra Pak and Schüco International 
– all members of the Aluminium Stewardship Initiative (ASI). 
The companies have taken a stance indicating that they 
would not accept any aluminium mined from Atewa in their 
supply chains. They reiterate that mining bauxite in the forest 
would have a devastating and irreversible effect on Atewa’s 
biodiversity. Campaigners have also stated that bauxite 
mining in Atewa would not meet the ASI’s requirements. 

Big businesses now supporting local opposition to the 
mining is vital to efforts to save the forest. “Ensuring that 
our consumption nurtures nature rather than destroying and 
depleting it is a critical step. We salute these companies for 
setting the standard to help save Atewa Forest,” says Patricia 
Zurita, Chief Executive of BirdLife. Actor Leonardo DiCaprio 
has also shown his support for the campaign. As the fight 
to save Atewa continues, local and international efforts and 
commitment will be vital to preserve this irreplaceable forest 
as a National Park 

TOGO SLIPPERY FROG 
C O N R A U A  D E R O O I  

THREATENED Atewa is not just famous for its 227 
recorded bird species. Measuring about 8 cm long, the 

Togo Slippery Frog is only found along the Ghana–Togo 
border. With only about 240 left, it’s classified as Critically 
Endangered. Its decline is attributed to habitat destruction 

from logging, expansion of farming lands and hunting, 
among others.
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POTTO 
P E R O D I C T I C U S  P O T T O

UNIQUE MAMMALS The West African Potto is endemic 
to the West African coast (including Ghana), is nocturnal, 

and listed as Near Threatened due to factors including 
hunting and habitat loss. Another primate can be found 

(uniquely among primates) mostly skipping along Atewa’s 
forest floor: the White-naped Mangabey, endemic to Côte 

d’Ivoire and Ghana, and classified as Endangered.

AFIA BIRAGO PUDDLE FROG 
P H Y R N O B A T R A C H U S  A F I A B I R A G O

RECENT DISCOVERY Another Critically Endangered frog 
inhabits Atewa’s wilds. Discovered as recently as 2017, the 
Afia Birango Puddle Frog is only found in Atewa’s swamps. 

Measuring just 2 cm long, it’s distinguished by a black-
spotted throat, slender body and short pointed snout. It 
would be dwarfed by Africa’s largest butterfly, the 23 cm 
African Giant Swallowtail, which also calls Atewa home.
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espite being one of the most 
biodiverse countries in Asia Cambodia 
had no national NGOs working 
directly on conservation as recently as 

15 years ago. BirdLife set out to change that, and 
in 2004 established a country programme. Fast 
forward to 2021 and NatureLife Cambodia is the 
newest Partner in the BirdLife flock. We talked to 
Vorsak Bou, the Executive Director of NatureLife 
Cambodia and former Manager of the BirdLife 
Cambodia Programme, to find out more 

TELL US HOW IT ALL STARTED …
In 2003, BirdLife began an Important Bird & 
Biodiversity Area (IBA) inventory in Cambodia and 
identified several sites that were outside of the 
existing protected area system and required urgent 
support. They needed the help of a BirdLife Partner, 
but at the time, there were no organisations that 
could do the work. So in 2004, BirdLife decided 
to set up the Cambodia programme, with the 
plan to eventually form an independent national 
conservation NGO. We began the process of setting 
up NatureLife Cambodia in 2015, and in 2017 were 
able to register as a national NGO. 

WHAT ARE SOME OF YOUR BIGGEST SUCCESSES 
TO DATE?
A lot of the conservation work undertaken so far 
in Cambodia – for example, at the Lomphat and 
Siem Pang wildlife sactuaries – has been run under 
the BirdLife Cambodia programme, while we’ve 
focused on building up our capacity. But between 
2018 and now, we’ve started to do more. Over 
9,000 hectares of land in Stung Sen – a seasonally 
flooded freshwater swamp forest at the Tonle Sap 
lake, rich in biodiversity – has just been designated 
as a Ramsar Site, and we’re supporting the local 
communities there to establish protected areas. 

We’ve also leased land in the lower Mekong 
Delta which we’re using to grow rice as 
supplemental food for Sarus Cranes Grus antigone 
(Vulnerable), while also harvesting and selling some 
of the crop as bird-friendly rice. And obviously 
we’re thrilled to become a BirdLife Partner!

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES 
FOR NATURE CONSERVATION IN CAMBODIA? 
It is very difficult to compete with large, well-
established international NGOs for funding. In 

NATURELIFE CAMBODIA 
H A T C H I N G  A  N E W  B I R D L I F E  P A R T N E R

Cambodia, people tend to be more interested in 
supporting humanitarian, education and health 
charities, which adds to the challenge. But there 
has been a lot of awareness-raising recently 
about the importance of biodiversity – especially 
since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic – 
which is helping to get more people interested in 
conservation and nature. 

SIEM PANG WS HAS BEEN A BIG FOCUS. WHAT’S 
THE PLAN FOR THIS LANDSCAPE?
This is an important site for Critically Endangered 
ibises and vultures. BirdLife worked extremely 
hard to advocate for its protection and set up 
capacity on the ground. During this bridging period, 
the project will be handed over by the BirdLife 
Cambodia Programme to a locally owned project 
partner called Rising Phoenix who will work with 
the government in the management of the site. 

WHAT’S NEXT FOR NATURELIFE CAMBODIA?
The top priority for us now is to complete the 
transition from the BirdLife Cambodia programme. 
From there, we’ll look at building additional 
capacity, especially in fundraising and science. We 
also plan on continuing to build on our work at 
Lomphat Wildlife Sanctuary (an important site for 
Giant Ibis and White-shouldered Ibis) with support 
from the BirdLife Forest Accelerator, co-ordinate 
species working groups (vulture, ibis and sarus 
crane) and expand more at Tonle Sap and the 
Lower Mekong Delta.  

HATCH

M E E T
T H E

P A R T N E R

D

P A R T N E R 
P R O F I L E

NATURELIFE 
CAMBODIA

HEAD OFFICE: Phnom 
Penh

NUMBER OF STAFF: 22

NUMBER OF IBAS: 40

NUMBER OF GLOBALLY 
THREATENED BIRD 

SPECIES: 32

FAST FACT: Five of 
Cambodia’s eight 

Critically Endangered bird 
species are conserved by 

NatureLife Cambodia
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Measuring water quality at 
the Tonle Sap Great Lake.
© NatureLife Cambodia
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OUT OF
STEPPE

Thanks to extensive research over the last 15 years, the Sociable Lapwing has 
gone from one of the world’s more obscure waders to one of its most studied, 

and it is now widely regarded as a flagship species for the conservation of 
the Central Asian steppes. We take a look at the work that has uncovered its 

mysteries and begun to conserve it

Rob Sheldon

The enigmatic Sociable 
Lapwing has been the focus 

of international research and 
conservation efforts since 2005 

Photos © Rob Sheldon
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PREVENTING EXTINCTIONS

ts breeding grounds once stretched 
from Ukraine in the west to as far east 
as Xinjiang in China, and north into 
southern Siberia. But with the loss of 

much of the natural steppe in Ukraine in the 
nineteenth century through conversion to cereal 
production, and profound changes to agricultural 
management during the Soviet period, the 
breeding range of the Sociable Lapwing Vanellus 
gregarius contracted to an increasingly small area 
of Kazakhstan. In 2004, BirdLife uplisted the species 
to Critically Endangered following severe 
population declines, with some reports suggesting 
that just a few hundred breeding pairs may survive.

But why was the Sociable Lapwing teetering on 
the brink of extinction? Under the auspices of the 
Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian 
Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA), an international 
species action plan was developed by collaborating 
experts on the species and its habitats to help 
determine the reasons. In the same year, a pilot 
study suggested that low breeding success due to 
trampling of nests by livestock could be a primary 
factor. All this culminated in the establishment of a 
comprehensive research project based around the 
small town of Korgalzhyn, some 130 km south-west 
of Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan’s capital.

In May 2005, scientists from the Association for 

the Conservation of Biodiversity in Kazakhstan 
(ACBK, BirdLife Partner), the Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds (RSPB, BirdLife Partner in the 
UK) and research students from Germany and 
Kazakhstan set out to locate as many Sociable 
Lapwing colonies as possible. As population size 
was considered critically low and breeding success 
poor, the team aimed to collect vital data on the 
species and also look at potential emergency 
conservation measures.

The first few weeks were spent locating Sociable 
Lapwings and trialling the idea of using nest 
protectors to reduce livestock trampling. Real nests 
were far too precious to test this on, so 
experimental nests using quails’ eggs were 
established. The project team purchased what 
seemed to be the whole season’s supply of quail 
eggs from the capital, and when those ran out, 
resorted to painting chicken eggs! However, by 
mid-May the research was starting to reveal that 
breeding success wasn’t as bad as first thought, and 
many of the Sociable Lapwing nests that the team 
had found were hatching.

The next research phase involved catching and 
fitting chicks with unique combinations of colour 
rings so that they could be observed to estimate 
their survival rates. The teams spent hours in the 
field monitoring chicks as they tried to hide in the 

I

Researchers use any available 
vantage points to scan 

expansive steppe landscapes 
in search of lapwings
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steppe vegetation, but it became clear that the 
number surviving through to fledging was also 
reasonably high.

Around the end of June, Sociable Lapwings start 
to form post-breeding flocks and many of these 
included a high proportion of colour-ringed birds. 
The same relatively high levels of breeding success 
were replicated in subsequent years, but the results 
began to show that adult survival was low. With 
nothing indicating a source of high mortality on the 
breeding grounds, it became clear that to find the 
cause of the population decline, the researchers 
needed to look elsewhere.  

MIGRATION MYSTERIES
Winter in Kazakhstan can be harsh, and Sociable 
Lapwings migrate south to escape snow-covered 
steppes and sub-zero temperatures. Historical 
sightings from north-east Africa, the Middle East 
and India suggested that the species has more than 
one migratory population, but little was known 
about the different routes they took.

As international awareness of the plight of the 
species grew, many organisations and individuals 
helped to look for migrating flocks. A Dutch team 
working with Syrian ornithologists with support from the Syrian Society for the Conservation of 

Wildlife (SSCW, BirdLife Partner) undertook surveys 
across Syria in February and March 2007. This team 
made several key discoveries, not only recording up 
to 2,000 individuals – suggesting some global 
population estimates at the time were too 
pessimistic – but also that Sociable Lapwings may 
be targeted illegally by hunters. This was confirmed 
the following spring by an RSPB team surveying in 
the country, as well as by images appearing on 
social media with Sociable Lapwings being 
displayed across hunters’ car bonnets. 

Three birds were fitted with satellite tags on the 
breeding grounds in May 2007, and these led to a 
number of breakthroughs in the understanding of 
key sites and migratory routes. In October 2007, 
ornithologists at Doğa Derneği (BirdLife in Turkey) 
made the amazing discovery of some 3,200 
Sociable Lapwings in the Ceylanpinar area on the 
Syrian border, again demonstrating that the 
population was not as low as first feared.

B I R D 
F A C T F I L E

SOCIABLE 
LAPWING 

Vanellus gregarius

RED LIST STATUS: 
Critically Endangered 

THREATS: Primarily illegal 
hunting, also changes 
to habitat (including 
agricultural land use) 

FAST FACT: Sociable 
Lapwings often nest 

near villages – domestic 
livestock keep grass short 

for perfect breeding 
conditions 

PREVENTING EXTINCTIONS

Satellite tags were 
crucial in identifying 
migration routes and 

key stopover sites 

Wintering Sociable 
Lapwings in 
Baluchistan, 
Pakistan: note the 
satellite-tagged 
bird, known as 
Maysa, in the 
middle of the flock 
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Subsequent surveys confirmed that this area on 
both sides of the Turkey-Syria border is a key 
stopover site for the species in both spring and 
autumn. Two of the satellite-tagged birds 
continued their journeys south and were eventually 
tracked to Sudan, where they spent the winter 
months; one returned to the same area for two 
additional winters. These were the first records of 
Sociable Lapwings in Sudan for more than 80 years.

Surveys by the Sudanese Wildlife Society located 
several small wintering flocks, including one of the 
satellite-tagged individuals. The largest group was 
38 birds in January 2009. It is thought that once 
Sociable Lapwings reach their wintering grounds 
they disperse into smaller flocks, making them less 
conspicuous.

More birds were tagged in Kazakhstan in 2010, 
and again birds were tracked through the Middle 
East and into Africa. A further significant discovery 
was made when satellite-tagged birds spent the 
winter in northern Saudi Arabia. Additional surveys 

in the Tabuk area of northern Saudi and Haradh in 
the Eastern Province have confirmed that small 
numbers are now wintering in the country.

The vast majority of Sociable Lapwing sightings 
in the Arabian Peninsula are on irrigated fields. The 
artificial habitat that these fields provide is a 
relatively recent phenomenon, and it could be that 
their presence has changed the migratory 
behaviour of Sociable Lapwings – why continue 
migrating south to Africa when new food-rich 
sources are available?

PASSAGE TO INDIA
A big gap in our knowledge was understanding the 
importance of the eastern migratory route, where 
birds head from the Kazakh breeding grounds 
towards India. From 2010-2015, seven tagged birds 
took this route and consistently stopped on the 
Turkmenistan-Uzbekistan border, suggesting the 
presence of a regular stopover site. A survey in 
October 2014 by the Uzbekistan Society for the 

Sociable Lapwings 
require closely cropped 
sward so they can 
have a good view of 
predators; it’s like 
nesting on a billiard 
table. Finding them in 
the unspeakably vast 
Central Steppes of Asia 
is a challenge. When 
partners in Sudan 
found our tagged 
birds we were over 
the moon. This work, 
of over a decade, is 
a fantastic example 
of international 
collaboration within 
and beyond the BirdLife 
Partnership.

 
PAUL DONALD 
Senior Researcherr, 
BirdLife International 
(and previously RSPB)

Locating and monitoring nests 
was vital to help understand 

breeding success
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Protection of Birds (UzSPB, BirdLife in Uzbekistan) 
recorded up to 400 Sociable Lapwings using the 
area known as Talimarzhan, an Important Bird & 
Biodiversity Area (IBA), which at the time was the 
largest count of the species made in Uzbekistan, or 
indeed anywhere on the southern route.

In autumn 2015 an expedition involving teams on 
both sides of this border recorded a single day 
maximum count of 4,225 birds, and the total 
number estimated to be using the area was 
between 6,000-8,000. This amazing discovery again 
highlighted that the global population of Sociable 

Lapwings was much higher than previously 
thought, and also suggested that the eastern 
migratory route was just as important, if not more 
so, than the western flyway.

Of all the countries in which Sociable Lapwings 
are known to winter, India has the most records, 
mainly in the north-west (especially Gujarat and 
Rajasthan). In December 2010, 90 birds were 
counted near Ahmedabad – one of the largest 
wintering flocks ever recorded. Satellite tracking 
also highlighted the importance of Pakistan as a 
wintering site, and this was again confirmed by 
ground-based surveys. In early 2016, a team from 
the Saiban Development Organisation located a 
record flock of 200 Sociable Lapwings along the 
Indus river valley, and the following winter over 
500 birds were found in Sindh, including a single 
flock of 365 birds which (there’s a theme here) was 
the largest wintering flock ever recorded in 
Pakistan. 

ONGOING THREATS
With records of hunting from several countries 
along the western flyway, combined with low 
annual survival estimated from long-term survival 
data, it seems very likely that the key threat to the 
Sociable Lapwing is illegal killing. Hunting has not 
been recorded along the eastern route but can’t be 
discounted as a threat.

Changes in landuse may also be a significant 
threat. A survey in Sudan in December 2018 didn’t 
locate any Sociable Lapwings in an area where 
tagged birds had previously been recorded. The 

RIGHT Images on social 
media suggested that 
illegal killing was a key 
threat in parts of the 
Middle East © Anon

TOP Between 2005 and 
2011, teams of researchers 
scoured the steppes 
for breeding Sociable 
Lapwings

PREVENTING EXTINCTIONS

The Sociable 
Lapwing lives up to its 
name not only because 
it is gregarious, but 
also because it has 
brought together so 
many professionals 
and experts from 
different countries. Our 
international team is 
an example of a long-
term and sustainable 
partnership aimed at 
conserving this unique 
species.

 
RUSLAN 
URAZALIYEV 
Research fellow, ACBK 
(BirdLife in Kazakhstan). 
Ruslan has worked on 
the Sociable Lapwing 
project since 2008

The Sociable Lapwing’s migratory routes (brown 
in spring, blue in autumn). Map © Paul Donald
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main crop under cultivation was sorghum, which 
grows too tall to be used by Sociable Lapwings, 
and the stubble remaining once harvested is too 
dense. In recent years concerns have been raised 
about the sustainability of extensive areas of 
irrigated pivot fields in parts of the Middle East, and 
it is likely that restrictions will be put in place to 
limit this type of agricultural management in the 
future. This will almost certainly mean Sociable 
Lapwings will have to continue south in search of 
suitable wintering grounds.

On the breeding grounds in Kazakhstan we know 
that Sociable Lapwings are strongly associated with 
villages, as these are where domestic livestock are 
concentrated. Grazing cattle and sheep create the 
short swards required for their nests. Any changes 
in how livestock are managed could have profound 
impacts, both positive and negative, on the 
suitability of the steppes for breeding.

Satellite tracking and field surveys have shown 
that migrating Sociable Lapwings are reliant on just 
a small number of key sites, especially those that 
take the eastern route, where probably the whole 

flyway population spends at least a month each 
year at Talimerzhan. Protection of these sites will 
clearly be crucial to the long-term survival of the 
species.

The situation for the Sociable Lapwing is not as 
dire as it was in 2004. The global population may be 
in the region of 24,000 individuals, but whether 
there is an ongoing decline is less clear. The Manych 
Depression in south-west Russia is the only key 
stopover site for which there is long-term 
monitoring data. In September 2010 the maximum 
single day count was 1,070 birds, with a steady 
annual decline to just four birds in 2019. On the 
breeding grounds of Kazakhstan, repeat surveys in 
2018-2019 found a maximum of 15 nests compared 
to between 83-126 nests from the same study area 
in 2005-2011. It is not clear how these declines on 
the breeding grounds and the western migration 
route are representative of the global population, 
but they are a cause for concern. It seems that this 
enigmatic steppe wanderer faces pressures in 
all parts of its vast range, and its story is far 
from over. 

Swarovski Optik has been a 
BirdLife Species Champion for 
Sociable Lapwing since 2008

THANKS TO FUNDERS
This work was partly funded by 
grants from the Darwin Initiative 
of the UK Government. Additional 
funding was provided through 
the BirdLife Preventing 
Extinctions Programme by the 
Royal Society for the Protection 
of Birds and Swarovski Optik; plus 
the African-Eurasian Waterbird 
Agreement, the German 
Ornithological Society, the 
Mohammed bin Zayed Species 
Conservation Fund, and the 
Ornithological Society of the 
Middle East, the Caucasus & 
Central Asia.

Female with chick: newly 
hatched young are moved 

to taller vegetation to help 
avoid predators
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Gábor Deák with 
Falco © Szilard Morvai 

/ BirdLife Hungary
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With millions of birds 
illegally killed each year, 
working to protect them 
can seem like an 
overwhelming battle. 
That’s when inspirational,
heart-warming success 
stories are needed. We hear 
first-hand accounts from 
conservation’s ‘frontline’ 
in Malta, Hungary and 
Lebanon.

Malta, in the middle of the Mediterranean 
Sea, is an important stopover site for 
migratory birds. Unfortunately, the illegal 
killing of birds is a widespread problem here, 
even for protected species. But at BirdLife 
Malta, we’re taking action.

In 2019, BirdLife Malta launched 
#NoMoreCallers: a people-powered 
campaign to fight the illegal use of electronic 
bird calling devices, mobilising citizens to 
report such devices across the country.

A bird caller can be anything from a small hand-held device to 
an intricate system of car batteries, a digital playing device and 
speakers. They are often hidden in stone walls, attached to 
trapping hides or even bolted within concrete structures, making 
them hard to remove. Callers attract birds down to trapping sites 
peppered throughout the countryside in Malta and Gozo. They 
are often used to trap Eurasian Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria 
and other protected birds. 

#NoMoreCallers was a resounding success, with an 
extraordinary response from the public: throughout the 
campaign, we received over 600 reports with details and GPS 
co-ordinates. The large amount of reports allowed us to insist 
once more to both the local government and the European 
Commission that Malta is failing to control this illegality. One has 
to keep in mind that the illegality of electronic callers is mainly 
linked with trapping. Trapping is not allowed by the EU Birds 
Directive, but Malta grants exemptions, and tries to justify it as a 
traditional pastime. We will remain adamant that none of the 
exemptions applied by Malta are justified.

The number of reports proved that the use of electronic lures is 
widespread across the Maltese archipelago. But the level of 
public engagement with this campaign proved something else: 
there is a strong movement to protect birds within our society.

NO MORE CALLERS
Citizen engagement tackles Malta’s 

illegal killing

MIGRATION
FRONT
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hen photojournalist David Guttenfelder 
covered the slaughter of songbirds in 
the Mediterranean for National 
Geographic in 2013, he said it was like 
covering a war. Every year, over 25 
million birds are illegally killed as they 

fly in waves from northern Europe over the 
Mediterranean and the Caucasus. Like a war, it’s a tragic 
manifestation of how we, humans, are capable of the 
most senseless destruction. Fortunately, however, 
humans are also capable of love, bravery and altruism. 
BirdLife Partners demonstrate this through the 
exceptional work they do every day to protect our 
feathered friends. 

Launched two years ago in this magazine, Flight for 
Survival is an international awareness-raising campaign 
aiming to end the illegal killing crisis. So far, it has had 
over 128,000 unique visitors to its website and millions of 
impressions on social media. The campaign lays bare the 
many dangers facing migratory birds, and also helps raise 
money for our Partners’ critical conservation work in the 
field. Here’s a snapshot of their work – just a few 
beautiful stories of humanity at its best.

W

MARK 
SULTANA 
CEO, BirdLife Malta
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I had set my alarm for 5:00 AM. I was so 
excited I could barely sleep. I was going on 
my first field mission as a member of the 
Anti-Poaching unit of the Society for the 
Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL, 
BirdLife Partner), alongside the Committee 
Against Illegal Bird Slaughter (CABS).

We reached the village of Barja near 
Mount Lebanon at the crack of dawn. Almost 
every house in Barja is part of a farm, so we 
first split into two groups, and then explored 
the town in order to locate illegal mist nets 

and calling devices among the olive orchards and fruit groves.
After only two hours of patrolling, we uncovered six active 

trapping sites and calling devices that are used as lures. We 
reported the findings to the Internal Security Forces, who 
immediately mobilised and showed up on site. The support of the 
ISF was much needed, as we couldn’t dismantle any mist nests 
without them. An incredible number of animals were trapped in 
the nets – moths, butterflies and birds. My heart ached. 

While we were dismantling one of the nets, I spotted a 
struggling Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla. I jumped out 
of excitement! Without thinking, I held the trapped bird and 
stroked it gently so it could feel safe. That was the first time I had 
ever touched a bird. I called out to the others, as the nets were 
severely tangled around the frail bird’s body. After half an hour or 
so, we were able to set our feathered friend free.

I spent the rest of the day – and week – thinking about this 
exceptional experience. I felt that I could really change the life of 
a helpless creature. I felt hope for birds in Lebanon, as fragile as 
that hope may be. One thing is certain: in Lebanon, the support 
offered by the presidential team, ISF and partners from around 
the world is slowly but surely resisting the illegal killing of birds.

If you are wandering around in Hungary, 
you don’t have to worry about running into 
wide mist nets with songbirds struggling in 
them. You will not see birds trapped in 
glue sticks either. Storks don’t have to 
worry about bullets. Illegal killing in 
Hungary is much less obvious. It’s silent. 
Discreet. Vicious. But just as deadly. The 
killer’s name? Poison.

The situation is dire, but at BirdLife 
Hungary we’re lucky enough to have 
four-legged superheroes to help us. That’s 

right: we’ve got dogs. But not just any dogs. They can sniff out 
poisoned bait or carcasses. Falco, a German shepherd, was 
the first dog in the anti-poison unit that underwent extensive 
training with the Hungarian National Police. 

Falco’s first field search was a bittersweet success: he 
found twelve Western Marsh-harriers Circus aeruginosus, one 
Eurasian Buzzard Buteo buteo, four foxes, poisoned bait (eggs) 
and three Saker Falcons Falco churrug (Endangered) buried in 
the ground. It was devastating to uncover such death.

Inspired by Falco’s success, two more dogs were trained. 
Now, three dogs (Falco, Carlo and Hella) are fighting the illegal 
killing of birds in Hungary. And as birds know no borders, we 
teamed up with Slovakia, Czechia, Austria and Serbia to run the 
PannonEagle LIFE project together. And now, dogs are saving 
birds in those places, too.

So far, BirdLife Hungary’s dog unit has carried out more 
than a thousand searches. The task is daunting, and it’s not 
possible without financial support. There are always new ways 
to kill and new poisons that emerge. But international and 
interspecies co-operation with Falco and his friends give us 
reason for hope.

GÁBOR 
DEÁK 
Dog Unit Leader, 
BirdLife Hungary

LÉNA 
FARRAN 
Project Manager, 
BirdLife Lebanon

SNIFFING OUT 
POISON

How dogs are saving birds in Hungary

AND I SET THE 
BLACKCAP FREE

Bird-saving mission in Lebanon

FLYWAYS
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the young son of the man who had found 
her, who was attempting to feed her a 
dead snake.

Khatib rushed the ailing Anahita to a 
vet, and then to the nearest suitable 
shelter: an aviary that SPNL usually used 
to breed and release Syrian Serin Serinus 
syriacus (Vulnerable), a small finch. Staff 
quickly modified the aviary to cater for a 
larger bird, and Anahita began her 
recovery.

Soon, word of Anahita’s story spread 
across social media. People began 
contacting SPNL, asking them to help 
other migratory birds that had been shot 
down – including cranes, Black Kites 
Milvus migrans and a pelican. Two cranes 
joined Anahita in the aviary, one of which 
has already been released into the wild. 
Inspired by this, SPNL, with help from 
BSPB, is now converting the aviary into a 
bird rescue centre to provide expert care 
for more migratory birds.

Sadly, it turned out that Anahita would 
never fly again. But her story – and her 
journey – doesn’t end there. In keeping 
with her namesake, the goddess of 
fertility, she will soon be going back to 
Bulgaria, where she will join BSPB’s 
captive breeding programme and hatch 
the next generation of Egyptian vultures. 
When you have friends watching over 
you, you don’t always need wings to fly. 

n September 2020, Anahita 
the three-month-old Egyptian 
Vulture Neophron 
percnopterus left the Balkans 

on her first migration journey. We know 
this because she was wearing a satellite 
tag fitted by BSPB (BirdLife in Bulgaria). At 
the same time as fitting the tag, BSPB 
gave Anahita’s parents a foster chick, Neli, 
hatched by their captive breeding 
programme in a further effort to bolster 
the Endangered species’ population*. 

Anahita, named after the ancient 
Persian goddess of fertility, water, healing 
and wisdom, set off to a confident start. 
Within a few days she had been spotted 
by Doğa Derneği (BirdLife in Turkey) as she 
swooped over their observation site. Doğa 
Derneği emailed BSPB, confirming all was 
well. Everything looked set for her to 
arrive in sub-Saharan Africa in time for 
winter.

But on just the sixth day of her journey, 
in a village to the west of Mount Lebanon, 
the tracker suddenly went still. BSPB staff 
watched with sinking hearts as the tag 
stopped transmitting for a while, before 
being moved to a location 300 metres 
away – a tell-tale sign that Anahita had 
probably been shot.

Frantically, BSPB contacted SPNL 
(BirdLife in Lebanon). Adonis Khatib, head 
of SPNL’s anti-poaching unit, acted swiftly 
alongside the security forces. Driving 
across the country, he arrived at the 
village just in time: Anahita had been shot, 
badly, with a broken wing and a body 
riddled by 13 pellets – but she was alive. 
What’s more, she was being cared for by 

I

SAVING ANAHITA
A young Egyptian Vulture’s first migration was 

brutally cut short. Thankfully, BirdLife Partners 
were watching over her every step of the way. 

Through their co-operation, they transformed an 
illegal hunting casualty into a story of hope.

* Doğa Derneği is part of the Egyptian Vulture: New LIFE 
project, a partnership with the Hellenic Ornithological 
Society (BirdLife in Greece), RSPB (BirdLife in the UK), 
BirdLife Africa and BirdLife Middle East to safeguard the 
species on every step of its migration journey. 

Photos © 1: Green Balkans, 2,3: Adonis 
Khatib, 4,5,6: SPNL
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If bird migration isn’t impressive enough, nothing is better than witnessing 
first-hand its sheer scale at a ‘bottleneck’. One of the wonders of the natural 

world, these are where vast clouds of large soaring birds – especially 
raptors – congregate at narrow land passages. Immerse in the experience 
of soaring, swirling birds and the science behind the world’s largest bird 

migration congregations – and why protecting them is a global endeavour

Words: James Lowen

James Lowen

fter successive damp days in 
central Colombia’s Andes, the 
November morning has 
delivered rain-free warmth. 

And how the Swainson’s Hawks Buteo 
swainsoni are responding. Flanking a 
mountain ridge swathed in tropical forest, 
hundreds of broad-winged, spread-tailed 
forms are swirling upwards. Their 
simultaneous release of pent-up migratory 
urges manifests itself as a fairground 
helter-skelter in reverse.

Harnessing a column of rising air, the 

A
migrants ascend hundreds of metres into 
the sky until they have gained sufficient 
altitude to relax into an energy-saving 
glide towards a distant mountain ridge. 
Here they will repeat the trick, each 
successive rise and fall forming another 
vital step in their 9,000 km journey from 
North American breeding grounds to 
Argentina’s pampas grasslands. For me, 
however, the show is over: I can finally 
exhale.

THE EXPERIENCE IS THRILLING – but so 

too the underlying science. Travelling vast 
distances costs migratory birds much 
energy. Although New World raptors and 
passerines migrate between roughly the 
same places, their strategies differ 
radically. Songbirds power flight through 
rapid wingbeats, mainly travelling at 
night to avoid both predators and 
overheating. Broad-winged birds of prey, 
however, journey by day, conserving fuel 
by soaring. 

Using air currents, they gain lift before 
cruising onwards, preserving fat stores by 
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MIGRATION

minimising flapping. Sometimes the 
raptors ‘slope soar’, riding winds pushed 
upwards over mountain sides – famously 
so at the well-named Hawk Mountain, 
which straddles a 500 km long ridge 
bracketing the US states of New Jersey 
and Pennsylvania. Such helpful updrafts 
happen when the wind blows. Calm 
conditions, however, demand an 
alternative approach. Birds circle upwards 
on ‘thermals’ – pockets of warm, 
ascending air generated when the sun 
differentially heats the land surface – 
before motoring away with nary a wing 
flap. 

These aggregations of soaring birds are 
known as ‘kettles’, as if the protagonists 
were steaming upwards from an imaginary 
container’s spout. Although the cluster 
seemingly behaves as a single entity, 
appearances are deceptive. Raptors are 
typically solitary creatures for which 
co-operation makes little ecological sense. 
The spectacle derives from coincidence, 
not co-ordination: birds independently 
following the migratory path of least 
resistance while scrutinising the sky for 
individuals that have already discovered 
the next free ride.

WHEREAS PASSERINE MIGRATION 
ROUTES typically follow straight lines – 
the imperative being to fly the shortest 
distance possible – geography governs 
raptors’ routes, thereby chivvying them 
into concentrations. Famous migratory 
bottlenecks often result from the 
opportunities offered by mountain passes 
or gorges such as Organbidexka in the 
French Pyrenees, where currents funnel 
avian travellers through a confined 
airspace. 

But geography can also present barriers 
to raptor migration – and none is mightier 
than the open sea. Water bodies release 
heat slowly and evenly, preventing 

thermals from forming above them. 
Without aerial assistance, raptors must 
power themselves to the next landmass. 
This is not only energetically costly but 
inherently perilous: running out of energy 
means drowning. Accordingly birds of prey 
hug coastlines to benefit from land-
generated thermals for as long as possible. 
This can result in gatherings of raptors in 
ostensibly surprising places – witness the 
2.1 million birds counted over the 
landbridge of Panama City on 2 November 
2014 – as well as at famous promontories 
either side of sea crossings such as 
Europe’s Strait of Gibraltar.  

Where sea and mountains are 
juxtaposed, the mother of all migratory 
bottlenecks may be created. Pinched 
between the Sierra Madre mountains and 
the Gulf of Mexico, the world’s greatest 
raptor flyway lies in the narrow coastal 
plain of Mexico’s Veracruz. Between 
September and November, some five 
million birds of prey pour south along this 
corridor in a spectacle known as the ‘River 
of Raptors’, including pretty much the 
entire global population of Swainson’s 
Hawks. Exhilarating though it was, my 
Colombian spectacle was just a taster ...

Kettling raptors
© Christian Gelpke

Batumi raptor counting 
station, Georgia

© Lars Soerink

©
  Lars Soerink
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GENIE IN THE BOTTLENECK

H OT S P OT S 
TO  WATC H 

2. CAPE MAY, USA
This New Jersey peninsula is a natural funnel for 
birds migrating at the junction of Delaware Bay and 
the Atlantic Ocean. Passage in spring involves more 
than 100 species and 100,000 birds, and is even 
more significant in autumn with huge flights of 
birds of prey – notably Broad-winged Hawk Buteo 
platypterus, Red-shouldered Hawk Buteo lineatus 
and Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus – as well 
as numerous shorebirds and seabirds, and 
impressive waves of warblers, vireos, thrushes, 
sparrows and other passerine migrants.

4. PANAMA CITY, PANAMA
The skyscrapers of Panama’s capital provide an 
incongruous backdrop to the streams of kettling 
raptors migrating between breeding and wintering 
ranges. Mudflats near the city are recognised as one 
of the five most important areas for migratory and 
wintering shorebirds in the Americas – an estimated 
1.3 million pass through in autumn, including 
globally important populations of Western 
Sandpiper Calidris maura (32%) and Whimbrel 
Numenius phaeopus (20%), among others. Panama 
Audubon Society (BirdLife Partner) spearheaded 
moves to save the bay’s wetlands from 
development, leading to protected status being 
ratified by the country’s Supreme Court.

5. WADDEN SEA, NW EUROPE
A vast intertidal area shared between the 
Netherlands, Germany and Denmark, the Wadden 
Sea is one of the most important hubs for migratory 
birds in the world, yet it is threatened by fishing, 
salt mining, gas extraction and climate change. 
Some 12 million waterbirds breed, pass through or 
overwinter, including up to 267,000 Red Knot 
Calidris canutus. Good numbers of Eurasian 
Spoonbill Platalea alba breed, and most migrate to 
Banc d’Arguin in Mauritania, linking these two 
UNESCO World Heritage Sites on the same flyway. 
Vogelbescherming Nederland (BirdLife Partner) is 
working to ensure protection from disturbance, 
especially at high tide when birds need to roost 
safely.

Migratory birds move in their countless millions 
across the Americas, Africa and Eurasia each spring 
and autumn. These epic journeys often take place on 
broad fronts, but birds also concentrate at bottlenecks 
where geographical features funnel them over narrow ocean 
crossings, or where rich feeding opportunities enable them to 
rest and build up fat reserves before continuing their journeys. This 
selection of hotspots underscores the importance of conservation 
action in the way birds see the world: through flyways

1

2

3

4

3. VERACRUZ, MEXICO
Nowhere on Earth is more spectacular for raptor 
passage. In autumn up to six million birds of prey 
from eastern, central and western North America 
converge en route to winter quarters in Central and 
South America. Almost the entire world populations 
of Broad-winged Hawk Buteo platypterus, 
Swainson’s Hawk Buteo swainsoni and Mississippi 
Kite Ictinia mississippiensis – numbering up to two 
million, one million and 200,000 birds respectively 
– pass through, along with 1.5 million Turkey 
Vultures Cathartes aura (and many other species) in 
what has become known as the River of Raptors.

1. FRASER RIVER DELTA, 
CANADA
This vast area near Vancouver is one of Canada’s 
most important ecosystems for waterbirds, yet it is 
under heavy development pressure. There is no 
overarching legal framework protecting the area, so 
Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada (both 
BirdLife Partners) are among those fighting plans 
for a huge trading port. One-day estimates of at 
least 500,000 Western Sandpipers Calidris maura 
indicate that much of the global population stops 
over in spring; high counts of Dunlin Calidris alpina 
and Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola also represent 
about 8% and 3% respectively of the North 
American populations. Autumn counts of more than 
100,000 waterfowl are made regularly.
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8. BATUMI, GEORGIA
More than 1,000,000 raptors migrate 
through the Batumi bottleneck each 
autumn, over half of them European Honey-
buzzards Pernis apivoris, as well as huge 
numbers of Steppe Buzzards Buteo buteo 
vulpinus and Black Kites Milvus migrans, 
among large volumes of other birds of prey. 
Illegal killing has been problematic but 
SABUKO (BirdLife Partner) and the Dutch 
foundation Batumi Raptor Count are 
deploying various conservation and awareness-
raising strategies, including birding tourism.

7. MIDDLE EAST
Multiple Important Bird & Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) 
from the Red Sea north to Lebanon and Syria form 
part of a vital corridor for vast numbers of migrating 
birds. As many as 1.2 million occur in spring, 
including globally significant numbers of European 
Honey-buzzard Pernis apivorus, Black Kite Milvus 
migrans, Levant Sparrowhawk Accipiter brevipes, 
Steppe Buzzard Buteo buteo vulpinus and Steppe 
Eagle Aquila nipalensis. BirdLife is leading the 
Migratory Soaring Birds project, working in 11 
countries along the flyway to minimise the negative 
impact of energy infrastructure such as wind 
turbines and powerlines. Illegal hunting is also a 
threat in the northern part of this region.

6. MEDITERRANEAN ISLANDS
Migrants crossing the Mediterranean rest on islands 
such as Malta and Cyprus, where large-scale illegal 
killing remains an issue. BirdLife Partners work 
constantly to counter such threats, for example by 
aligning enforcement of anti-hunting laws in Malta 
with the migration of Turtle Doves Streptopelia 
turtur, a species that has declined by 80% in Europe 
in the last 30 years, or combating the illegal use of 
mist nets and limesticks to trap millions of 
songbirds for the consumption of ambelopoulia – a 
local delicacy in Cyprus.

9. KHAO DINSOR, THAILAND
Hundreds of thousands of birds of prey of up to 25 
species pass through in autumn, making this the 
premier raptor migration watchpoint in Thailand, 
and perhaps the entire Oriental region. In autumn 
2016, as many as 791,229 raptors were counted. 
Chinese Sparrowhawk Accipiter soloensis, Black 
Baza Aviceda leuphotes and Oriental Honey-
buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus are the three 
commonest species, but Grey-faced Buzzard 
Butastur indicus, Japanese Sparrowhawk Accipiter 
gularis and Shikra Accipiter badius can also be very 
numerous, and other migrants occur. 

10. YELLOW SEA COAST, CHINA
Most of an estimated 50 million waterbirds depend 
on the Yellow Sea’s coastal wetlands as a stopover 
site on migration. Tiaozini and Dongsha shoals, part 
of the Yancheng Nature Reserve, are hugely 
important for migratory birds on the East 
Asian-Australasian Flyway. Among many species, 
they support almost half of the total population of 
Spoon-billed Sandpiper Calidris pygmaea (Critically 
Endangered) and at least 80% of the world 
population of Spotted Greenshank Tringa guttifer 
(Endangered). About a sixth of the known global 
population of Red-crowned Crane Grus japonensis 
(Endangered) also winters at Yancheng, now 
protected as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, in part 
thanks to the lobbying efforts of BirdLife and RSPB.

11. BEIDAIHE, CHINA
This famous IBA in north-east China has lost much 
habitat to development, but has a small reserve and 
remains important to huge numbers of migrants 
crossing the Gulf of Bohai in spring and autumn. 
These include Siberian Crane Leucogeranus 
leucogeranus (Critically Endangered) and 
Red-crowned Crane Grus japonensis (Endangered), 
Spotted Greenshank Tringa guttifer and Oriental 
Stork Ciconia boyciana. Notable among its 
concentration of landbird migrants is Yellow-
breasted Bunting Emberiza aureola (Critically 
Endangered), much declined as a result of 
large-scale trapping in rice paddies, a practice now 
outlawed but still known to occur in the region.

10
6 7
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Raptor migrations – Yong et al (2021). The state of migratory 
landbirds in the East Asian Flyway. Front. Ecol. Evol.
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raise vital funds for BirdLife’s work tackling the 
illegal killing of birds, while contributing useful 
citizen science data on the status of birds in your 
country.

Last year more than 50,000 birders from 175 
countries took part in Global Big Day, submitting 
more than 120,000 eBird checklists and setting a 
new world record for participation. Contributors 
submitted 2.1 million observations covering 
an extraordinary 6,479 species, and we hope that 
these totals will be surpassed again this May. 

If you would like to join a team, please visit 
globalbirding.org, where you can find all the 
details on how to take part. 

BirdLife will be entering several membership 
teams on the Global Birding site which you would 
be very welcome to join. 

For more information about World Migratory Bird 
Day, go to worldmigratorybirdday.org 

herever you are in the world this 
Saturday 8th May, we hope you will 
join us to mark World Migratory Bird 
Day, and celebrate the ever-inspiring 

miracle of migration by doing something 
enjoyable and valuable. 

Sadly, throughout the world, migratory birds not 
only face the perilous challenge of the arduous 
journeys they take to and from their breeding 
grounds, but also encounter the human menace of 
illegal hunting and trapping along their flyways. 

To help tackle this, BirdLife International has 
joined forces with Global Birding, eBird and 
Swarovski Optik to encourage participation in the 
world’s largest citizen science event – Global Big 
Day – powered by the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology’s eBird citizen science programme. 

We invite you to celebrate with us by reporting 
the birds you see on 8th May, wherever you may 
be. By joining a birdwatching team, you will help 
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FEATURE

DOUBLE 
YOUR 
DONATION
Help us to stop the illegal killing of birds by donating 
today, and we can DOUBLE YOUR DONATION thanks 
to our generous match donors.* 

WWW.DONORBOX.ORG/IKB

* We will match all donations up to the first £40,000

I would like to help stop the illegal killing of birds  I would like a receipt

Title  First name  Last name  

Address  

 Postcode/zip code 
Telephone  Email address   
I am happy for BirdLife to contact me occasionally about appeals by    email    post   phone    no, thank you.

I wish to make a gift of £/€/$ 
 I enclose a cheque made out to BirdLife International 

We accept cheques in GB sterling, Euros and US dollars

 Please use my Visa/Mastercard/Amex/Switch:
Credit card amounts can only be debited in GB sterling

Card no.                           

                                              

Cardholder’s name     

Signature        Date  

  I have made a bank transfer to 
Barclays Bank, 9-11 St Andrew’s Street,  
Cambridge CB2 3AA, UK to the following  
BirdLife International Account:

 £ Pounds Sterling: Account no. 00064564 
 Sort code: 20-17-68 SWIFT: BARCGB22 
 IBAN: GB15 BARC 2017 6800 0645 64

 € Euros: Account no. 54243766 
 Sort code: 20-17-68 SWIFT: BARCGB22 
 IBAN: GB34 BARC 2017 6854 2437 66

 $ US Dollars: Account no. 82812655 
 Sort code: 20-17-68 SWIFT: BARCGB22 
 IBAN: GB36 BARC 2017 6882 8126 55

Please return forms to: Fundraising Team, BirdLife International, The David Attenborough Building, Pembroke Street,
Cambridge CB2 3QZ, United Kindgom   tel. +44(0)1223 747553   email: fundraising@birdlife.org

Please tick and sign if you are a UK taxpayer to boost your donation by 25p of Gift Aid for every £1 you donate
  I want to Gift Aid my donation to BirdLife International and any further donations I make or have made in the past four years. I am a UK taxpayer 

and understand that if I pay less income tax and/or capital gains tax than the amount of Gift Aid claimed on all my  
donations in that tax year it is my responsibility to pay any difference.

Signature   Date 

Start 
date

Expiry
date CVV 
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NESTS:
IF YOU LOVE THEM,

LEAVE THEM
ALONE

Every spring, birds migrate huge distances to find a 
safe place to breed, then devote a huge amount of 
energy to raising chicks. Here are some simple tips 

that you can follow in your garden and local area to 
help keep them safe

This article is part of our 
Spring Alive programme, 
which aims to inspire and 
educate children across 
Africa and Eurasia about 

the wonders of bird 
migration and nature. The 
2021 Spring Alive season 

has once again been made 
possible with the support of 

HeidelbergCement.
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SPRING ALIVE

e may love our gentle, purring 
feline friends, but cats become 
fierce hunters when they’re out 
on the prowl. Because they are 

not a natural part of the ecosystem, they 
can have a devastating effect on garden 
bird populations – especially birds nesting 
near the ground. So keep your cat indoors, 
or create an enclosed outside area or “catio”. 
Dogs have also been known to eat eggs and 
chicks, so keep them on a lead anywhere near 
ground-nesting birds.

W

ative predators are 
a natural part of the 
ecosystem – but if 
you’re worried about 

invasive species, or there’s a rare bird 
in your area that you’d like to give 
some extra help, there are plenty 
of modifications you can make to 
an ordinary nest box to prevent 
predators from gaining access. You 
could reinforce the entrance with 
metal to stop invaders from gnawing 
it wider, or install a tube tunnel 
about 5-8 centimetres long instead 
of a hole. Extending the roof about 12 
centimetres past the front and sides 
of the box will make it harder for 
predators to clamber in from above. 
Location is also important: ideally, 
the box should be at least three 
metres from the ground and far away 
from any buildings, trees or bushes 
that predators can climb up. Fixing 
your box to a post made of smooth 
metal, rather than wood, will baffle 
the most proficient of climbers!

N

t can be exciting to find a bird 
nesting in your garden or local 
area, but once you discover a 
nest’s location, it’s important 

to leave it alone. If you get too close, you 
could risk damaging it – even loud noise 
and disturbance could be enough to make 
parents abandon their nest. What’s more, you 
may be leaving a scent trail for predators to 
follow straight to an easy snack. If the nest is 
on the ground, you can use an upright stick 
or bamboo pole to mark which area to avoid. 
In urban areas, scientists recommend keeping 
at least 60 metres away from the nests of 
large birds such as raptors and herons. But 
you can still enjoy watching their antics 
through your binoculars.

I

“Absolutely everyone can 
play a part in keeping 
our nesting birds safe 
during the breeding 
season. Even the smallest 
of gardens can make a 
great location for a nest 
box, which really helps 
birds that may otherwise 
struggle to find a secure 
spot to raise their young. 
Ensuring that there is 
plenty of plant cover, 
such as hedges and dense 
bushes, is an ideal way 
to keep the vulnerable 
eggs and chicks away 
from the prying eyes of 
predators. Sadly, pet cats 
kill enormous numbers 
of chicks each year, so 
keeping them indoors 
and well away from nests 
during the summer will 
also be a big help.”

NIALL HATCH 
Public Relations, 

Branches & 
Development Officer 

and Spring Alive 
Co-ordinator for 

BirdWatch Ireland 
(BirdLife Partner)

rees, hedges, meadows, undergrowth – all of these 
have cosy nooks where birds love to raise their 
young. If you see a bird building a nest in one of these 
places, don’t prune it until breeding season is over. 

For example, in northern Europe try to avoid mowing meadows 
or trimming shrubs between February and August. You can look 
up your own country’s breeding season for a more specific guide.

T

BUILD A 
PREDATOR- 

PROOF
NEST BOX

 KEEP     
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 DISTANCE

LET THAT 
GARDEN 
GROW!

KEEP 
PETS 

INDOORS



There is tragically 
no coincidence 
between the 
crippling impact 
of the COVID 
pandemic, the rate 
at which we are 
hurtling towards 
the sixth mass 
extinction and 
the devastation 
we are imposing 
on nature. It is a 
fully predictable 

outcome, one that science has been 
telling us about for quite some time. 
The finely tuned balance our planet has 
maintained for aeons has been radically 
upset by humankind’s insatiable appetite 
for gobbling up her resources, like a 
glutton at a banquet, in just a century.

Now one year later, as we emerge 
blinking into the sunshine of spring 
and the vaccine rollout, the scale of 
the economic and social catastrophes 
wrought by COVID and the twin crises of 
biodiversity loss and climate change are 
aligned in an epochal way. Our own health 
and the health of our planet can now 

undeniably be seen as dancing together 
in a tango that our planet’s leaders must 
acknowledge. We said it last year in 
our April 2020 issue: “We, as a society, 
urgently need to rethink the way we’ve 
been pushing development and economic 
growth at the expense of the planet, and 
move to a system that is truly sustainable 
for decades to come.” 

More than US$ 13 trillion has been 
pledged globally to reignite our 
economies. If we are to truly recover, 
nature must be placed at the heart of this 
spending. Putting people back to work, 
and businesses back on an economic 
footing, can be done blindly by simply 
throwing cash into the markets and the 
well-known interventions of ‘investing 
in infrastructure’ (aka deforestation and 
other drivers of nature destruction). But 
that type of blunt intervention guarantees 
that we will immediately face another 
even more deadly set of consequences as 
the planet’s condition further deteriorates 
– with outcomes even more catastrophic 
than the pandemic we are currently 
battling.

Rather than lavishing investment on 
systems guaranteeing ‘business as usual’, 

this recovery funding must be tailored 
towards putting people and businesses to 
work on restoring and conserving nature, 
and investing in our natural capital. Then, 
jobs and economic activity can advance 
sustainability, creating a new paradigm 
that builds back better with nature as a 
key component – not as an afterthought. 
As we dig ourselves out from COVID, let 
us do so intelligently, such that the wealth 
brought forwards can be used to halt our 
descent into another, far worse, existential 
crisis. And let us do so together, with both 
donor countries and those in the world 
that will be receiving aid working to the 
same restoration goals. We have a once-
in-a-generation opportunity to reset our 
relationship with nature, one that neither 
the planet – nor we – can afford to miss.

In an effort to set up a model for a 
greener recovery, BirdLife International 
has developed a set of pilot projects to 
be scaled up. They serve as a road map 
that shows how we can steer financial 
flows and investments into truly building 
back better. We are using our continent-
spanning partnerships and on-the-ground 
capacity and connections to influence the 
recovery deals being negotiated between 

The importance and urgency of a green recovery from 
the current pandemic cannot be understated. That’s 

why the BirdLife Partnership is already putting theory 
into action and showing governments how to truly build 

back better

IT’S 
BLACK 

AND WHITE: 
RECOVERY 

FROM COVID 
MUST BE 
GREEN

PATRICIA 
ZURITA 
Chief Executive 
of BirdLife 
International
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Forest & Bird (BirdLife 
in New Zealand) have 
supported the Ardern 

administration to secure 
a national green recovery. 
Their blueprint unlocked 

US$ 800 million for green 
jobs creation

donor countries and developing countries.  
A tight-knit squad of local Partners and 
our policy and conservation teams in 
Europe, Africa and Asia have started to 
work with regional and bilateral donors. 
The mission: to ensure the recovery grants 
and loans going to key countries put 
nature at their heart. 

The BirdLife family has seen this happen 
already. Forest & Bird (BirdLife in New 
Zealand) have supported the Ardern 
administration to secure a national green 
recovery. Their blueprint unlocked NZ$ 
1.1 billion (US$ 800 million) for green 
jobs creation. A further NZ$ 700 million 
for green infrastructure projects is in 
negotiation for restoring and conserving 
New Zealand’s nature. If we can ensure 
10% of the recovery in New Zealand helps 
to conserve and restore nature while 
building jobs and a new economy, we can 
use this expertise and replicate it around 
the world with the rest of the BirdLife 
Partnership. 

To test this approach, the BirdLife 
International policy teams in Cambridge, 
Brussels, Singapore and Nairobi are 
working with and supporting several 
BirdLife Partners – initially the Nigerian 

Conservation Foundation, the Nature 
& Biodiversity Conservation Union in 
Germany, and the Nature Society of 
Singapore. Specifically we will be working 
with government officers in Germany, 
Nigeria, the EU and Singapore to draw 
up the terms of the recovery agreements 
and ensure that nature restoration, 
conservation and a safe transition to 
renewable energy generates jobs; and 
reignite the economies of Nigeria and 
Singapore in a way that sets the path for 
a new future. As funding develops, we will 
aim to add the Society for the Protection 

of Nature in Lebanon, the Sociedad 
Española de Ornitología, and hopefully 
many more Partners in the Americas and 
the Pacific. 

By mobilising existing and additional 
financial flows, we will demonstrate 
and promote new models of bilateral 
and regional recovery co-operation, of 
green safeguards that are incorporated 
into recovery plans at regional and 
national levels, and of on-the-ground 
implementation of nature-based solutions. 
These models will provide a clear road 
map to securing critical nature and climate 
targets that are fair, inclusive, flexible, job-
generating and cost-effective.

When migratory birds arrive or depart 
this season, it signifies a time of renewal. 
They also encourage us to broaden our 
perspectives to think globally, beyond 
borders; something that the pandemic has 
also shown all too well. Working together, 
we must acknowledge that recovery from 
COVID, and our survival of the global 
climate and nature crises, depends on us 
demanding that nature is put at the heart 
of the recovery work ahead. The time is 
now. It is a unique opportunity and the 
BirdLife flock is leading the way. 
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here are times when you are 
reassured you’re on the right 
track – for rock climbers 
pushing for a summit before a 

storm closes in, and for NGOs like BirdLife 
fighting to save the planet. And times like 
now, when one of the planet’s most 
innovative mountaineers and 
environmental leaders endorses your 
work. Our 1Planet1Right campaign to 
make a healthy planet a universal human 
right under the United Nations has 
received the support of Yvon Chouinard 
and his extraordinary company Patagonia. 
In 1973, Chouinard founded Patagonia, the 
world class outdoor clothing company 
known the world over and treasured not 
only for the durability of its products, but 
for its activism on behalf of the planet, 
conservation and sustainability.

PUTTING HIS MONEY where his mouth 
was, in 2002 Chouinard founded 1% for 
the Planet and Patagonia became the first 
business to commit 1% of annual sales to 
the environment. Since then 1% for the 
Planet members have given back more 
than US$ 270 million to the environment.

From supporting youth campaigning 
against oil drilling to suing the US 
president, Patagonia say they take action 
on the most pressing environmental 
issues facing our world. Their website 
Patagonia Action Works patagonia.com/

T

actionworks explains how it “connects its 
vast audience with organizations to take 
action to protect people and the planet”. 
In their words, they use the resources 
they have – their voice, their business and 
their community – to do something 
concrete about saving the planet.

This is why we’re so gratified by 
Patagonia’s recommendation that its 
fans, activists, consumers and followers 
sign the 1Planet1Right petition. Our work 
so far has helped get the issue tabled by 
the United Nations Human Rights Council 
and earned the endorsement of the UN 
Special Rapporteur on the Environment & 
Human Rights, Dr David Boyd. Progress is 
tangible and support is building.

PATAGONIA HAS SUPPORTED 
COMMUNITIES and grassroots groups for 
almost 40 years, raising awareness of the 
environmental crisis and pushing for 
concrete action. But in this time of 
unprecedented threats, it’s often hard to 

know the best way to get involved; there 
are myriad choices we must make as 
individuals. In our consumption and in our 
political choices, Patagonia has provided 
a set of ideas, principles and suggestions 
over the decades to help us act 
effectively to save our home planet. 
That’s why they’re in business. And that’s 
why when Patagonia suggests joining the 
1Planet1Right movement as part of their 
recommended actions, we are thrilled 
and grateful.

Recognition of a universal human right 
to a healthy natural environment is just 
one piece of the jigsaw puzzle assembled 
to address the existential crises of climate 
and collapsing biodiversity which 
threaten life on planet earth as we know 
it. If the COVID-19 crisis teaches us 
anything, it is how the reckless way we 
treat nature threatens our lives, our 
economies and our very future. A 
post-COVID recovery must be green and 
sustainable, and leave business as usual in 
the past. 

So join Patagonia, Yvon Chouinard and 
hundreds of thousands of people in 
speaking up for the planet. 
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PATAGONIA 

ENDORSES 

“The activist company” joins 
our campaign

Yvon Chouinard 
Founder of Patagonia 
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PLANTS IN 
PALESTINE

G R O W I N G  H O P E  F O R

From vibrant flower carpets amongst ancient olive trees to small, 
encroached patches of purple petals on hillsides, Palestine’s plants are 

special. And now there’s a growing movement to protect them – one that 
combines the enthusiasm of emerging young plant conservationists and the 

wisdom of traditional knowledge

Enas Sarahneh

*BirdLife and Partners (LPO, DOPPS & BPSSS)
are entrusted by CEPF as the Regional 
Implementation Team for the Mediterranean 
Biodiversity Hotspot: birdlife.org/cepf-med
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n the hills above Marj Ibn Amer, hailed as the most 
fertile meadow in the Middle East, a beautiful 
flower Iris haynei grows. Found nowhere else in the 
world except Faqqua village, Palestine, this rare 

endemic iris hangs on in patchy and fragmented populations 
and is considered globally threatened. In 2015, Iris haynei was 
declared the national plant of the State of Palestine by the 
Palestinian Environment Quality Authority, and the Palestine 
Wildlife Society (PWLS, BirdLife Partner) is making exceptional 
efforts to save it with support from CEPF. Understanding its 
distribution and ecological requirements is of paramount 
importance.

Findings so far are encouraging. Youth from local communities 
around the village are enthusiastically contributing towards 
the efforts to save the iris – which faces many threats including 
overgrazing, pests, localised flower collection, tree plantations 
and development.

In co-operation with students from different Palestinian 
universities, PWLS has made a major breakthrough in 
germinating Iris haynei from seeds – using a methodology 
taught by another CEPF grantee and iris expert from Lebanon’s 
University of Saint Joseph. The processed seeds were planted in 
three places: the laboratory, the natural distribution areas of Iris 
haynei, and a garden of 0.45 hectares donated by Faqqua village 
council to be used as a botanical garden for scientific research 
and as an educational centre.

A photo and painting contest for the children of Faqqua was 
also announced through the Palestinian Ministry of Education 
to help generate a sense of ownership and awareness of ‘their’ 
special purple flower. 

I

 
CONSERVATION OF 
A SYMBOLIC IRIS

PWLS team surveying 
Iris haynei in Faqqua 

village, Palestine 
© PWLS

Palestine is special. So too are its plant species. 
Palestine sits at the nexus of three major ecoregions, 
which has given rise to a great diversity of wildlife. 
In fact, it has over 2000 plant species, 54 of which are 
found nowhere else on earth. In terms of its physical 
geography, Palestine is surrounded by sea and 
fences and encroached on by human development – 
much like its endemic plants, which are restricted to 
small, shrinking and degraded habitats with specific 
requirements. Add into the mix a rich cultural history 
that is maintained through traditional knowledge, 
and it’s clear to see how local civil society 
organisations are key to tackling the threats facing 
Palestine’s plants.

For the first time, BirdLife – through its role 
as Regional Implementation Team for the 
Mediterranean Hotspot of the Critical Ecosystem 
Partnership Fund (CEPF)* – has provided small grants 
to five civil society organisations in Palestine, to 
conserve threatened and site-restricted endemic 
plants and their habitats. Through these projects, 
the botanical knowledge and skills of scientists and 
conservationists will be strengthened, and hopefully 
passed down like the ancient farming knowledge 
held within its olive groves.

Iris haynei in Faqqua 
© PWLS
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n Misilyah village, in the north of the West Bank, 
stand ancient groves of gnarled olive trees 
surrounded by a vibrant carpet of delicate flowers 
that, until recently, had never been studied. Some 

trees are over 800 years old, passed down from generation to 
generation along with the traditional knowledge of how to 
care for them, and are considered by Palestinians as a symbolic 
attachment to their land. It’s their agricultural practices – such 
as organic composting, crop rotation and intercropping – that 
have allowed the remarkable flora to thrive, according to recent 
research by the An-najah National University.

With a small grant from CEPF, a phenomenal 275 plants species 
from 48 families were recorded in the groves. Realising the 
importance of the exceptional diversity, the research team also 
organised a workshop in the village to raise farmers’ awareness 
of the importance of their traditional practices, and encourage 
them to maintain them.

Such a scenic traditional landscape also attracts many tourists 
to the area, which could have a damaging effect on the groves 
if not appropriately managed. Thankfully, the primary results 
of the research have succeeded in qualifying Misilyah village 
municipality for another fund that will establish an ecological 
park in the village. This will encourage ecotourism in this 
sensitive region and raise local communities awareness of its rich 
biodiversity. 

hen conservationist Dr Anton Khalilieh came upon 
a rare flower in bloom in the North Eastern Slopes 
of Palestine (a Key Biodiversity Area or KBA), he 
immediately video-called his colleague. “This is 

paradise,” he said, moving his phone from left to right to show 
the beautiful scenery filled with patches of Iris atrofusca. “We 
have to do something about it.” Although the elegant, rich purple 
flowers were scattered throughout this area, the challenges 
threatening their existence are persistent. Found almost 
exclusively within Palestine, their fragile population cannot 
withstand further degradation, habitat loss and exploitation by 
people.

Dr Khalileh is the Executive Director of the Nature Palestine 
Society (NPS), a three-year-old NGO aiming to research, conserve 
and educate people about biodiversity and the environment 
in Palestine, and has received a CEPF grant for its work. Very 
little was known about Iris atrofusca in Palestine, so a survey 
was needed. The NPS team wandered around 1400 hectares 
and, surprisingly, discovered an area of about 180 hectares that 
contained over 7800 iris flowers. Two rare colour variations – 
yellow and white – were also found within the masses of typical 
purple irises.

During the survey, the team met a shepherd wandering with 
his 300 sheep and cows, who had fallen in love with the iris 
after he noticed that his sheep did not eat it. He worked hard 
to conserve it in the wild and helped the team to figure out its 
distribution.

A botanical garden for the iris was established as an in-situ 
conservation site on 0.5 hectares, out of 1.4 hectares donated 
by the Ministry of Agriculture and the Environment Quality 
Authority within the KBA. Here, 120 clones of Iris atrofusca were 
planted in 2021.

Five plant micro-reserves will also be established in 
three schools within the KBA, in co-operation with school 
environmental clubs in Tammun town, and a large iris mural is 
being painted to help raise awareness. 

I

W
 
LEARNING FROM 
THE PAST

 
THE IRIS THE SHEEP 
WON’T EAT

Ancient olive orchards 
in Palestine 

© Ahmad Al Omari

Iris atrofusca in 
Tubas, Palestine 

© Anton Khalilieh
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cientific research is not only important for 
understanding the abundance of species in an area 
and the threats they face, but is also essential for 
training the next generation of conservationists. 

This is very true for Bethlehem University, which has trained 
young researchers in plant identification, distribution analysis, 
conservation and other skills to help encourage more young 
people to work in the field of botany. This was part of a CEPF-
granted project to survey Al Mahkrour (the latest green area 
of Bethlehem city) and the garden of the Palestine Museum of 
Natural History.

More than 361 plant species, spread over 1.2 hectares, were 
recorded within the museum’s garden. The team also established 
a botanical garden, and a management plan is being drawn up to 
conserve threatened and rare species.

The museum is also an attractive site for tourists, so the 
university is working to make it an ecotourism site, raising 
awareness among students and visitors about the plants within 
the botanical garden and their conservation – which will link to 
cultural heritage and traditional knowledge. 

inally, we move to Nablus, where the status of a 
third endemic iris, Iris lortetii, is being assessed by 
the Biodiversity & Environment Research Centre 
(BERC), through identifying and mapping its locations 

and collecting samples to study its DNA.
BERC’s assessment showed that flora in Nablus is facing various 

threats, including overgrazing, land use conversion, quarries and 
urban development. In response, the team established six plant 
micro-reserves to conserve the iris and other flora. Plant micro-
reserves are a recent conservation approach for the Middle East 
to conserve pockets of high endemism that fall outside networks 
of protected areas. Here, they are on public land owned by the 
Ministry of Agriculture in Mount Ebal, in public gardens governed 
by the village council, and on private land owned by local 
communities who believe in the importance of conserving this 
remarkable flower. 
Reflecting the cultural attachment to olive trees mentioned 

earlier, one of the requirements to obtain a building permit in 
Palestine is to inform the Environment Quality Authority (EQA) 
if there are any olive trees that would be uprooted. BERC is 
working on creating a similar regulation for irises, which will help 
in conserving all threatened plant species, and ensure that EQA 
transfers threatened plants to one of the micro-reserves in the 
area.

According to Dr Issa Musa Albaradeiya, Director General of 
Environmental Resources, EQA Palestine, this work is doing a 
great job of promoting awareness among government decision-
makers and the community on the value of traditional practices 
and the role of ecotourism in protecting nature. He says: “The 
support provided by BirdLife International and CEPF to Palestine 
has strengthened the capacities of civil society organisations 
in the conservation of Key Biodiversity Areas. Findings are 
significant and will help set priorities for conserving sites of high 
natural and cultural values.” 
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AN EMERGING 
GENERATION OF 
BOTANISTS FROM 
PALESTINE

 
PLANT MICRO-RESERVES: 
VITAL PATCHES FOR PLANT 
CONSERVATION

Surveying 
plant biodiversity 

in Bethlehem 
© Mohammad 

Najajrah

Iris lortetii data 
collection in Nablus, 

Palestine 
© Rana Jamous
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WHEN ANCIENT ART 
MEETS MODERN 

TAXONOMY
Does ‘Ancient Egypt’s Mona Lisa’ depict an extinct goose species?

 
Shaun Hurrell

ne of the joys of exploring 
art is the challenge of 
understanding the artist’s 
original intention. Whether 
musing over a painting or a 

musical performance, the creative drive is 
always fascinating – often elusive – for 
both ancient and contemporary works. 
Mystery surrounds the moment of making, 
and will always shroud the thoughts of 
the Egyptian artists that painted the 

O
Meidum Geese 4600 years ago.

Considered a masterpiece and even 
dubbed ‘Ancient Egypt’s Mona Lisa’, the 
fresco was painted on the north wall of 
what would become the Tomb of 
Nefermaat and Itet, at Meidum, Egypt. We 
know that this pair were members of a 
royal family, so they could afford the most 
sought-after artists of the time, who “took 
great care in rendering the colours and 
textures of the birds’ feathers and even 

included serrated bills on the two geese 
bending to graze,” according the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, 
where a facsimile copy is shown. One 
theory even goes so far as to say that the 
original painting is a fake – a 
reconstruction made at the time of 
discovery in 1871. What we can safely 
deduce, though, is that the artists did not 
expect the geese in their work to be 
subjected to the rigorous scientific criteria 
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of modern taxonomy.
When Dr Anthony Romilio examined the 

painting, a speckle-breasted goose caught 
his eye. “The strange but beautiful bird 
was quite unlike modern Red-breasted 
Geese Branta ruficollis, with distinct, bold 
colours and patterns on its body, face, 
breast, wings and legs,” said the University 
of Queensland researcher. “Artistic licence 
could account for the differences with 
modern geese, but artworks from this site 
have extremely realistic depictions of 
other birds and mammals.” This revelation 
sparked a new piece of research that 
speculates the birds depicted are a 
distinct (and now-extinct) species.

THE TOBIAS CRITERIA
To pursue this possibility, Dr Romilio 
applied the ‘Tobias criteria’ to assess the 
unknown geese, along with other geese in 
the fresco. Co-developed by BirdLife’s 
taxonomy expert Dr Nigel Collar and Dr 
Joe Tobias in 2010 to provide a more 
consistent way of recognising species, the 

Tobias method is a fast, reliable, points-
based system that assesses differing 
characteristics of an animal. The method is 
central to the taxonomic classification of 
species that underlies BirdLife’s work on 
the Red List, and species are the most 
fundamental unit of biology, conservation 
and environmental legislation. 

“The Tobias method is a highly effective 
method in identifying species, using 
quantitative measurements of key bird 
features,” Romilio says, “and greatly 
strengthens the value of the information 
to zoological and ecological science.”

The results of Romilio’s investigation 
showed that while the other geese 
depicted were highly consistent with two 
known species (Greylag and Greater 
White-fronted – both notably not found in 
Egypt today), the speckle-breasted bird 
was similar to, but a very poor match with 
the Red-breasted Goose. 

This study of course raises many 
questions. If the geese in the mural were 
indeed Red-breasted, why are they so 

different  – with mostly white necks – from 
the species we know today, when the other 
geese have been depicted so accurately? 
Was it perhaps a copy of a copy of a copy, 
becoming less accurate as artistic licence 
grew? Or could it conceivably represent a 
globally extinct species, matching the bones 
of one found on Crete? And ultimately, what 
were the artists thinking whilst they 
painted? One thing’s for sure – it’s a highly 
original application of the Tobias criteria and 
shows the value of art far beyond the 
original intention of the artists.

“Art provides cultural insight, but also a 
valuable, graphical record of animals 
unknown today,” says Romilio, whose work 
also looks at other potentially extinct 
species, such as the Aurochs, a predecessor 
of modern cattle. “I see it also as a reminder 
of humans’ influence over the survival of 
species that are with us today.” 

Assessing ‘Meidum Geese’ species identification with 
the ‘Tobias criteria’ was published in the Journal of 
Archaeological Science

LEFT ’Meidum Geese’ – 
painted plaster, the Chapel 
of Itet, Meidum, Egypt 
c. 2575–2551 BC. 
Photo by C K Wilkinson

ABOVE The geese were 
depicted below a scene 
showing men trapping birds 
in a clap net and offering 
them to the tomb’s owner

BELOW Artistic folly or a 
record of an extinct taxa? 
A life reconstruction by 
Romilio next to a modern 
Red-breasted Goose
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M A K I N G  T H E 
I N V I S I B L E  V I S I B L E

Xavi Bou’s stunning art encourages us to see birds, and life, from a different 
perspective. We interview the Barcelona-based photographer who uses the 

sky as his canvas to reveal the beauty of flight

ORNITHOGRAPHIES

Mireia Peris
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avi Bou is a bird 
photographer who 
doesn’t take pictures of 
birds. He takes pictures of 
flight. And in doing so, his 

stunning artworks ask us to think 
beyond the pure beauty of birds’ 
movements. Unlike other forms of 
motion analysis, which take a purely 
scientific approach, Ornithographies 
combines science with art, moving away 
from early chronophotography 
techniques used by photographers such 
as Etienne-Jules Marey or Eadweard 
Muybridge. Seeking a balance between 
information and inspiration, 
Ornithographies is a project of nature 
discovery and, at the same time, an 
exercise of visual poetry. 

X
First of all, why birds?
My grandfather shared his passion for 
nature with me from when I was a little 
boy. He used to take me on his daily 
birdwatching walks in the Delta del 
Llobregat, and taught me about birds and 
wildlife.

About eight years ago, I saw a paw print 
while hiking in a forest in Catalonia and I 
asked myself: “What kind of tracks would 
birds leave while flying?” I started 
imagining lines and shapes while they 
soared through the sky, and thought: 
“How can I make the invisible visible?” 

How did Ornithographies start?
I was filming a couple of seagulls flying 
around the boat on a SEO/BirdLife 
birdwatching trip along the Catalan coast. 
While editing the video, I noticed the 

wave patterns they made with their 
wings, and I was mesmerised. We could 
say that was my ‘eureka moment’: after a 
decade of trying to find an inspiring 
personal project that was firmly linked to 
something I was passionate about, I had 
found it. And Ornithographies was born. 

I did not want to take conventional 
wildlife pictures. Alongside my scientific 
career, I come from an advertising and 
artistic background, so I enjoy 
experimenting with the process and 
wanted to offer something innovative. I 
believe that, in the artistic arena, we need 
to be inventive and not anchored to the 
past or to established art forms.

Preparing the project involved more 
than five years of trial, error and technical 
study. I discovered that I needed to record 
the birds with high resolution cinema 

Ornithography #34 
Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis

Barcelona, Spain
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Ornitography #100  
Northern Fulmar Fulmarus glacialis
Skogafoss Iceland

Ornithography #184 
Common Swift, Apus apus 
Palafrugell, Spain
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cameras and knit thousands of photographs into 
one image to achieve the desired effect. My 
technique, despite being digital, resembles 
analogue photography in that I can’t see the final 
result until the end of the process. Once I 
understood the methodology, I focused on birds 
and their different flight patterns.  

How did you feel at the beginning, when 
everything was new?
During the early years I was in a constant state of 
discovery and fascination – and I still am, as birds 
constantly surprise me. I remember going to 
Aiguamolls de l’Emporda – a popular destination for 
birdwatching trips in the northeast of Spain – on a 
very hot summer day and spotting a group of 
storks. One of the biggest challenges of my 
technique is that I practically don’t see anything 
when I frame the camera, because I prefer to record 
from afar to get the whole movement. So I set up 
my cameras and started recording the storks’ flight. 
To my surprise, when I merged the images, I 
realised the storks were flying inside thermal 
currents and making perfect, beautiful shapes that 
looked like ribbons flying in the wind. I also realised 
that the movements I seek to create for my artwork 
are, at the same time, a clue for those who wish to 
identify bird species better. 

Do you have a favourite species to work with?
The species I currently enjoy most are swifts, which 
are my favourite birds (when they migrate, I feel 
the city gets emptier), and starlings. People 
consider them common and don’t pay them much 
attention, but I would encourage everyone to 
analyse their flight and behaviour. These birds have 
complex flight styles and move in flocks, which 
enables different social interactions like seeking 
protection from predators, feeding, socialising etc. 
All this allows me to get very interesting results, 
while adding a sense of challenge to my work. 

My project is not a study of movement as an 
analysis of bird morphology. I want viewers to 
abandon rationality and, when the shape of the 
bird vanishes, to perceive life. This is the most 
innovative part of my project: I am exhibiting 
movement through photography and changing the 
perception of time through birds.  

Usually wildlife photographers aim to show the 
animal, not make them disappear…
Personally, it is very important that the shape of 
the bird has vanished in my pictures. Viewers then 
face a mysterious, organic figure. Nowadays it is 
strange for us to be in front of an unknown shape, 
and the beauty of this project is that it allows a 
viewer’s imagination to fly! Depending on each 
person’s visual and personal background, the image 
looks like one thing or another. For example, in this 
image [see Ornithography #41], people have asked 
me if it is a digital painting or a picture of bacteria 
through a microscope! 

I have been contacted by choreographers, 
mathematicians and architects specialising in 

Ornithography #33 
Griffon Vulture
Gyps fulvus
Valderobles, Spain
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Ornithography #41 
Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus
Ibars d’Urgell, Spain

Ornitography #178  
Murmuration of Common Starling 
Turnus vulgaris with
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus
Emporda, Spain
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biomimicry – science that studies nature’s models, 
designs and processes, and then imitates or takes 
inspiration from them to solve human problems 
– because they have been inspired and interested 
by the movement or shapes of the images. 

Have you had any experience with bird 
migration?
The migration of birds is, for me, the flight par 
excellence. A living being that, in order to improve 
its living conditions and follow its instinct, decides 
to fly unthinkable distances through different 
continents facing all kind of threats deserves all our 
admiration. My dream is to travel to different sites 
of migratory importance to be able to photograph 
the magic of bird migration and support bird 
conservation.

I once went to Tarifa, in the south of Spain, to 
photograph birds migrating to Africa. It was very 
windy and Africa could not be seen due to fog over 
the sea. I was amazed because I could witness how 
birds paused their migration, patiently waiting for 
the strong winds to pass. I went to a field where I 
saw hundreds of Black Kites waiting for the right 
weather conditions. Early in the morning, they 
would rise and fly against the wind to check the 
‘weather forecast’. If you see unusual shapes in this 
picture [see Ornithography #112], the up and down 
movements are because they ‘suspended’ 
themselves in the air and, when the conditions 
were good, they turned around in a loop and 
started their migration journey. 

How can people be more inspired by nature?
I would like to encourage people to appreciate 
common birds and, from time to time, take a break 
and look at the sky.  Nature has the capacity to 
surprise and amaze us, taking us back to a curious, 
innocent mind-set. Birds connect people to nature, 
and by observing them without expectations, just 
for the joy of it, we can enter a state of 
mindfulness.  

Usually, when photographers have a project, they 
dedicate some time to it and then jump to the next 
one. I am very proud of giving this one continuity as 
my ‘life project’. Personally, thanks to birds and 
nature I found my own style – I want to work on it 
and I still feel they will provide me with plenty 
more things to discover!

Recently Xavi Bou has expanded his work to 
video, creating Murmurations, where we can 
witness how starlings join in flocks of thousands, 
performing a mesmerising dance in order to 
confuse the falcons attacking them, and painting 
the sky with their moves. Whilst Bou’s art walks 
hand-in-hand with science, his images no longer 
show reality as we know it. Instead they allow us 
to witness moments that represent the past, 
present and future all at once – that’s a powerful 
thought to consider at this crucial turning point 
in our planet’s history. 

Discover more at: www.xavibou.com

Ornithography #112  
Black Kite Milvus migrans

Tarifa, Spain
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T H E

MIGRATION 
GAME

You’re a bird leaving on migration: will you perish en route or reach your 
breeding grounds safely? It sounds like a game of chance, but conservation 

can make a real difference to the outcome. This is the message of Fly-A-Way, 
an exciting new board game developed with BirdLife 

James Lowen
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Fly-A-Way is designed
and published by
Tuber in Singapore
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FEATURE

o you have what it takes to be the 
ultimate bird conservationist and help a 
Fairy Pitta Pitta nympha (Vulnerable) 
migrate successfully from its Japanese 

breeding grounds to winter in Borneo? A thrilling 
new board game called Fly-A-Way will help you 
find out – while helping you appreciate the perils 
faced by millions of migratory birds as they journey 
along the East Asian–Australasian Flyway.

Ostensibly, Fly-A-Way is a competitive, family-
friendly board game. Considered from another 
angle however, it is an innovative environmental 
education tool that, thanks to advice from Ding Li 
Yong (BirdLife’s Flyways Co-ordinator – Asia), will 
share conservation messages with entirely fresh 
audiences. “A game is an ideal way to connect 
people on a personal level with the complex issues 
of biodiversity conservation,” explains Simon 
Vincent, a game designer from Tuber, Fly-A-Way’s 
publisher.

Players guide migrant bird species hailing from 
wetlands, forest and open-country habitats on their 
autumn migration southwards along the East 
Asian–Australasian Flyway. This route stretches 
from Arctic Russia and North America to New 
Zealand, encompasses 37 countries and is used by 
more than 500 migratory bird species. The jaw-
dropping scale of avian movement includes fifty 
million waterbirds flooding along coastlines and 
traversing seas. 

Given the endurance feats demanded, migration 
is inherently risky. Natural obstacles like inclement 

D

weather can spell disaster. But, as the game makes 
clear, human activity increasingly stacks the odds 
against successful migration. The United Nations 
has estimated that infrastructure could affect more 
than three quarters of the Asia–Pacific land surface 
by 2032. Worrying signs are already rife: nearly 
two-thirds of waterbird populations are declining 
and 80% of wetlands in East and Southeast Asia are 
imperilled. Ten per cent of species using the flyway 
are globally threatened.

These are stark messages to convey through play. 
Like the birds’ dramatic travels, success in the game 
comes far from easily. Migrants are hindered by a 
litany of real-life dangers in the guise of ‘Fowl Play’ 

FLYWAYS

 Ding Li Yong (BirdLife’s Flyways            
Co-ordinator – Asia) was ‘knowledge 
partner’ for the game, working closely 
with the team to develop the narrative, 

portrayal of migratory birds and the representation 
of their migratory journeys
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ABOVE Species 
showcased in the 
game match BirdLife 
conservation priorities

Gameplay is based on 
real bird migration 
routes
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cards – “threats that BirdLife has identified as 
significant in Asia,” Yong emphasises. The game’s 
Great Bustard Otis tarda (Vulnerable) might run the 
gauntlet of poachers, or its Pied Harrier Circus 
melanoleucus could be struck by an aeroplane. 

To add another layer of drama and urgency, 
according to the developers, occasional ‘Bird-
tastrophe’ cards encompass systemic, disastrous 
threats such as deforestation and overgrazing and 
affect all players simultaneously. “The moral is that 
when it comes to the environment,” Vincent 
explains, “everyone is implicated.” 

Players counteract the panoply of threats – and 
thereby resume migration – through ‘Wing It’ cards. 
These comprise actual conservation actions 
pursued by the BirdLife Partnership. They range 
from sustainable farming policies, which can help 
open-country birds in agricultural landscapes, to 
generating funds for conservation projects through 
public support. Such cards, Vincent argues, 
demonstrate that “it is not too late to take action 
to remedy the threats facing the natural world.”

 This particularly matters for avian migrants, Yong 
explains. Whereas the general public is familiar with 
large mammals, “many people in Asia are unaware 
of migratory birds, less that they travel so widely 
and therefore connect continents, countries and 
people.”

 Moreover, he says, there is “a large segment of 
society, particularly city-dwellers, that is relatively 
unaware of nature at all. Reaching out to them can 
be challenging, but many play board games.” 

By invoking the drama of avian migration and 
conveying the urgency of bird conservation, Yong 

concludes, “we particularly hope Fly-A-Way will 
reach young people across various flyway 
countries, enabling them to learn in a fun way 
about Asia and its migratory birds.” Inspired 
through play, might some players even become 
real-life ‘ultimate conservationists’? 

Fly-A-Way smashed its target on Kickstarter.com and is going into 
production. Find out more at www.flyaway.sg 

FLY INTO THE DANGER ZONE
Fowl Play! cards relate to threats faced 
by migratory birds along their journey. 
The card ‘Wild Meat Trade’ reflects one of 
the many human activities that adversely 
affect migratory and resident birds alike. It 
makes players aware that many species – 
even Critically Endangered shorebirds like 
Spoon-billed Sandpiper – are hunted and 
sold for food. 

CONSERVATION WORKS
Wing It! cards exemplify tools actually 
used by conservationists including BirdLife 
Partners, of which there are 14 on the 
EAAF. ‘Science in Action’ explains that 
conservationists can use scientific data to 
anticipate threats faced by migratory birds.
The ‘Forest Restoration’ card demonstrates 
that landscape restoration can help bring 
back birds and other wildlife. 

REAL-LIFE THREATS
Bird-tastrophe! cards comprise systemic 
threats affecting swathes of the flyway, 
including ‘Sea Level Rise’, which destroys 
coastal habitats used by shorebirds. The 
impact of each card affects all players – just 
as would the real-life threat. Above, a Far 
Eastern Curlew rests on an artificial floating 
roost in South Korea, created to combat 
the loss of stopovers due to sea level rise.

FROM GAMEBOARD TO SCIENCE IN ACTION  
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FLYWAYS

ABOVE Fly-A-Way has 
received positive reviews 
from board game experts 
for its strategic and fun 
gameplay and for its 
artwork

In addition to showcasing migratory bird species, the game demonstrates 
conservation problems that negatively impact the East Asian–Australasian 
Flyway (EAAF) and solutions levied by conservationists including BirdLife and 
its Partners in Asia and the Pacific. 
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IT’S 
ALIVE!
The Black-browed Babbler, 
widely considered by experts 
as the ‘greatest enigma in 
Indonesian ornithology’, has 
been unexpectedly rediscovered 
in the rainforests of Borneo 
centuries after it was first seen

Jessica Law

Many ornithologists had considered the species 
extinct for this very reason. But an article written by 
BirdLife’s Nigel Collar in 2014 was less hasty to give 
up on the bird: “Even after so huge a gap of time it 
is surely too soon to be writing off the Black-
browed Babbler. Who in recent years – or indeed in 
living memory – has spent any time systematically 
birdwatching in what wooded habitats remain?”

In such a remote and inaccessible area, it is local 
people who hold they key to Indonesia’s little-
known biodiversity. “I think it is amazing that we 
managed to document one of the most remarkable 
zoological discoveries in Indonesia, if not Asia, 
largely through online communication in the midst 
of the coronavirus pandemic,” says co-author Teguh 
Willy Nugroho, founding member of BW Galeatus.

“It’s sobering to think that when the Black-
browed Babbler was last seen, Charles Darwin’s 
Origin of Species hadn’t even been published and 
the now-extinct Passenger Pigeon was still among 
the world’s commonest birds,” adds BirdLife Asia’s 
Ding Li Yong, co-author of the study. “Who knows 
what other riches lie deep within Borneo’s fabled 
rainforests … there’s a paramount need to protect 
them for future generations.”   

uhammad Suranto and Muhammad 
Rizky Fauzan, of Indonesia’s South 
Kalimantan Province, were gathering 
forest products when they stumbled 

upon an unfamiliar bird. They caught and released it 
after taking some photographs, then contacted 
local birdwatching groups BW Galeatus and 
Birdpacker – who thought it bore a striking 
resemblance to a mysterious species presumed 
extinct by many. Experts confirmed it was the 
Black-browed Babbler Malacocincla perspicillata, 
found again after 172 years.

The species was first described by French 
ornithologist Charles Lucien Bonaparte in 1850, 
based on a specimen collected in the 1840s by 
German geologist and naturalist Carl A L M 
Schwaner. Since then, no other specimens or 
sightings have been reported. Even the island from 
which the specimen originated was unclear: widely 
assumed to be Java, it was only in 1895 that Swiss 
ornithologist Johann Büttikofer pointed out that 
Schwaner was in Borneo at the time of his 
discovery.

“We now also know what the Black-browed 
Babbler really looks like – the photographed bird 
showed several differences from the only known 
specimen, specifically the colour of the iris, bill and 
leg. These three parts of a bird’s body are known to 
lose their tint and are often artificially coloured 
during the taxidermy process,” says Mr Panji Gusti 
Akbar of Birdpacker, lead author of the paper 
outlining details of the rediscovery.

“The discovery also confirms that this species 
remains extant despite the massive deforestation 
and habitat conversion in this little-known part of 
Borneo. There is therefore a very high possibility of 
it being severely threatened by habitat loss.”

M

Missing for 170 years—
the rediscovery of 
Black-browed Babbler 
Malacocincla perspicillata 
on Borneo is featured in 
Birding Asia, a publication 
of the Oriental Bird Club

The babbler could have been a case of the 
‘Romeo Error’, after Shakespeare’s Romeo 
and Juliet: it reminds us never to give up 
on a species presumed to be extinct 
© M Suranto 
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Fidelis Nick was born in a remote village in Papua New Guinea and is now 
Project Officer for Tenkile Conservation Alliance. We sought his unique 

perspective on forest conservation

“NATURE AND FOREST 
ARE PART OF MY LIFE”

apua New Guinea: where 
tree kangaroos clamber on 
mossy branches, the 
world’s largest pigeon 
displays its fantastic 

purple crown and lush primary 
rainforests have tremendous global 
importance. The country is also set apart 
by the fact that about 97% of forest is 
privately owned (mostly by village 
communities), providing a unique 
conservation opportunity where local 
people can take the lead.

Fidelis Nick has a special, ancestral 
connection to the forest and is in the best 
position to manage and protect it. From 
the village of Muku, within the Torricelli 
Mountain Range, he keenly understands 
the extensive forest scars left by 
commercial loggers and plantation 
growers. But he’s also lived through the 
hunger pangs faced by his community, 
who often hunted tree kangaroos.

The Tenkile Conservation Alliance (TCA) 
started working here in 1999, when many 
species of tree kangaroo found nowhere 
else were on the verge of extinction. The 
NGO has since built the trust of 50 villages 
who agree not to hunt them (to 

P
tremendous success) and instead support 
themselves with alternative sustainable 
food sources.

Through BirdLife’s project to improve 
local people’s forest governance in the 
Asia-Pacific* region, TCA aims to improve 
local people’s land rights and strengthen 
their understanding of their roles in 
sustainable forest management. As well as 
empowering them to respond to loggers 
and government policies, TCA also 
employs rangers and officers like Fidelis, 

who regularly collect GPS points, take 
photographs, deploy camera traps and 
record data to monitor biodiversity and 
and the condition of their forest.

WHAT DOES NATURE AND FOREST 
MEAN TO YOU?
They are part of my life. I depend on them. 
From my ancestors, to my time today and 
continuing generations in the future, 
Nature and Forest** both act together to 
contribute to support my life.

We believe that Nature itself is part of 
our powers of strength. It can even make 
changes in the Forest; if someone from 
another village comes into our Forest and 
starts shouting, telling jokes or speaking 
their own language, Nature will react and 
the Forest will change its weather 
patterns.

Before I first travelled to Australia, early 
morning I walked up to the small hill, 
stood there looking to the mountain with 
arms open, started to shout and call my 
Nature to come and follow me by saying: 
“Bush, ground, water, animals, birds, 
plants, reptiles and the Earth Spirit come 
with me and protect me – I am going to 
Australia.” Then all of sudden the wind 

Shaun Hurrell 

NATURE & PEOPLE

Fidelis Nick
running an
awareness 
workshop

© TCA
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NATURE & PEOPLE

blows from the mountain with a thick 
white fog that comes to me and covers 
me, and the insects stop making a noise. 
That’s what Nature and Forest mean to 
me.

WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO GET INVOLVED 
WITH FOREST CONSERVATION? 
Many things. When I was a school student, 
my teacher taught me about the 
environment and its importance: he said 
the Forest animals and human beings are 
able to survive from the land. I now say 
that if someone were to take all of my 
valuable properties, or if I am not 
successful with my education and am 
without employment, I will not die. But if 
someone takes all of my Land and Forest 
then, yes, I will die of hunger. These words 
come out of my heart and inspire me. 

I’ve also seen many hectares of our 
forest destroyed by human activities such 
as logging, mining and oil palm companies. 
That has inspired me more to manage my 
forest. Therefore, when TCA established its 
programme in my village, I said “that’s the 
change I need to save my forest”. I was 
inspired and got involved with the 
conservation of my Forest. Even if I was 
not employed with TCA I would100% 
support the conservation programme in 
my village.

WHAT CHALLENGES HAVE YOU FACED? 
Since I was employed by TCA in 2010 I 
have faced big challenges and hardships 
but have not given up. Logging issues, the 
government wanting to build a new road 
through the Conservation Area and issues 
raised by stakeholders and educated 
elites. But I manage to stand up to defend 
the project by creating awareness at 

public gatherings, via the media and 
verbally to stakeholders on the 
importance of the conservation 
programme. 

Sometimes people assaulted my wife, 
my children and myself. But I am not going 
to give up. Some challenges help me to 
learn new things and help me to not give 
up: gaining self-confidence, understanding 
personal intentions and motives, creating 
new initiatives to safeguard the Forest 
and Nature.

HOW HAS INVOLVEMENT IN THIS 
PROJECT HELPED YOU?
I now really understand the true meaning 
of the Conservation of Forest. It helps 
empower me and other communities with 
rights to stand on my own feet to protect 
my Forest from being destroyed by human 
activities. Also, it provides basic services, 
such as community development projects, 
to improve health, hygiene and relieve 
poverty. Also it provided my employment 
with TCA.

It also links our conservation 
programme with the outside world, who 
can work with us. [Through the BirdLife 
project the University of Papua New 

Guinea provides new GPS systems to help 
villages map and monitor their forest and 
biodiversity.]

WHAT ARE YOUR ULTIMATE AIMS?
The outcome I am striving for is for the 
Torricelli Mountain Range Conservation 
Area to be recognised and gazetted by 
the Papua New Guinea Government, 
through the Conservation Areas Act. We 
need more support from the government 
and the outside world; we must provide 
more basic services for local people and 
implement REDD+ projects.

l will still support this conservation 
programme until the twinkling of my eye 
comes to an end and then my son will 
continue supporting the programme in his 
future. 

*The project Strengthening 
non-state actor involvement in 
forest governance in Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, and 
Papua New Guinea is funded by 

the European Union. Find out more at: 
www.birdlife.org/forest-governance 
www.tenkile.com
 
**Fidelis’ original capitalisations are left unedited.

 
One of the villages 
that are part of the 
Alliance © TCA

GPS tracking 
with the TCA
field team
© TCA

 
People of the

Torricelli Mountains
© TCA

 
Golden-mantled 

Tree Kangaroo   
 (Critically Endangered)

© Matt West
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and South East Asia to Australia and New 
Zealand, this amazing flyway encompasses 
22 countries. But it also faces many 
threats, from habitat destruction to illegal 
killing. 

The COVID-19 pandemic stems directly 
from our abuse and destruction of nature. 
If these issues are left unaddressed, it is 
likely that more frequent and devastating 
pandemics will follow.  As we begin to 
emerge from the twin health and 
economic catastrophes of the past year, 
we need to take this opportunity to direct 
resources towards a green recovery. 
Conventional financial recovery plans are 
no longer good enough – we need to 
make sure we build back the world’s 
economy with nature at its heart. Only by 
doing this can we create sustainable 
practices that successfully address the 
catastrophic loss of nature currently 
threatening our health and the future of 

irdLife’s conservation 
successes are rooted in our 
ground-breaking science and 
our unique family of 100+ 

partners working across all regions, 
continents, landscapes and seascapes. 
Our multi-faceted approach is founded 
on four ‘pillars’: species, sites, systems 
and society.

Protecting migratory birds and, in 
particular, Asia’s critical East Asian-
Australasian Flyway is the type of 
integrated and ambitious work at which 
BirdLife excels. The support of Asian 
philanthropists could prove to be a 
powerful spark to ignite a fully fledged, 
scaled-up series of projects linking 
governments and international 
organisations to protect and restore 
every step of this globally important 
flyway. Stretching from the Russian Far 
East and Alaska southwards through East 
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HELP US BUILD BACK BETTER 
IN ASIA AND BEYOND

PHILANTHROPY

our planet.
To create the change we need so 

desperately, we need people with the 
courage and freedom to dare. These 
attributes characterise the very best 
philanthropy and can be the key to 
moving towards the world we want to 
see. Your support could help us expand 
our impact from Asia to the rest of the 
world and from pilot solutions to regional 
and global initiatives. I enthusiastically 
invite fellow nature lovers across Asia to 
engage with and empower this innovative 
approach, to the benefit of nature and 
people in Asia and beyond. 

Patricia Zurita
CEO

For more details see www.globalphilanthropic.
com/talking-philanthropy/ or email sarah.proud@
birdlife.org



Take your support 
to new heights
For individuals who want to make 
a difference to bird conservation, 
through higher level support

Join and gain access to exclusive 
webinars, dinners, events and 
birding trips as part of our 
Rare Bird Club family

RECEIVE 
A BESPOKE 

OIL OR 
WATERCOLOUR 

PAINTING OF THE 
BIRD OF YOUR 
CHOICE WHEN 

YOU JOIN

The joining donation of the  
Rare Bird Club is £5,000, followed 

by a minimum annual donation 
of £1,000 to continue your 

membership.

"I am not a hardcore birder, but love to understand 
the behaviour of birds, their environments and the 
problems they face. Through BirdLife I learn straight 
from the scientists, and can travel with experts on fun 
trips to wonderful wildlife destinations.”
Mary Matthews, member since 2016 

Contact Sarah Proud at 
rarebirdclub@birdlife.org 

or +44 (0)1223 747524  
to find out more

 

Pictured: Yellow-breasted 
Bunting, Critically Endangered 
primarily due to trapping, and 
just one species that BirdLife 
International is working 
urgently to protect with our 
local Partners
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OCEAN WAVE
Scientists have found that albatrosses and large petrels spend 39% of their time on 
the high seas – areas of ocean where no single country has jurisdiction. How can we 

make sure these vital habitats don’t fall through the cracks?

hen you think of the high seas, images 
of swashbuckling pirates setting 
course to distant horizons often spring 
to mind. During the Golden Age of 

piracy, these lawless buccaneers were considered 
hostis humani generis – enemies of all humankind 
– meaning that any country had the right to seize 
a pirate ship in international waters. Today, there’s 
increasing evidence that we may need to take a 
similar approach when conserving marine life, but 
in a more positive sense – seeing it as a universal 
responsibility that nations must work together to 
safeguard.

One such piece of evidence came to light 
this month, when a new study revealed that 
albatrosses, and their close cousins the large 
petrels, spend 39% of their time in oceans 
beyond national jurisdiction. Using tracking data 
from 5,775 birds across 39 species, researchers 
found that all species regularly cross into the 
waters of other countries, meaning that no single 
nation can adequately ensure their conservation. 
Furthermore, all species depend on the high seas: 
international waters that cover half of the world’s 
oceans and a third of the earth’s surface. 

This is particularly worrying given that 
albatrosses and large petrels are among the 
world’s most-threatened animals, with over half 

W
of the species at risk of extinction. At sea they 
face numerous dangers including injury and 
mortality from fishing gear, pollution and loss of 
their natural prey due to overfishing and climate 
change. 

According to co-author Maria Dias from BirdLife 
International: “Negative interactions with fisheries 
are particularly serious in international waters 
because there is less monitoring of industry 
practices and compliance with regulations. Also, 
beyond fish there is currently no global legal 
framework for addressing the conservation of 
biodiversity in the high seas.”

For example, the Amsterdam Albatross 
Diomedea amsterdamensis (Endangered) spends 
47% of its time in international waters in the 
Indian Ocean. Although it benefits from strong 
protection at its breeding colony on Amsterdam 
Island (one of the French Southern Territories), 
its conservation at sea is much more challenging. 
When roaming the seas in search of squid prey, 
the adults (fewer than 100 remain) use a vast 
area stretching from South Africa to Australia – 
requiring international co-ordination to minimise 
the risk of death in fishing gear.

Hope is on the horizon. The international scale 
of this study is itself a perfect example of how 
seabirds can connect nations. Uniting researchers 

ALBATROSS
I’m an ocean wanderer…
In the high seas, I am 
threatened by 
unsustainable fishing 
practices. I call for an 
urgent, robust global ocean 
treaty that co-ordinates 
action to secure my survival.

The ocean is a life support 
system and home to 80%

of all life on Earth.

Seabirds are declining faster 
than any other bird group.

70%
In the last 
50 years

80%
Ocean
Species

20%
Land

Species

The idea of international 
waters was proposed by 
Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius 
as early as 1609. Today, The 
high seas make up 50% of the 
planet’s surface and cover 
over two-thirds of the ocean. 
© Pixabay

Jessica Law
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Biological Diversity’s ambitious global framework 
to protect all nature over the next decades.”

The old saying “out of sight, out of mind” didn’t 
work for the pirates of the Golden Age. And as the 
swashbuckling explorers of the animal world, it 
shouldn’t apply to seabirds either. 

Global political responsibility for the 
conservation of albatrosses and large petrels is 
published in Science Advances. 

Amsterdam Albatross  
is only protected at 

its breeding grounds 
© Vincent Legendre

Modern ‘pirate’?
Waved Albatross 

Phoebastria irrorata 
(Critically Endangered)  

© Mike’s Birds

from 16 countries, who agreed to share their data 
through BirdLife’s Seabird Tracking Database, this 
global collaboration couldn’t have come at a more 
important time: the United Nations is currently 
discussing a global treaty for the conservation 
and sustainable use of biodiversity in international 
waters. 

“Our study unequivocally shows that albatrosses 
and large petrels need reliable protection that 
extends beyond the borders of any single 
country,” says Martin Beal, lead author of the 
study at the Marine and Environmental Sciences 
Centre at ISPA - Instituto Universitário in Lisbon, 
Portugal.  “This treaty represents a massive 
opportunity for countries to commit to protecting 
species wherever they may roam.”

Legal measures up for discussion under the 
treaty, such as introducing environmental impact 
assessments for industrial activities in the high 
seas, have the potential to significantly reduce 
pressure on species that call these oceans home.

Carolina Hazin, Marine Policy Co-ordinator for 
BirdLife, sees the study as part of an even bigger 
picture. “No conservation of migratory species can 
be effective if fragmented in terms of space, time 
and activity. This study reinforces the urgency that 
the United Nations adopt the high seas treaty, 
which in turn will contribute to the Convention on 

5,775 
BIRDS

39 
SPECIES

87 
BREEDING 

SITES

17 
COUNTRIES

High Seas

National 
Jurisdictions

60%

40%

SPECTACLED 
PETREL
I’m an ocean wanderer…
I know no national 
boundaries and I spend 
over half of my time in the 
high seas. I need 
protection there too.
Data owner: Peter G Ryan

BIRDLIFE’S DATABASE 
SEABIRDTRACKING.ORG

MARINE
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FEATURE

Have birds inspired you 
throughout your life?

With your support, BirdLife will keep protecting and campaigning 
for birds and nature across the world; saving species, protecting the 
most precious sites, and preventing habitat destruction. By leaving 
a legacy, you can help ensure that generations to come can continue 
to enjoy our planet’s incredible nature.

Leave a lasting  
gift for the wildlife  
you love.
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LEGACIES

We’ve put together a guide that will help you prepare before visiting 
your solicitor.

Download: www.birdlife.org/legacies

E-mail: legacies@birdlife.org

Call: +44 (0)1223 277318

By post: Legacies team at BirdLife International 
The David Attenborough Building, Pembroke Street, Cambridge 
CB2 3QZ United Kingdom

Learn more

ncluding a gift in your Will to 
BirdLife International is one of 
the most effective ways to help us 
preserve the future for wildlife. 

BirdLife has worked for almost a century 
to protect the world’s most vital species and 
habitats. As we build on the global network 
of protected areas, species and partner 
organisations that we have created, we are 
particularly reliant on legacy gift support to 
keep this vital work going.
Ruth Ward explains why she and her late 
husband John are leaving  a legacy gift to 
BirdLife: “John loved birdwatching, using 
his ears as much as his eyes. The gift of 
impersonating bird calls, especially waders, 

I

Why leave a legacy?

enabled him with help from friends Bryan 
and Alan to produce the record ‘Big Jake Calls 
the Waders’. John enjoyed passing on his 
birdwatching knowledge especially to youngsters. 
He used to say we have to be the voice for birds 
to ensure their habitat is conserved.
With today’s pressures upon the planet it is 
important organisations like BirdLife are 
supported in their work. Birdwatching gave 
John so much pleasure and he would help in 
any way to ensure birds are around for future 
generations.” 
 BirdLife thanks Ruth and John for their kind 
donation, which will help us preserve the natural 
world which has brought them so much joy.
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iodiversity isn’t just about the number 
of species – it’s also about genetic 
diversity within a species. Having a 
diverse range of genes allows species 

to adapt to a changing world, and the differences 
between populations can tell us a lot about a 
species’ history. 

Cook’s Petrel Pterodroma cookii (Vulnerable) 
is a small seabird that breeds only in New 
Zealand. Formerly widespread, its range has 
contracted dramatically with the growth of human 
populations, and the bird now breeds on just 
two offshore islands at opposite ends of New 
Zealand: Codfish Island and Little Barrier Island. 
A new study used DNA sequencing to confirm 
that the two populations are separate subspecies 
that historically occupied different areas of the 
mainland – and should be treated as such. From 
now on, any translocations to the South Island 
should be sourced from Codfish Island, and future 
translocations to the North Island should continue 
to be sourced from Little Barrier Island only. 

H I G H L I G H T S

COOK’S 
PETREL: 
SEPARATE 
SUBSPECIES 
CONFIRMED

Cook’s Petrel 
© Spatuletail / Shutterstock
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HOT 
OFF THE 
PRESS

The latest scientific 
breakthroughs from BirdLife’s 

quarterly peer-reviewed journal

FOLLOW THE 
LATEST ADVANCES IN 
OUR RESEARCH ON 
TWITTER: 
@BCI_JOURNAL
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BCI NEWS

ecause of its melodious song and vivid 
colours, the Yellow Cardinal Gubernatrix 
cristata (Endangered) is threatened 

by the illegal pet trade across South America’s 
Southern Cone. Despite its plight, there have been 
no co-ordinated efforts to map the remaining 
populations across this vast region. That is, until 
now. Recent citizen science surveys, supported by 
conservation organisations such as Aves Argentinas 
(BirdLife Partner), uncovered important results 
while raising public awareness of the species. 
Thanks to the observations of 140 volunteers 
across 644 locations, we now know that only four 
protected areas contain Yellow Cardinals, two 
of which are private reserves with a low level of 
protection. On a more positive note, the species 
was found in a wider range of ecoregions than 
before, showing it can survive in drier habitats than 
expected. 

ANDEAN CONDOR 
AND BLACK VULTURE: 
PUSHED TOGETHER BY 
CLIMATE CHANGE

YELLOW 
CARDINAL: 
CITIZEN SCIENCE 
TO THE RESCUE

any people still see climate change as 
something that’s going to happen in the 
future. But its effects are already being 

seen in the natural world – sometimes pushing 
species together that, as far as we know, have 
never co-existed before. The Andean Condor Vultur 
gryphus (Vulnerable) and American Black Vulture 
Coragyps atratus may well be two such species. 
Until less than a hundred years ago, these majestic 
raptors’ ranges did not overlap. Today, they are 
beginning to share habitat in parts of South 
America. Scientists used ecological niche modelling 
to predict the effects that further climate change 
and human activity could have on this overlap. They 
found that, while it would not increase everywhere, 
in the northern Andes their ranges would coincide 
by 70% by 2070. This extra competition for food 
could put the already threatened Andean Condor 
at greater risk of extinction. 

ALSO 
IN THIS 
ISSUE: 
l Differences in 
the dietary habits 
of Verreaux’s Eagles 
Aquila verreauxii 
between peri-urban 
and rural populations

l GPS tracking reveals 
highly consistent use 
of restricted foraging 
areas by European 
Storm-petrels 
Hydrobates pelagicus 
breeding at the largest 
UK colony: implications 
for conservation 
management

l The conservation 
status of the Galapagos 
Martin Progne 
modesta: assessment 
of historical records 
and results of recent 
surveys and more

Yellow Cardinal 
© Linda De Volder
/ Flickr

GET THE LATEST UPDATES STRAIGHT TO YOUR INBOX AT:

WWWW.CAMBRIDGE.ORG/BCI/SUBSCRIBE 
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American Black Vulture 
© Judy Gallagher / Flickr

Andean Condor 
© Reisegrafch /

Shutterstock
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WHAT INSPIRED THIS STUDY? 
We now know that socio-political factors 
such as corruption and governance are 
important in determining how effective 
conservation action can be. However, 
these haven’t been widely considered 
in the context of climate change. We 
explored this by considering how climate 
change may lead to species shifting their 
ranges across national borders, and by 
examining the relationship between 
governance and wealth of countries and 
their projected species loss under climate 
change.

WHAT DID THE RESEARCH INVOLVE? 
In collaboration with Durham University, 
we modelled the climatic niches of more 
than 12,700 species of landbirds and 
mammals, and projected how climate 
change would cause their distributions 
to shift by the year 2070. We then related 
the projected changes in species richness 
to factors such as wealth, CO2 emissions, 
corruption, government effectiveness and 
political stability. 

NATIONAL BORDERS 
THREATEN WILDLIFE AS CLIMATE 

CHANGES

As global temperature 
rises, species will be 
driven across national 
borders to find 

suitable habitat. Physical 
barriers like the USA–Mexico 
wall and fences between 
Russia and China aren’t the 
only complication. BirdLife’s 
Chief Scientist Dr Stuart 
Butchart explains how 
countries experiencing the 
greatest species loss may be in 
the worst position to protect 
nature.

WHERE WILL THE BIGGEST PROBLEMS 
EMERGE? 
Under a high-emissions scenario, we 
found that 29% of birds and 35% of 
mammals would shift over half of their 
ranges into countries in which they are 
not currently found. Key regions include 
western Amazonia for birds, and the US–
Mexico border and China–Russia border 
for mammals.
We also found that projected species 
loss under climate change is greatest in 
countries with weaker governance and 
lower wealth. Therefore, the impacts 
of climate change on species may be 
disproportionately high in countries with a 
lower capacity for effective conservation. 
These countries also tend to have lower 
greenhouse gas emissions, raising 
important questions of international 
justice: should they be left to deal with 
environmental problems largely caused by 
other countries?

WHAT CAN WE DO TO HELP? 
This research further strengthens the 
case for urgent and drastic action to 
mitigate climate change, in order to 
minimise the inequities it would cause. 
We also need greater co-ordination of 
international conservation strategies 
for species whose ranges span national 
borders. Trans-boundary conservation 
efforts will be increasingly important, for 
example enhancing habitat connectivity 
across borders, expanding networks 
of Key Biodiversity Areas, managing 
trans-boundary protected areas and 
co-ordinating appropriate legislation 
(such as hunting controls for targeted 
species). Above all, we need to build 
the conservation skills and resources of 
countries that are likely to be hardest hit. 

Global inequities and political borders challenge 
nature conservation under climate change is 
published in Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences.

The USA–Mexico border wall
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