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MARTYN MIDDLETON
Martyn Middleton, a founder member of the South Peak
Raptor Study Group, passed away in February 2015 after
quite a long illness. Martyn had formerly been an active
member of the Sorby-Breck Ringing Group, most notably in
North Derbyshire, where he worked in particular on woodland
raptors. By profession he was a skilled craftsman and put his
knowledge to excellent use when designing the raptor group’s
‘camera on poles’ which allowed viewing of the contents of
the highest nests.
Our sympathies go to his friends and family.

FOREWORD
2015 saw the end of the initial five year Peak District Bird of Prey Initiative Project;
disappointingly the project failed to meet the agreed targets or see any notable improvement in
the breeding populations for the SPA listed species covered by the Initiative. The report is
included in full after the Species Account sections. However, there have been some positive
elements that should not be discounted. Merlin productivity continues to be good following the
trend of the last few years, although there has not been any notable increase in numbers of
breeding pairs on grouse moors and success in the SPRSG recording area was poor. There
were also good numbers of Short-eared Owl seen throughout much of the suitable study area in
2015 and relationships between raptor fieldworkers and the shooting interests continued to
improve.
The raptor groups are in agreement that we should continue to support the project going
forward and it is pleasing to see the scope of the project expanded to cover both the South West
SPA area of the Peak District National Park and the introduction of two additional key species,
Goshawk and Hen Harrier.
However, it is important that improvements in breeding populations are seen, particularly with
regards to the larger raptors, which are vastly underrepresented as breeding species in some
areas. Without some clear indication of improvement, there is a danger that project partners will
not wish to continue the project, which could be seen as another failure in the bid to increase
raptor populations within the Peak District and adjacent areas.
Again a number of persecution instances make for very disappointing reading, particularly at a
time when we are considering how to move forward with the Bird of Prey Initiative.
Nationally we have seen Merlin returned to the BoCC (Bird of Conservation Concern) Red list
as a result of breeding population declines. Over the duration of the Peak District Bird of Prey
Initiative the population of breeding Merlin has been maintained throughout much of the Dark
Peak. Unfortunately, despite high fledging rates, many traditional sites still remain unoccupied,
and some areas within the Peak are no longer occupied by any breeding pairs; work is being
done to try to discover and reverse these trends.
We would like to encourage and welcome new members to the raptor groups. Asking people to
record site occupation, breeding attempts and outcomes for breeding raptors, at their own cost
and in their free time, demands a high degree of commitment and those people that undertake
such tasks are rarely given the recognition they deserve. We would like to publicly thank all of
those involved, not just members of the raptor groups, but the many people who provide us with
sightings, information and advice throughout the year.
Hen Harrier Survey 2016
To give us the best possible understanding of Hen Harrier population trends, both raptor groups
will be taking part in a comprehensive UK-wide, scientific survey of Hen Harriers in 2016.
If you have any Hen Harrier sightings, we would request that you report these sightings, either
directly to either of the raptor groups or to the Hen Harrier Hotline on 0845 4600121 or email
henharriers@rspb.org.uk

Members of both our groups continue to put in many hours of fieldwork, not only in the breeding
season, but throughout the year, and this enables us to build an ever-increasing database
regarding the populations, habits and behaviour of our region’s birds of prey throughout the year.
Thanks go to all our members for their continued support, fieldwork and expertise, with particular
thanks to member Ken Smith for allowing us to publish his excellent photos. Grateful thanks are
also given to Rhodri Thomas at Peak Park for his support and financial assistance in the printing
of this report. We also thank the following organisations and landowners for allowing access to
their land:
ARC Limited
Buxton Lime Chatsworth Estates
Forest Enterprise
Lafarge Limited RMC Limited Severn Trent Water
Sheffield City Council
Tarmac Limited Yorkshire Water United Utilities plc
Win Hill Fisheries
Job Earnshaw & Bros Ltd
T Kirk Forestry
Mr & Mrs J White
Peak Park Joint Planning Board
National Trust
Derbyshire CC Ranger Service
and all the others who wish to remain anonymous
Steve Davies
Coordinator
Peak District Raptor Monitoring Group

Trevor Grimshaw
Coordinator
South Peak Raptor Study Group

-oSPECIES ACCOUNTS
[Much of the information in the introduction to each species account has been taken from:
Balmer D. E. et al. 2013. Bird Atlas 2007 – 11: the breeding and wintering birds of Britain
and Ireland (BTO Books, Thetford)
Holling M and the Rare Breeding Birds Panel, 2015. Rare breeding birds in the UK in 2013
(British Birds 108: 373 – 422)
Musgrove A. J. et al. 2013. Population estimates of birds in Great Britain and the United
Kingdom (British Birds 106: 64 – 100)
and with extra comments from Roy Frost and Mike Price]

Please note that the species are now arranged in current BOU order.
RED KITE Milvus milvus
The re-establishment of the Red Kite as a breeding species in Britain has been a major
conservation success. From 1989 onwards, Red Kites were reintroduced to the
Chilterns in England and the Black Isle in Scotland. By 2011 the Chiltern population had
increased to over 800 pairs. From this release area, Red Kites have colonised much of
central southern England. Despite comparable nesting success, the Black Isle
population increased at a much slower pace, with only 55 pairs recorded in 2011. Illegal
killing is thought to be limiting this population. Since 1995, six further reintroduction
projects have taken place in England and Scotland, and outside these core areas the
wide spread of non-breeding records suggests that other populations could appear in
time. The remnant Welsh population increased from around 80 pairs in 1992 to over
1,000pairs by 2011, accompanied by expansion from most of the rest of Wales and into
Shropshire and Herefordshire.
The current UK population estimate is between 3000 to 4000 pairs, based on 2014
figures from the Red Kite Co-ordination Group, with the estimated figures for Wales and
the Chilterns alone being 2000+ pairs. The species is Amber listed.
Sightings of Red Kites in both study areas are increasing and successful breeding
remains a distinct possibility in the future within Derbyshire and the Peak District, both

areas having plenty of suitable habitat; breeding was reported in western
Nottinghamshire in 2012.
In the SPRSG recording area a single bird was regularly seen over the Derwent valley
north of Matlock during the spring; in addition a bird seen in the Wraggs Quarry area on
2nd April was wing-tagged and found to originate from Northern Ireland. In South
Derbyshire two birds were found in one area taking insects whilst a farmer was cutting
silage in late May, and a separate single bird was recorded in another area also in late
May; in neither case was there any evidence of breeding.
As in previous years there were a number of sightings of single birds throughout the
year in the PDRMG area but no breeding behaviour was recorded.
MARSH HARRIER Circus aeruginosus
Marsh Harriers have a chequered history as breeding birds in Britain, with a temporary
extinction at the end of the 19th century. Numbers subsequently rose before a crash to
just one single breeding pair in Suffolk in 1971. However abundance and range have
since increased widely as a result of the ban on organochlorine pesticide use, reduced
interference from humans and the creation and restoration of wetland habitat.
The Rare Breeding Birds Panel report for 2013 gives a UK total of 280-323 breeding
females or pairs, although under-recording of the species in some parts of its core
range, notably the Thames marshes of Essex and Kent and the Norfolk Broads means
that the total numbers reported are fewer than might be expected. The RBBP totals
include 31 confirmed breeding pairs, plus one probable and one possible pair in
Lincolnshire, with comparable figures for Yorkshire of 30 breeding pairs, with two
probable and four possible breeding pairs; in addition a single pair bred in
Nottinghamshire with one probable pair and in Cheshire and Wirral two pairs bred with a
further
probable
pair.
The
species
is
Amber
listed.
Again in 2015 there were reports of a number of birds passing through both study
areas during the summer months, suggesting that the upland areas are being used as
passage / migration routes. An all-dark bird was seen drifting high over Chesterfield on
22nd August.
HEN HARRIER Circus cyaneus
During the breeding season, Hen Harriers frequent heather moorland, extensive
farmland and young forest plantations. In 2010 there were around 662 breeding pairs in
Britain; numbers had increased from 630 pairs in 1988 / 89 to 806 pairs in 2004, but an
18% decline followed. Nine breeding pairs were successful in England in 2011, fledging
17 young, yet only one pair of Hen Harriers nested successfully in England in 2012. In
2013 the status of the species became national news in England when no young at all
were raised, after the failure of three nesting attempts. There were however six
successful nests in England in 2015, and 18 young harriers fledged from the nests in
northern England, with a seventh nest failing late in the season due to natural causes.
However five nesting male Hen Harriers ‘disappeared’ in suspicious circumstances in
England in the spring and there was a subsequent loss of their nests and eggs after the
females abandoned them. Despite this success, there appears to be no realistic future
for the Hen Harrier as a breeding species in England, as deliberate human interference
and illegal killing, which is prevalent on driven grouse moors, prevent the Hen Harrier
from breeding across swathes of suitable upland heath and moorland habitats managed
for grouse shooting in northern England - and in southern Scotland, where major losses
in the breeding population are also evident. These local breeding extinctions are
concurrent with declining numbers of wintering birds. The species is Red listed.

Male Hen Harrier, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

Given the issues surrounding the very low population levels of Hen Harrier in England,
a lot of effort is expended each season, responding to all sightings of Hen Harriers in
and around both study areas. Northern England Raptor Forum is working closely with
the RSPB and the member groups are making extra efforts, both in the winter and
during the breeding season under the agreement for this project. Sightings in 2015 were
concentrated around the two areas where successful breeding has been recorded in the
Peak District in the past, with sightings of birds being reported throughout April, May and
June, including a displaying male in April and a displaying female in May in the vicinity
of the 2014 nest site; however, unlike in 2014 when a successful nest was located by
the National Trust shooting tenant Geoff Eyre, the birds were not observed to stay
around for long and no nesting attempt was recorded.
GOSHAWK Accipiter gentilis
The Goshawk was almost extinct in Britain by the late 19th century as a result of
deforestation and persecution. There were sporadic records of breeding by the species
during the 1960s and 70s, many through the deliberate releases by falconers. The
combination of the wide separation of release sites and locally high levels of illegal
killing of the species is considered to have had a major impact on the subsequent
distribution of Goshawk. The RBBP report a UK population of 361 – 464 pairs in 2013.
In the Upper Derwentdale area all previous sites were checked and two were occupied
in 2015: at one site four young (one female and three males) were ringed and
successfully fledged, while at the other site birds were present, and four eggs were laid;
the nest was intentionally disturbed in early May and the birds deserted.
Elsewhere in the SPRSG recording area 11 sites were occupied (one of which is in
South Yorkshire) and a total of at least 22 young fledged from ten successful nests; one
pair failed at the small young stage. One young fledged bird was killed by a fox. Three
birds were seen early in the year in one area of central Derbyshire but no evidence of
breeding was found.
Goshawks were recorded as present at three sites in the PDRMG study area in 2015,
but there was only one confirmed breeding attempt, which failed for unknown reasons;
eggs were laid but they did not hatch. At a second site a pair was present early in the
season but activity ceased and no breeding attempt occurred, while at the third site
there were a number of sightings and evidence of at least one bird in occupancy, but no
breeding occurred

SPARROWHAWK Accipiter nisus
In the breeding season, Sparrowhawks are widespread across most of Britain, with the
exception of the northern Scottish uplands. Abundance is highest in lowland areas,
such as eastern England, yet particularly low in north-west Scotland and other upland
areas. There was a low point in breeding in the early 1960s caused by the widespread
use of organochloride pesticides. The national increase in Buzzard numbers may be
having an impact on this species, as chicks may be predated by Buzzards and other
larger raptors, such as Goshawk and Tawny Owl. Prolonged cold and wet weather also
has an adverse effect on the species. There is also the belief, held by some people,
that Sparrowhawks are responsible for the long-term declines in songbird populations.
In 2009 the UK population was estimated at 33,000 – 35,000 pairs; the BTO’s BBS
report for 2014 showed a 9% decline in England during 2013/14 and an 18% decrease
in the period 1995 - 2013.
As in previous years, no specific studies of the species have been undertaken in the
SPRSG area, but sightings are regular and the Sparrowhawk continues to thrive in
urban areas.
The PDRM group’s other commitments resulted in a lower effort expended on
Sparrowhawk than in previous years, although there was a continued effort in the
ongoing long-term study area. At this study site in South Yorkshire nine nests were
monitored, two failed at egg / small young stage, eight nests were successful and at
least 28 young fledged. No young were ringed due to climbing restrictions imposed by
the Forestry Commission. Outside the study area, three nests were monitored in South
Yorkshire, with twelve young ringed from them.
BUZZARD Buteo buteo
Nationally the Buzzard remains the most widespread of the UK’s raptors and range
extensions particularly into eastern and lowland England continue. However despite the
healthy populations in some areas, there is a lack of breeding success or the absence of
adult birds adjacent to grouse rearing areas where the habitat is otherwise most suitable
for the species. This is strongly suggestive of human interference. Furthermore, gamekeeping interests, associated with the rearing of Pheasants for shooting, have sought to
persuade the government to introduce controls on ‘problem’ Buzzards near pheasant
release pens. DEFRA initiated a ‘Buzzard Stakeholder Group’ and conservation
organisations, including NERF, vigorously insisted that good science should be the only
criterion by which the situation should be judged and that there was no evidence that
Buzzards presented a demonstrable problem. A Judicial Review case was heard in the
High Court in June 2015, concerning the refusal of Natural England to issue a licence to
a Northumberland gamekeeper to shoot Buzzards to protect a pheasant shoot. The
judge ruled that NE had acted unlawfully because ‘NE treated raptors differently from
other wild birds because of the public controversy which the granting of a licence for the
killing of Buzzards, to prevent serious damage to a pheasant shoot, would engender, or
because of perceived adverse public opinion.’
In 2009 the population was estimated to be between 57,000 and 79,000 pairs, and the
BTO’s BBS report for 2014 for England showed a 3% decrease in 2013 – 14 and a
172% increase in the period 1995 – 2013.
SPRSG no longer systematically monitors the species as it is so widespread, although
continued lack of successful breeding adjacent to the Upper Derwentdale grouse moors
points towards persecution as the likely cause.
The Buzzard continues to thrive away from the grouse moors with all known sites
within the PDRMG area occupied early in the season. Failures continue to be common
in areas adjacent to the grouse moors. Seven young were ringed from six nests in West
Yorkshire and a seventh nest was occupied but the outcome was unknown. One nest
was fully monitored in the group’s Derbyshire area, where three young were ringed and
all fledged. One nest was monitored in Greater Manchester with just one young being

ringed and fledging. In South Yorkshire seven nesting attempts were recorded, of which
two pairs failed early and five pairs were successful in rearing eleven young.

Buzzard, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

A Common Buzzard was found dead on the edge of moorland near to Glossop. There
was concern about the visible damage the bird had sustained and an x-ray revealed that
the bird had been shot. It is likely that the bird was shot relatively close to where it was
found given the amount of shot seen in the bird. This is the second Common Buzzard
found shot in this area. In 2014 a bird was found dead close to a new nest; x-rays
proved that this bird had also been shot with a shotgun.
OSPREY Pandion haliaetus
Ospreys became virtually extinct as a breeding species in Britain during the early
1900s, due to killing and and egg collecting by humans. With increased protection,
there has been a steady increase in numbers and range in Scotland and a spread into
Cumbria and Northumberland in the 21st century. A translocation programme to reestablish a breeding population in England began at Rutland Water in 1996, and the first
successful breeding took place in 2001. Birds from this programme have also settled at
two sites in Wales and records of non-breeding Ospreys are widely distributed
throughout Britain.
The RBBP assessed the 2013 UK population at 178-208 pairs, with a minimum of 307
young fledged. The species is Amber listed.

Osprey, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

Ospreys are seen quite frequently in the spring and the autumn months, the increase
in populations around the UK resulting in many more sightings throughout the study
areas. On 22nd June and on 28th August birds were seen in the Rowsley area and both
were seen to catch fish; however neither bird stayed and it was assumed that the river
water level was too low for their liking.
An Osprey was found grounded in the Glossop area and subsequently died before the
finder could get help. The bird was sent for post-mortem and was found to have suffered
two broken legs consistent with being caught in a Fenn type trap.
BARN OWL Tyto alba
Barn Owls have been in decline since the mid 19 th century owing to changes in
agriculture, in mortality associated with road traffic and to loss of nest sites. Year round,
the species is widely distributed in Britain, avoiding only high-altitude and urban areas
and being absent from the remoter islands of Scotland. Nestbox provision, captive
release programmes and the provision and management of field margins through agroenvironment schemes, as well as some milder winters, may have facilitated breeding
population recovery in some areas of the UK. The Barn Owl Trust estimated the
national population prior to the 2013 breeding season to be around 4,000 pairs. The
Barn Owl came third in a national vote for Britain’s most popular bird in a vote in 2015,
despite the fact that many people who voted had probably never seen one. The species
is Amber listed.
In the SPRSG recording area, three broods of Barn Owls were ringed on the
Chatsworth Estate: two broods of two, one brood of three and one adult male at the nest
site; in addition two broods of three fledged near DWT reserves and two further pairs
fledged young elsewhere. A single bird was found roosting in a derelict barn and
regularly observed in the vicinity of Beeley Moor in the latter part of 2014 and during
January 2015, but was not subsequently seen.
Following on from the successful nest in the Glossop area in 2014, which was once
again successful in 2015, there were seven breeding attempts recorded on the
moorland edges throughout the PDRMG study area. However some of the sites were,
for a variety of reasons, less than ideal. One site was on moorland in a hole on the
ground, one in a nest box, two pairs in disused quarries and three pairs in barns, but in
places where ringing would not be possible due to the location chosen.
As a result of talks with a number of organisations with an interest in Barn Owl in the
PDRMG area, Derbyshire Ornithological Society provided funding for materials to
produce a number of Barn Owl Nest Boxes to be erected in the study area. Work on
this began in November 2015 with the production of the nest boxes and these are being
erected in suitable places around the study area.
Many thanks to DOS and to the landowners and farmers who are showing a keen
interest in supporting the Barn Owl, a species that had not, prior to 2014, been recorded
as a breeding species in much of the PDRMG study area for nearly 30 years.
LITTLE OWL Athene noctua
The British population of the Little Owl derives from introductions made during the late
1800s. By 1900, Little Owls were regular breeders in several English counties and a
period of rapid expansion followed, lasting into the 1930s. The species is largely
restricted to England and the Welsh borders, with isolated populations in north-west and
coastal Wales. Little Owls prefer lowland, open arable habitat with old trees, mature
hedgerows or farm outbuildings for nesting and they remain relatively common,
particularly at lower elevations. Agricultural intensification presents the greatest threat
nationally to Little Owl populations. Year on year severe winters also adversely affect
numbers.
Neither group made any specific study of this species in 2015; however at one site
near Ashford in the Water, the pair raised two young, observed on 11th August; this site

has been occupied by Little Owls for over 40 years!
TAWNY OWL Strix aluco
Tawny Owls are resident in woodlands throughout the British mainland but are rarely
found on the Isle of Man and are absent from the whole of Ireland. The species prefers
broadleaved woods, but is also found in coniferous woodland. They are equally at
home in urban areas and will take up residence in parks and large gardens containing
mature trees. Together with other raptor species the Tawny Owl was a victim of
secondary poisoning during the 1960s with the population only recovering after the
organochlorine pesticides were banned. There is evidence that the species is once
again declining in some areas of the UK and this decline may be linked to secondary
poisoning from the new generation of rodenticides.
The species is not monitored on a regular basis by the SPRSG.
In the PDRMG area 19 sites were checked, 12 sites were occupied and 16 young were
ringed from eight pairs. Brood sizes were noticeably smaller than in 2014, probably due
to a reduction in available prey numbers in the study area and poor weather conditions
making hunting difficult.
LONG-EARED OWL Asio otus
The Long-eared Owl breeds at scattered locations in Britain and throughout Ireland,
where it is the most abundant owl, probably benefitting from the absence of the
competitively dominant Tawny Owl. Breeding distribution is acknowledged to be subject
to under-recording owing to the species’ discreet nature and preference for dense
woodland. The species is sedentary throughout its range, but is joined annually by
variable numbers of autumn immigrants from Fennoscandia. Breeding attempts are
affected by prey availability and in poor vole years large numbers of adults do not breed
and those that do breed produce smaller clutches.
The RBBP give a UK figure of 109 - 194 pairs in 2013, though Musgrove et al. [2013]
consider the population to be between 1,800-6000 pairs. The disparity is explained by
the statement that Long-eared Owls are under-recorded throughout their range, so that
reported totals will always be a gross underestimate.

Long-eared Owl, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

Pairs were monitored at five sites in the SPRSG area and at least eight juveniles
fledged. Conifer plantations on the edge of moorland are favourite breeding areas and
nests can be difficult to locate, but calling young, as well as pellets and prey remains,

often reveal the species’ presence. Forestry Commission plantations offer excellent
breeding habitat for Long-eared Owls, although when these mature and are thinned
other species, such as Tawny Owls, may move in and compete for food.
In the PDRMG area the year started with a continuation of the high vole numbers
witnessed in 2014, and clutch sizes were good and site occupancy very high. 20
breeding attempts were located in what amounted to approximately one third of the
suitable habitat available; the remaining two thirds of the suitable habitat were not fully
monitored. 27 young were ringed from 11 nests. Three nests failed due to poor
weather, one nest failed due to predation of small young, four nests were discovered
with large young and at one nest the outcome was unknown. The weather and the
apparent reduction in prey numbers at a key time in the breeding cycle resulted in
smaller broods from what were good sized clutches.
SHORT-EARED OWL Asio flammeus
The core breeding range of the Short-eared Owl is the open rough country of northern
England and Scotland, where heather moorland, rough grassland, bogs and young
forestry plantations are favoured. Elsewhere breeding records are widely scattered and
involve small numbers of pairs in lowland coastal marshes and extensive grasslands.
During the winter, an influx of Fennoscandian breeders greatly boosts numbers in
Britain. Short-eared Owls prey on rodents and small birds with the Short-tailed Field
Vole being their primary food source. Breeding success invariably fluctuates with vole
abundance. The species’ failure to fully exploit suitable habitat and the current
suggestions of decline are not fully understood. Prey abundance is likely to be the
dominant factor but winter survival and even persecution may play a part. That birds
are now absent or scarce in several traditional areas of apparently still suitable habitat is
of considerable concern. Although only 47 - 184 breeding pairs were reported to the
RBBP in 2013, this was a poor year for the Short-eared Owl with the lowest number of
pairs yet reported and a low level of confirmed breeding; the cold spring may have
affected the availability of prey and hence the condition of adults preparing to breed.
Musgrove et al [2013] estimated the true UK population at 620-2,180 pairs. The species
is Amber listed.
On the north Staffordshire moorlands, at least two pairs bred, with at least two young
fledging at one of the sites, while the outcome at the other site was unknown.. Two
pairs were present in the Upper Derwentdale area, but there was no direct evidence of
any actual breeding.
In contrast, it was clear to PDRM group members that 2015 was a much better year for
Short-eared Owl in their study area with at least 16 breeding attempts recorded and at
least 11 pairs fledging young. This figure was thought to be very conservative, as Shorteared Owls had been recorded hunting in many more areas which were not able to be
fully checked at appropriate times (especially late evening). However the cold, wet and
windy weather did result in lower numbers of young fledging from some nests,
particularly for the later breeding attempts, as early nests fared better due to higher vole
numbers and better weather conditions (the female of one pair laying ten eggs). 15
young were ringed from five nests in the early part of the season (two of these were
single young birds ringed away from the nest and could well have been part of larger
broods). There were no reported instances of monitored nests failing, something which
had been suspected in previous years. Early nesting pairs appeared to have had higher
clutch sizes and good broods at the point that they dispersed (pre-fledging), however
the later pairs had much smaller brood sizes.

Kestrel, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

KESTREL Falco tinnunculus
The Kestrel is one of the most widespread and abundant raptors in Britain, although it
is absent from areas of south-west and central Wales and some upland areas of
western Scotland. Densities are highest in central and eastern England, although the
British Breeding Bird Survey of 2011 reported a 32% reduction in the Kestrel population
between 1995 and 2010 in the UK. Based on material from the BTO Bird Atlas 2007 –
2011, in Britain the Kestrel has lost its position as the most widespread raptor to the
Buzzard. The most recent UK population estimate of the species, reported by Musgrove
et al. [2013], was 46,000 individuals. The BBS report 2014 gave figures which showed
that numbers in England declined by 27% during 1995 – 2013 and by 5% in 2013 – 14.
Despite these setbacks the Kestrel is widespread and perhaps the raptor species most
readily identified by the general public. The species is Amber listed.
Neither group monitored the species in any widespread way during 2015, but both
accept that further study is warranted.
MERLIN Falco columbarius
The Merlin’s breeding preference is for uplands, especially heather-dominated
moorland. The breeding population in Britain has been the subject of three recent
national surveys, which showed that, although numbers increased from 1983-4 to 19934, figures from a 2008 survey suggested a subsequent 13% decline to 900 – 1,500
pairs. Possible reasons suggested for this decline include changes in prey availability
and in nesting habitat through more frequent heather burning and the maturing of forest
plantations. Perhaps the aspect of Merlin biology which most concerns raptor workers
in some areas is the decrease in numbers of principal prey items, such as Meadow
Pipits, Skylarks and Starlings, which can affect the survival rates of young. Another
trend of the last few years that has serious potential implications for the welfare of
chicks is that of unseasonal heavy rainfall. The RBBP gave a figure of 268 – 322 pairs
monitored in 2013, a sample of pairs monitored by dedicated fieldworkers. The species
is Amber listed.
There were only two spring records from the traditional Beeley Moor area, with males
only on 16th February and 18th April. On the North Staffordshire moors an adult male
and a 1st year male were seen at two separate sites in April, but no evidence of breeding
was found. In the usual Upper Derwent area one pair was located, five young were
ringed, pit tagged and successfully fledged. At another site a lone female was seen until
late June.
With most if not all keepers cooperating fully with the Bird of Prey Initiative in 2015,
coverage of known breeding territories was once again very good. In the PDRMG area
15 successful breeding attempts were monitored; 58 young were ringed in the study

area and a minimum of 53 young fledged. Two sites were known to have failed at the
egg stage, with a further failed attempt thought to be a second breeding attempt by one
of these pairs.
2015 saw the start of a project under the umbrella of the Northern England Raptor
Forum. Passive Integrated Transponder (PIT) Tags are being fitted to Merlin pulli
throughout much of the uplands in the North of England. PIT tags work in a similar way
to Microchips for a dog or cat except that they are mounted externally (on a ring) rather
than being inserted under the skin and are read by a receiver placed by the nest. If
enough birds are tagged, the data collected will enable the various groups to better
understand where the Merlin that fledge in the recording areas disperse to and more
about breeding recruitment and site fidelity can be discovered.
We would like to thank Simon Fussell of Buxton for his generous donation to help with
this project.

Hobby, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

HOBBY Falco subbuteo
There are no specific national threats associated with this species at the present time;
however, whilst the population has increased significantly in recent years, it still remains
relatively low and one should be mindful of the continuing threat posed by eggcollectors. A considerable amount of work is undertaken by NERF members across the
north of England and this species is undoubtedly colonising new areas as it extends its
range further north, as evidenced by first proved breeding in Greater Manchester and
re-colonisation after 43 years in Northumberland (both in 2011).
The Hobby is a breeding migrant occupying a wide range of habitat throughout
southern Britain and its wide-ranging behaviour can make breeding evidence difficult to
come by. There has been a large-scale expansion in range from southern England to
the north, west and east and the species is widespread south of a line from the Humber
to the Mersey, with the exception of west Wales and Cornwall. North of this line, they
are thinly distributed as far north as southern Northumberland, although there is some
evidence of recent breeding in the Scottish Highlands. Musgrove et al [2013] suggested
a UK population of 2,800 pairs. Reasons for the increase may be linked to increases in
the Hobby’s dragonfly prey supplies associated with a greater number of gravel pits and
reservoirs. Increased availability of prey was thought to be the main reason for the good
breeding success in a study in lowland farmland in Derbyshire conducted by one of our
members (Messenger & Roome, 2007: The breeding population of Hobby in Derbyshire
/ British Birds 100: 594 – 608). Climate change could also have benefited this species
and its prey.

The RBBP gave an estimate of 206 – 1,025 pairs for the UK in 2013, but commented
that its relative common occurrence in southern England meant that many pairs were
overlooked and that fieldworkers were keeping breeding locations secret.
Anthony Messenger confirmed that in his 100 square km core study area eight pairs
were present and five of the pairs were successful, with one pair definitely failing, one
pair suspected of failing and the other pair was believed to have moved out of the core
area. Nine young fledged in total (1.8 per successful pair, 1.13 per pair in occupation –
the figures virtually matching the mean figures for the worst previous three-year period
from 1992 – 1994.)
Across the whole of Anthony’s southern study area there were 23 pairs present
(including the core area), from which there were 18 successful pairs, one definite failure
and four pairs where the outcome was unknown, although failure was suspected in at
least two of these; 36 young fledged (2.00 per successful pair, 1.57 per pair in
occupation); a total of 11 young were ringed from five nests.
Anthony commented that, despite the low productivity in his core area, the total figures
for South Derbyshire of fledged young per successful pair (2.00) matched those for
1991, 1997, 2011 & 2012, while in respect of the number of young fledged per pair
present (1.57) this has only been worse than 2015 in two years (1993: 1.00 and 2007;
1.43).
In NE Derbyshire and the Peak District, at least 12 further pairs were thought to have
bred and at least 11 juveniles were seen at various sites, although one pair failed at the
egg stage.
The PDRMG reported that in Cheshire two nests were fully monitored and a third nest
was discovered with a single, ready to fledge, young in it; unfortunately this bird had
become tangled in baler twine used in the nest lining and had perished. At a fourth site
there was a pair in attendance and despite several visits the nest was not located, but
post fledging there were three young and one adult occupying this territory. In West
Yorkshire, four pairs were monitored and fledged ten young. A pair in South Yorkshire
was present in a previously successful territory, but breeding was never proven.
There were a number of sightings at additional historic territories, but the groups failed
to locate the nests or see any fledged young; as always with this elusive species, it
cannot categorically be said if breeding occurred or not.

Peregrines, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

PEREGRINE Falco peregrinus
Following the ban on organochlorine pesticides in agriculture, there has been a
remarkable recovery in the Peregrine population and the species is now widespread in

Britain. It breeds in upland and coastal areas with suitable cliffs, and across much of the
lowlands, where it utilizes quarries and man-made structures. However there are
marked variations in population trends in different regions, particularly in western and
northern Scotland, where notable declines and local extinctions are seen. Gains in
distribution are generally considered to be associated with reduced illegal killing,
abundant prey and the increased tolerance of humans, whereas losses are thought to
be associated with local reductions in food availability, habitat degradation and
continued illegal killing, particularly in areas where the impact of grouse moor
management is high. Here the threats faced by Peregrines continue unabated and it is
clear that the large number of breeding attempt failures can only be attributed to human
interference.
The RBBP report for 2013 gave a figure of 803 – 1072 pairs in the UK, and initial
findings from the 2014 national survey of breeding Peregrines confirm the loss of some
pairs from traditional sites in northern Britain (coastal north-west Scotland and some
upland shooting estates) and an increase in lowland habitats where many Peregrines
take advantage of man-made structures for nesting.
In the SPRSG recording area 34 sites were checked in 2015. Of these, six sites were
unoccupied, including three sites in Upper Derwentdale, although at the traditional
Alport Castles site the pair raised three young, following 2014’s success with two young
– the first since 2007. At the 27 remaining sites where pairs were present, 18 sites were
successful, raising at least 40 young. Of the further nine sites, eight failed, perhaps
because of poor weather conditions, sometimes after a failed first attempt, and at one
site the outcome was unknown. The new site discovered on the edge of the White Peak
in a working quarry in 2014, where the pair deserted due to the proximity of quarry
workings, was successful in 2015 and two young fledged and a third egg did not hatch.
The traditional site in the Manifold Valley, which had been successful since its discovery
in 2003 and which seemed not to have been occupied in 2014, was successful in 2015.
Four young fledged from each of two sites, and three young each from a further four
sites; all other sites fledged one or two young. Two lowland NE Derbyshire sites are
included in the above figures; six young fledged from these sites. Two young fledged
from a site on the edge of the Peak District, which had previously been unsuccessful for
a number of years due to disturbance and presumed persecution. Thanks are given to
Vic Pearson, who supplied breeding data from a number of sites in the Buxton area.
In addition to the sites mentioned above, three pairs of urban Peregrines were
successful: the pair at Derby Cathedral fledged three young which were ringed by
Anthony Messenger, the pair at St. George’s Church in Sheffield fledged two young
which were ringed by Steve Samworth and the pair at DWT’s East Mill in Belper fledged
two young, although a third chick fell from the nest in early June. The Belper success
was very welcome as a male Peregrine was found dead outside DWT’s offices at East
Mill on 17th January by a local photographer; the corpse was taken to a local vet, where
it was x-rayed and shot was found lodged in its shoulder. Further expert veterinary
analysis confirmed that this was a very recent shooting which was likely to have been
linked to its death.
Nine territories were found to be occupied in the PDRMG study area, three by pairs
and six by at least one bird. Repeat visits found some of these territories, which had
been occupied by at least a single bird, had been vacated completely later in the
season. Of the three territories known to be occupied by pairs, two were successful
fledging four young, the final pair either failed to breed or the attempt failed early, cause
unknown. The successful pair at RSPB Dove Stone produced two young; these were
ringed with the help of the United Utilities site manager, RSPB watch point volunteers
and Chris Fry, who abseiled to the nest and to all of whom special thanks are given.
RAVEN Corvus corax
The Raven is now as much a bird of pastoral or mixed lowland farmland and forestry
as it is of the uplands, having expanded its range eastwards massively. The present

distribution includes most of Britain and Ireland, aside from a band running down the
east from Inverness to Essex. The only unoccupied upland area is the North York
Moors. Expansion into the lowlands has been accompanied by the use of quarries for
nesting, although the majority of birds in these areas nest in trees. Although
persecution of the Raven has reduced and the population is expanding in both number
and range, the threat of persecution remains a danger in some areas, particularly where
the species comes into conflict with the game shooting community; in some parts of the
UK they are both shot and poisoned.
In 2009 the population was estimated at 7,400 pairs in the UK (Musgrove et al. 2013)
and the 2014BBS report showed a 3% decline 2013 – 2014 for England, but a 42%
increase in 1995 – 2013.

Raven, Derbyshire (Ken Smith)

In the SPRSG recording area the species continued to expand, including in the northeastern lowland areas where two quarry sites were monitored, with successful breeding
at both. In the south of the recording area (south of Carsington Water) 15 tree nests
were located, all of which were successful, but brood numbers were not ascertained.
Seven pairs nested in Scots Pine, two in Corsican Pine, and one each in Cedar,
Sycamore, Wellingtonia, Norway Spruce, Douglas Fir and Oak; the Oak tree nest was
the lowest ever recorded by the group at only about 6-7m high. Initially one of the pairs
failed due to the supporting branch breaking off in strong winds, but a replacement nest
was found 1.25km away. Most White Peak quarry sites had successful breeding pairs,
with broods of three to five young and at least one pair was successful on crags in the
Dove Valley. It is believed that more pairs actually breed in tree nests than in nests on
cliffs and crags, but the latter nests are much easier to find.
Breeding Ravens appear to be seriously under-represented in the PDRMG study area.
Just two pairs were recorded breeding successfully in the Dark Peak area in 2015. One
pair failed at the egg stage and a number of new nests were recorded but there were no
birds in attendance and all appear to have failed early. One pair failed at the small
young stage in the south west of the Peak District for reasons unknown. However, a
further successful pair was recorded away from the Dark Peak in Cheshire.
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NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY REPORT ON
PEAK DISTRICT BIRD OF PREY INITIATIVE 2012-2015
Background
In 2011, following concerns about declining populations of several birds of prey,
reported instances of known or suspected illegal persecution and the failure of nest
protection schemes to maintain bird of prey populations, five leading land management
and conservation organisations in the Peak District National Park agreed targets to try
and restore populations of 3 key birds of prey in the Dark Peak.
The organisations involved - the Moorland Association, the National Trust, Natural
England, Peak District National Park Authority and RSPB - set targets for restoring
breeding populations of Merlin, Peregrine Falcon and Short-eared Owl, the 3 bird of
prey species for which the Peak District Moors Special Protection Area was designated.
These targets were set for 2015. The partnership also set out an expectation that
populations of other birds of prey such as Goshawk would be maintained, and that
Hen Harrier would be encouraged to breed successfully.
The target area comprised the Peak District Moors Special Protection Area, excluding
the South West Peak. The boundaries of the project area were therefore contiguous
with the Dark Peak and Eastern Peak District Moors SSSIs. The South West Peak was
excluded at this stage due to the logistics of covering the entire area and the fact that
reports of known or suspected illegal persecution of birds of prey were much less
evident within that area.
The targets were based on the known populations at the time of SPA designation,
adjusted to take account of those pairs which fell within the SPA but outside the
project area (i.e. the South West Peak). In addition to population targets, the
partnership agreed targets for breeding success of Peregrine and Merlin based on
national averages (figures not available for Short-eared Owl).
The work of the Initiative
In 2011 consultants were engaged to carry out independent monitoring of the 3 target
species in the Dark Peak. This identified issues of liaison with raptor workers, moorland
keepers and owners, and availability of time and personnel to carry out the work.
Survey coverage was therefore limited and a different approach adopted in
subsequent years.
From the 2012 season onwards the five organisations jointly funded an independent
field officer to help collate and corroborate accurate breeding data and to facilitate cooperation between raptor workers and shooting interests. The two raptor groups in the
Peak District- the Peak District Raptor Monitoring Group (PDRM) and South Peak Raptor

Study Group (SPRSG) - work closely together to monitor and record the breeding
success of raptors in the Peak District. Both committed to offering the Initiative their
full support and co-operation in trying to achieve the described aims and objectives,
and a representative attended steering group meetings to advise on the work.
Information on breeding raptors of the 3 target species was collated from 3 sources fieldwork carried out by members of the two raptor groups. Results were
reported to the project field officer who collated the data, assisted with
fieldwork and corroborated breeding success. 

 reports of raptors provided by moorland keepers. These were reported to the
field officer who either followed them up himself or passed the information on
to the raptor groups. Latterly some information was provided by keepers direct
to members of the raptor groups. 

 fieldwork carried out directly by the project field officer, for example
checking previously known sites. 
The survey methods used were in line with the methods documented in Raptors: A field
guide for surveys and monitoring: Section 2.2.1 Counts of occupied home ranges and
active nests [Hardy, Crick , Wernham, Riley, Etheridge & Thompson (Edinburgh 2013)].
In addition to the monitoring work the Initiative has promoted the aims of achieving the
targets through liaison with moorland owners and keepers, and the field officer has
been extensively involved in encouraging dialogue between raptor group members and
moorland keepers. The field officer also spent a significant amount of time in 2014 and
2015 collating and helping monitor Hen Harrier reports and nesting attempts.
Targets
The targets agreed for the 3 species are set out in Table 1 below.
Table 1- Targets agreed for the Dark Peak by partners in the Initiative

Species

Target population by
2015 (pairs)

Peregrine
Merlin
Short-eared owl

15
32
25 (5-yr ave.)

Target breeding
success (young
per
occupied
territory)
2.07
2.1-2.4
No target

The target for Short-eared Owl was expressed as a 5-year average due to considerable
annual variation in the population, associated with cyclical variation in the population of
its prey species, voles.

Results
Peregrine
Table 2 below summarises figures for 2012-15. Neither the population nor breeding
success targets for Peregrine were met, both falling well short of the target. The
number of occupied territories showed an encouraging increase from 6 in 2012 to 9 in
2014, but declined to a low of only 4 occupied territories in 2015 (target: 15 pairs).
Throughout the 4 years the number of pairs successfully fledging young has remained
relatively constant, at just 2-3 pairs. The breeding success rate generally reflects this- in
years where more territories were occupied, more failed to fledge any young.
Table 2- Peregrine population and breeding success, Dark Peak, 2012-15
Year

Territories
checked

Territories
occupied
by pairs

Territories
occupied by
single birds

Pairs
known to
have laid
eggs

Pairs known
to have
fledged young

Minimum
no. young
fledged

2012
2013
2014
2015
Total

14
14
16
20
64

6
6
9
4
25

Not recorded
Not recorded
Not recorded
6
6

5
3
4
3
15

2
3
2
3
10

3
5
4
7
19

Breeding
success
(young per
occupied
territory)
0.5
0.83
0.44
1.75
0.76

The main reason the target has not been met is due to a shortfall in pairs successfully
establishing territories. Failure of established pairs to then reach the egg-laying stage
has also been a contributory factor. Complete or partial failure after egg-laying has
been less significant.
Merlin
Table 3 below summarises figures for 2012-15. The population target was not met, with
the number of occupied territories remaining relatively constant over the 4-year period
at between 22-24 pairs except in 2013 when it dipped to 18 pairs (target: 32 pairs). The
breeding success, however, has significantly exceeded targets.

Table 3- Merlin population and breeding success, Dark Peak, 2012-15
Year

Territories
checked

Territories
occupied
by pairs

Territories
occupied by
single birds

Pairs
known to
have laid
eggs

Pairs known
to have
fledged young

Minimum
no. young
fledged

2012
2013
2014
2015
Total

60
60
44
46
210

23
18
22
24
87

Not recorded
Not recorded
Not recorded
3
3

19
16
18
18
71

14
14
18
16
62

32
45
62
58
197

Breeding
success
(young per
occupied
territory)
1.39
2.5
2.82
2.42
2.26

As with Peregrines there has been a shortfall in pairs successfully establishing territory.
However in the case of Merlin this has been against a background of increased breeding
success rates, so that in 2014 and 2015 the total number of young fledged was not far
short (85-92%) of what might have been expected had the target population been
reached. The overall population figures also mask changes in distribution, with Merlin
on the lower-lying Eastern Moors declining from some 6 pairs to none in 2014 and 2015.
Short-eared Owl
Monitoring of Short-eared Owls proved very difficult for several reasons:







Related to the wide annual fluctuations in their population linked to cyclical
changes in vole populations, Short-eared Owls are less associated with
traditional nesting sites than the other 2 species. Establishing comparative
population figures therefore relies more on comprehensive survey coverage of
the entire moorland area, which was beyond the scope of the Initiative. 



In 2014 and 2015 (good vole years) birds were more active at dusk and less
visible in daylight hours than in previous years, possibly due to the abundance of
prey negating the need to hunt during the day. Fieldwork in remote breeding
locations at dusk, with return after dark, was not practicable on health & safety
grounds. 
Again in 2014 and 2015, considerable time (both for raptor workers and the field
officer) was taken up with other species, notably the presence of Hen Harriers. 



Table 4 below therefore shows the minimum figures known, but should not be regarded as
comprehensive. Figures for 2012 are considered reasonably accurate as is the complete
absence of birds in 2013, as there were very few sightings and it was a poor vole year.
However figures for 2014 and 2015 (both good vole years) are considered to be
underestimates for several reasons- Short-eared Owls were seen hunting in many more
areas; there were a number of areas where there was some evidence of breeding
behaviour but breeding could not be confirmed; post-fledging young were seen in some
areas where breeding had not been recorded; many areas were not checked at an
appropriate time of day (late evening); and areas which were monitored in more detail (e.g.
Dove Stone) revealed more pairs than were being picked up elsewhere. Raptor group
members commented that the 2015 figures in particular are “very conservative”.

Table 4- Short-eared Owl : Minimum figures for population and breeding success, Dark Peak, 2012-15
Year

Territories
occupied by pairs

2012
2013
2014
2015
Average

7
0
7+
16+
7.5+

Pairs known to
have laid eggs
5
0
?
?

Pairs known to
have fledged
young
2
0
?
11+

Minimum number
of young fledged
7
0
?
?

Given the difficulties of monitoring and the fact that the figures are considered
underestimates it is impossible to know whether or not the target of 25 pairs was
met.
Hen Harrier
In 2006 two Hen Harrier nests successfully fledged 10 young in the Dark Peak, following
the disappearance of the males during the nesting period and a subsequent decision to
provide supplementary feeding. This was the first instance of Hen Harriers nesting in
the Dark Peak since the 1800s (although a pair bred successfully in the South West Peak
in 1997).
During the project period there were a handful of sightings of single birds during the
early spring in 2012 and 2013, but no signs of breeding activity. In 2014, following the
prolonged presence and display of a male throughout the spring, the shooting tenant
located a nest in early August and reported it to the project’s field officer. The pair
subsequently hatched 5 eggs and successfully fledged 2 young. Post-mortem
examinations indicated that disease was almost certainly a key factor in the deaths of
the other 3 young. In 2015 there were several sightings reported throughout the spring,
including a displaying male in April and a displaying female in May in the vicinity of the
2014 nest site; however the birds were not observed to be around for long and no
nesting attempt was recorded.
Goshawk
Goshawks were not actively monitored as part of the Initiative; however both the
number of pairs occupying territories in the Dark Peak and the breeding success
remain low, with the raptor groups recording a maximum of 2 successful pairs in any
one year-well below the numbers present in the late 1990s /early 2000s.

Incidents of Persecution
During the project period there were no confirmed cases of illegal persecution
involving any of the 3 target species, although in both 2013 and 2014 all activity ceased
early at 2 Merlin sites in West Yorkshire, despite birds being observed displaying and
calling. Such circumstances are unusual and would not normally be expected.
In 2012 a Goshawk nest on the edge of the project area was deliberately destroyed
and the 4 well-developed eggs were found smashed on the ground below the nest. In
2014 a Goshawk was discovered dead near the southern part of the project area, the
post mortem indicating injuries consistent with a spring trap.
There were one or two incidents involving other Bird of Prey species- in 2014 a Common
Buzzard was found in a spring trap near Winscar Reservoir, South Yorks; and another
Buzzard was found dead near Glossop. Subsequent post mortem revealed that the bird
had been shot.
NB. Since the publication of this report 2 further instances of persecution have been
reported publicly in the Dark Peak area in 2015. (See the species accounts for Common
Buzzard and Osprey).
Conclusions
The very low numbers of successful breeding Peregrine- well below the target-continues
to give real cause for concern. There is very little unequivocal evidence of the reasons
for this other than the fact that it is generally the result of low numbers of birds
establishing territory and laying eggs, despite apparently suitable habitat and an
increasing population in surrounding areas (both the White Peak and surrounding urban
areas). Failure after egg-laying does not appear to be a significant factor. The successful
breeding sites have largely remained the same throughout the period of the initiative,
and the absence of birds from some expected sites (i.e. which have supported pairs
regularly in recent years) and the desertion of other sites early in the season is
concerning.
The failure of Merlin to show any population increase is also disappointing, but set
against a background of continuing national declines the overall maintenance of
numbers in the Dark Peak is welcome. The figures mask some geographical shift, with
populations on the Eastern Peak District Moors declining to zero during the project
period. Both locally and nationally breeding success appears to be high and increasing,
so there are clearly unidentified issues post-breeding that are preventing the expected
population increase, given the number of young fledging each season.
It is difficult to draw significant conclusions on the trend in Short-eared Owl populations
given the problems in monitoring them reliably; however at the start of the project
there were some concerns that Short-eared Owl were suffering from unexplained
failures after laying eggs or whilst feeding small young in areas where historically the
species had been very successful. By 2015 these issues seem to have abated or ceased

completely, with successful breeding once again becoming the norm throughout the study
area.
The partially successful nesting of a pair of Hen Harriers in the Dark Peak in 2014 was very
welcome, tempered by the lack of breeding attempts the following year. The lack of breeding
success nationally appears to be a key factor limiting opportunities for the Hen Harrier to
establish a regular breeding population locally.
The continued very low numbers of successful breeding Goshawk in the Dark Peak and
surrounding area, and the failure of a number of nests around the moorland edge of study area
which fail in unexplained circumstances, continues to be of real concern.
The Initiative has been very successful in building relationships between raptor workers and
shooting interests, with access for monitoring now universal. The field officer has played a critical
role in this. Moorland keepers have increasingly liaised with the project’s field officer to report
possible breeding sites and facilitated access to sites.
The reporting of the Hen Harrier nest site to the field officer by the shooting tenant in 2014 was
particularly welcome.
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