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Hello. Welcome to the Twite Recovery Project newsletter on what is the 10 year anniversary of the project.  I wanted to share with you some of the work that we have been doing this year, but first a quick recap.  

Why is the project so important?
· English twite population declined by 72% between 1999 and 2013.
· 2016 population monitoring found further declines in twite abundance and range. 
· Less than 170 breeding pairs left in England.

What have we been doing over the past 10 years?
· Working with South Pennine farmers to restore/improve the management of meadows and pastures to increase key twite food plants (primarily common sorrel, dandelion and autumn hawkbit).
· Restoration work and ongoing management is funded through Countryside stewardship schemes.
· Farmers have to follow set land management prescriptions to provide habitat which is optimum for feeding twite.  
· 78 landholders are in these 10 year-long schemes, covering almost 700 ha of land that is managed to increase food availability for twite.  
· Over 200 ha of this land has been reseeded with twite food plants, putting more of these important species back into the environment.  

What have we been doing this year?One of the restored meadows in full bloom

The main aim of the work that we have been doing this year is to advise farmers on ways that they can make the meadows and pastures even better, increasing the amount of food they provide for twite.  The abundance of food is important throughout the breeding season, so we have also been looking into ways that we can fill food gaps early and late in the breeding season.  Here is a quick round-up of the main things we have been doing: 

Farm Visits
I had a fantastic summer out in the beautiful South Pennines visiting 39 of the project farms between mid-May and the end of July.  On these visits I completed wildflower surveys in all of the twite meadows and pastures to assess how well they are delivering as feeding habitats for twite (see figure 1 for the survey results).  I also spoke to farmers about the ways management could be improved to further increase the seed source that the fields provide.  

Key management improvements included:

· Making sure farmers know their HLS prescriptions well and follow them to the letter.  
· Spring and autumn grazing in meadows is very important to keep the grasses from becoming too abundant and to open up the sward for increased wildflower growth.
· Making sure fields that have high abundances of rush undergo rush management to make more space for wildflower growth (RSPB rush management advice can be found here: https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/farming-advice/rushmanagementadvisorysheet_england_207540.pdf). 
· Controlling other undesirable species like dock, ragwort and nettle to create more space for other wildflowers.

Figure 1 - Average abundance of different plant species from surveys of 148 fields on 39 farms




If any of the farmers who I did not get the chance to visit want any advice on ways they can improve the management of their twite fields, please do not hesitate to get in touch.

Yellow rattle
On some of the farms this plant is becoming a bit of a nuisance!  It’s a very useful and necessary plant to include in meadow restoration as it parasitizes other plants and grasses, reducing their abundance and opening up the sward for new plant growth.  In the restored fields, yellow rattle has served its purpose well, and I think the beautiful meadows that we have in place now are in part due to the addition of this plant.  However, in some cases, the yellow rattle has done too well, and has taken over whole fields!  If left, the yellow rattle will reach a peak of growth and will then gradually begin to decline, as the abundance of grass that it needs to parasitize begins to decline.  The time that this takes does vary, it could be 10+ years. If you are unhappy with the amount of yellow rattle in your meadow, you can request to cut the field early one year before the yellow rattle sets seed.  We would advise that only 1/3 of the field is cut in any one year as leaving some yellow rattle in the field is necessary to continue with the hay meadow establishment.  If you think that yellow rattle is becoming over abundant, you can contact myself or Natural England to request an early cut.  You will need to complete a derogation form before you do the work. Meadow with over-abundant yellow rattle.


Exceptional weather year
I think you will agree that the weather this year was something that hasn’t been seen for a very long time.  It only rained on a single occasion in the 2 and a half months that I was out doing the farm visits.  The meadows by the end of June were bone dry and the majority of wildflowers had already flowered and set seed.  This may have had a negative impact on twite and other species, as the main seed source was gone much earlier than usual.  This also had a massive impact on the number of bags of hay/haylage that farmers were getting off their fields.  One farmer told me that in a field that usually produces 30 bags of haylage, they only managed to get 4!  These exceptional weather years are likely to become more frequent as climate change takes its toll and how this will effect twite we do not yet know.Hay meadow on the 2nd July – not a wildflower in sight.


Filling food gaps
Autumn hawkbit monitoring
In September 2017, with the help of some fantastic volunteers, we planted over 3000 autumn hawkbit plug plants on 5 farms.  Autumn hawkbit is important as it flowers and sets seed in late July right through to early October, providing twite with a much needed food source late in their breeding season.  This is important for raising the all-important second brood and to make sure twite get into good condition before the winter months.  This August, I went back to the 5 farms to monitor the patches where we planted the autumn hawkbit and see if it survived the winter.  The results showed that there were more autumn hawkbit growing in the planting patches compared to elsewhere in the fields, showing that the planting has thankfully been a success!  This was funded by Natural England and we are hopeful that there may be a small amount of funding available to repeat this on other farms next year, watch this space! A patch of newly grown autumn hawkbit


Hay strewing trial
In previous habitat monitoring work we identified that there is a food gap early in the twite breeding season.  To try to fill this food gap we worked with some of the project farmers and volunteers to set up a hay strewing trial.  This involved farmers strewing seed rich hay in one of their fields throughout March and April in the hope that it would provide a food source for twite when they return from their breeding grounds in March, a time of year when there is very little other food sources around.  The volunteers spent many hours sat in the fields in the freezing cold (and snow at times) recording all the birds that were observed feeding on and around the hay.  Unfortunately despite all the effort from the volunteers and farmers, twite were only observed on a single occasion in one of the fields, and they were not feeding on the hay.  This just highlights the rarity of this species and the massive landscape in which they inhabit; it is very unlikely that you will be in the same place at the same time as them.  For this trial to be of more value, we need it to be on a much larger scale, which we just do not have the resources for at present.  However, this trial did give us some alternative ideas of ways that we can fill the early food gap, which I will discuss later in the newsletter.  Many thanks to the farmers and volunteers who took part in this trial.  If you would like a copy of the full Hay Strewing Trial Report, please get in touch.Hay strewn against a wall for the hay strewing trial


Population modelling
The RSPB Conservation Science team have been working on a population model which is making use of existing twite population datasets to try and pin point the part of the twite lifecycle which is driving the population decline.  The modelling is still ongoing, but initial results have shown that data on breeding success and survival has remained stable over the past decade and more, but at levels that are too low to sustain the English twite population.  The next steps of the modelling will be to try to identify the likely environmental causes of the decline and to identify which conservation scenarios would bring about a population increase.

Dove Holes Quarry Monitoring
Dove Holes is a CEMEX owned working quarry in Derbyshire, which has an estimated 7 – 10 breeding pairs of twite, the most southerly breeding population of twite and approx. 4% of the English population.   Our task this summer was to try and identify where the twite nest sites were in the quarry – not easy when the quarry covers over 500 ha!  To do this, CEMEX gave us permission to go into the quarry over the May bank holiday weekend, and through observing twite movements, we were able to pin point a newly excavated face which looked to have twite nesting in close proximity to each other.  This was a fantastic result!  Later in the summer and after numerous attempts, a highly dedicated group of volunteers managed to fit tiny radio tags to 2 male twite.  These tags were picked up by receivers that were placed inside and outside the quarry.  Once analysed, this data should give us additional information about where these individuals were going in and around the quarry.  We are going to write up our findings in a report and hope to use what we have learnt this year to repeat this again next year to see if we can learn more about this interesting population of twite.  With many thanks to CEMEX for their help with quarry access and a special thanks to Jamie Dunning, Tom Finch, George Hudson, Peter Welch and all the other volunteers who helped with this project.   Newly excavated face inside Dove Holes Quarry where twite were seen repeatedly visiting 


Reseeding
Two areas of additional reseeding work have occurred over the past year.  Firstly, last October Highways Agency added plug plants and seed to three small areas of banking adjacent to the M62, near junction 22.  This will be managed by Highways Agency for 3 years in the hope that the plants become established.  Secondly, a farm near Scammonden Reservoir, which recently went into Countryside Stewardship, had 2 fields reseeded this September.  The ground conditions were very good for the work so hopefully next year these fields will be flower rich meadows!    


Project Engagement
Back in June I took the RSPB Northern Conservation Team on a site visit to see some of the meadows in full flower and talk about the work that the project have been doing over the past 10 years.  As a treat, we visited a nearby feeding station which is run by Tim Walker and were all thrilled to see some twite!  

In October, we met with David and Matt from Marshalls, who are part funders of the project, to update them on the work we have been doing and what we plan to do next.  We again went to the feeding station and managed to catch a flock of approximately 16 twite feeding on the nyjer seed.  This is the first time David and Matt had seen twite, having previously thought that we were making them up!Photo – Chris Tomson
RSPB Northern Conservation Team site visit, June 2018


Back in January I wrote a blog for the RSPB website about the project.  One of the project farmers, Rachel Hallos, kindly contributed to the blog.  It can be found here: https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/farming/b/farming-blog/posts/the-twite-aren-t-alright Photo – Matthew Capper
Visiting the feeding station with Marshalls staff to finally see some twite!




Next steps of the project
Over the next few months we will be working on the following:

Habitat Condition Assessment – We will be using all the survey data from the fields that we have monitored throughout the duration of the project to assess whether their condition has improved since the first time they were surveyed.  Each field that we have survey data for will be given a score based on its percentage cover of wildflowers.  This will enable us to see which fields need the most work to get them up to scratch. 

Farm visit reports – I have drafted reports for all 39 farmers that I visited this summer.  These give a summary of the wildflower survey results and show the management improvements needed at each farm.  These will be sent out shortly, please do get in touch if you want to discuss any of the points raised in the reports.

Further autumn hawkbit plug planting – as mentioned above, there may be a small amount of funding available to buy more autumn hawkbit plug plants next year.  Now that we know that using plugs works well, we hope to repeat this again next autumn to further increase the abundance of autumn hawkbit on the twite farms.  We will need volunteers to help with this if it goes ahead, please get in touch if you would like to be involved.

Heavy grazing trial plots – to try and fill the early season food gap, we will be trialling heavy grazing plots on a few farms in early spring.  This will involve sectioning off two areas of a field, and having high numbers of livestock in one section and no livestock in another section (to act as a control).  We will monitor to see whether the heavy ground disturbance caused by heavy grazing leads to increased abundances of dandelion growth compared to the control plot.  We are hoping that some of the farmers will agree to let us use a small area of their land for the trial, and hope that we can tie it in with lambing time.  There will again be opportunities for volunteers to help us with this monitoring. 

Early season feeding stations – As the hay strewing trail needs to be on a much larger scale for it to be beneficial, we have decided next spring to set up some additional feeding stations in key areas instead.  We are hoping to recruit some volunteers to help us to put the seed out and monitor for twite usage.

I hope you have enjoyed reading this newsletter.  Many thanks for your continued support of the Twite Recovery Project.  With your help we will continue to work towards our aim of securing the future of twite in England. 

Photo – Tim Melling


For advice on land management for twite, to find out more about volunteering for the project or for further information please contact -
Katie Aspin, RSPB Twite Project Officer (phone - 07736722177, email - katrina.aspin@rspb.org.uk)

Project funding
The project is funded by RSPB, Natural England, Marshalls and Yorkshire Water.

If you’d like to change how you hear from us or you no longer wish to receive this publication, it’s easy to do. Please call Katie Aspin on 07736722177 (Monday - Thursday), or e-mail: katrina.aspin@rspb.org.uk.  For more information about how we use your personal data and your rights please see: www.rspb.org.uk/privacypolicy
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