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Big Birds in the UK:  
the reintroduction of 
iconic species
There has been over three decades of success with reintroduction of large birds, some 
with fierce reputations among farmers and game keepers, and some demanding of 
habitat restoration and undisturbed nesting grounds. Are there lessons here for 
mammalian reintroduction programmes?

PETER TAYLOR

The reintroduction of bird species formerly eradicated from Britain contrasts markedly 
with the mammalian equivalents. Whereas it took almost 20 years from the first fact-
finding trip of Britain’s conservationists to see a beaver reintroduction site in Brittany in 
1991 before masses of red tape and consultations brought this harmless mammal to a 
remote site in Scotland, big bird enthusiasts began reintroducing sea eagles to Scotland 
in 1975 and red kites to England in 1989. Programmes of releases continue, with sea 
eagles now on the Scottish east coast and potentially in East Anglia, golden eagles 
already breeding again in Ireland, and the red kite programme on its ninth release project 
in the north-west of England, following the first project in the Home Counties. Great 
bustards and cranes are currently subject to captive breeding and release programmes 
in Wiltshire and Somerset. Apart from the cranes and bustards, the avian success story 
involves large predators that could engender opposition from farming and game bodies 
unless handled with full involvement of these interests, yet these programmes have had 
striking success. Are there lessons here for future mammal projects?

The sea eagle
This magnificent eagle, also called the white-tailed sea eagle, is a close relative of the 
American bald eagle, and despite being a predator and scavenger mainly of fish and 
wildfowl, had an undeserved reputation as a lamb-killer. It was systematically eradicated 
in Britain and Ireland where it was confined to coastal wilderness areas, probably 
numbering about 100 pairs in Britain and 50 in Ireland at end of the 18th century – by 
1916, the last pair on Skye had been exterminated. 

The reintroduction programme began in 1975 – with Roy Dennis being a key champion 
of the project. Over a 10 year period, 82 birds were released, first in the Hebrides, and in 
1985 the first chicks were reared. In the 1990s the programme was extended to Wester 
Ross, and by 2010, there were 50 breeding pairs raising 46 young with a 10% increase 
over the previous year. Young birds disperse and one is currently wintering in Hampshire! 
The RSPB has begun a 5-year project in eastern Scotland, with more young birds being 
brought over from Norway.

In recent years a project to begin releases in East Anglia has developed, initially along 
the Norfolk coast near Brancaster. In 2010 the proposals were halted, officially due 
to shortage of funds, but perhaps partly due to difficulties amongst the partnership 
of bodies, which included landowner interests. Overall, the sea eagle programme 
has been a resounding success. The sea eagles released on the Isle of Mull in 
Scotland have proved a major draw for the island, and visitor spend associated with 
the sea eagles is between £1.4m-1.6m a year.

The project illustrates the nature of a necessary long term commitment and 
continued releases over a decade to reach the critical threshold for a slow-breeding 
top predator.

The golden eagle
Scotland has a relatively stable population of golden eagles – and a significant 
proportion of the European population of this holarctic species. It would appear 
another iconic candidate for re-introduction to England, but no attempts have been 
made. A single pair has attempted breeding several times in the Lake District with a few 
years of successes and many failures. It may be the case that prey species and carrion 
are not abundant enough in the English fells. In contrast, golden eagles were returned 
to Ireland by taking young birds from Scotland to Glenveigh in Donegal in 2001. By 

The Crane School – young cranes being nurtured as part of The Great Crane Project at Slimbridge, using 
dummy equipment to ensure they remain naïve of human presence.
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begun a slow process of natural colonisation in the fens of East Anglia over the last 
two decades, but the population remained at about 6 breeding pairs, with about 
40 over-wintering adults. The Great Crane Project was set up to establish another 
population in England, with the Somerset Levels the chosen site. This project is 
a joint initiative of the RSPB, the WWT and the Pensthorpe Conservation Trust 
together with interest and funding from the Viridor landfill credits scheme.

Eggs were taken to the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust at Slimbridge and hatched 
with the chicks then reared by people in weird baggy costumes (looking like they 
are about to deal with a nuclear emergency!) holding dummy crane beaks to deliver 
food – this to ensure the fledged birds did not habituate to humans. The first young 
birds were released in the autumn of 2010 at a site on the Levels. The source 
population of 350 pairs is in the 130,000ha Schorfheide-Chorin biosphere reserve 
in eastern Germany.

The goshawk and eagle owl
I bracket these two raptors together as they are classic examples of inadvertent, 
surreptitious, quasi-legal and accidental re-introductions. The goshawk suffered 
extermination at the hands of Victorian game-keepers, as it is a powerful predator 
of reared game birds such as pheasant. The eagle owl existed only in the post-
glacial fossil record and if it did survive into medieval times, as we now know the 
lynx did, as with that animal, it did not influence national folklore.

The goshawk began breeding in central England sometime after the war and 
doubtless as a result of falconry escapes. Some of these may have been deliberate, 
but inadvertent losses of hunting birds are common and this hawk is a favourite 
of the dedicated falconer. There are now over 400 pairs in England. Scotland and 
Wales and all of various origins with a mix of sub-species from North America, 
Scandinavia and Central Europe.

The eagle owl has been observed in Britain on numerous occasions since the mid 
1800s, but all birds have been assumed escapees, as it is a popular animal in zoos, 
wildlife parks and private collections. It breeds well in captivity and is readily sold 
on to devotees who may not have appropriate training or facilities. The RSPB has 
data showing that in the 10 years to 2007, 123 birds were recorded as escapees, 
with 73 not recovered; there were 440 voluntarily registered in captivity and over 
3000 sold on (a certificate of origin is required by law, but there are no other 
requirements of ownership). That is not to say that some of the sightings may have 
been of birds crossing from Scandinavia – another owl species, the long-eared, 
may be able to make this crossing during winter dispersal, as this forest-dweller is 
regularly encountered on the headlands of the NE coast.

Whatever their origins, at some time during the last decade, several pairs of eagle 
owls established a breeding population in a remote upland area of Northumberland. 
This was not welcome news to the RSPB who were concerned for their small 
breeding population of English hen harriers – a ground nesting raptor, as eagle 
owls are known to prey upon other raptors up to the size of buzzard.  A pair of owls 

2007, there were eight territories and two chicks. This programme was supported by 
the EU Life fund and many Irish charities and agencies. The Glenveigh National Park 
has a healthy population of Irish hare and the eagles also feed on fox and badger cubs.

The red kite
Although this species had a recovering population of Welsh birds that had hovered 
on the brink of extinction and were nursed back by diligent nest-protection under the 
auspices of the RSPB, the birds had yet to colonise their former haunts in England or 
Scotland. Reintroductions began in 1989 in the Chilterns, bringing chicks from Spain 
and Sweden and by 2002 there were 140 pairs in the hills of the Home Counties. 
Another eight release sites from Devon to Northumberland have seen the English 
population rise to over 300 pairs, with 200 pairs now breeding in Wales. Scottish 
releases centred in Inverness and Galloway have been very successful, with the Scottish 
population at 160 pairs raising nearly 300 young birds in 2010 – a rise of about 10% 
on the previous year. In 2011, a release programme began in Northern Ireland.

The osprey
Ospreys had been similarly eradicated by Victorian obsessives but recolonised 
Scotland from Scandinavia in the early 1950s. A diligent programme of nest 
protection (from egg thieves) by the RSPB saw the Scottish population steadily rise 
to over 200 pairs by 2010. As this raptor is migratory, young birds began long stays 
on Welsh estuaries, in the Lake District and Rutland and Kielder reservoirs and this 
prompted the erection of artificial nest sites leading to the first rearing of English 
and Welsh chicks.

The great bustard
This large game bird – perhaps the heaviest flying bird, died out on the central plains 
of England toward the end of the 19th century, and a brief attempt at reintroduction 
failed. A 10 year programme began in 2003, spearheaded by the Great Bustard 
Group, consisting of the RSPB, Natural England and Bath University.  In cooperation 
with the Russian Academy of Sciences, eggs taken from nests endangered by 
farming in the Trans Volga steppe region of Saratov are first hatched and the chicks 
transferred to rearing facilities at the Salisbury Plain reintroduction site. The object 
was to release about 100 birds and to have a breeding population by 2015 – and 
the first British-born chicks arrived in 2010. The target is 20 breeding pairs by 2030. 
The project has just been award £2.2m of EU Life funding over three years.

Prospects for this programme are better than might be expected as the source 
population have adapted to cropland in their home range and seem to prefer it 
to remnants of the original grassy steppe vegetation. The main threat will be high 
predation pressure on vulnerable chicks from Britain’s high density of foxes. The 
species is very shy and it remains to be seen whether it could extend further than 
the relatively unpopulated land used for military training. 

The crane
Another ancient denizen of Britain, well-featured in folklore and in many place 
names across England, has received the helping hand of restoration. It had already 
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I did once have the pleasure of watching an escaped bird that haunted the local 
churchyard and rooftops of Glastonbury High Street. It was a magnificent sight 
and much loved by the more switched-on members of the community. However, 
others were concerned for their small pet dogs and cats – not that there was any 
evidence the owl was a danger and it must have found adequate rats and mice. 
It was eventually trapped and sent back to prison. Early in 2011 the exploits of an 
eagle owl were reported in The Forester (Forest of Dean) newspaper. This concerned 
a tame eagle owl that apparently brought presents of mice and sundry small furry 
animals to a quarry workers’ tea hut near Coleford. It was seen to be shot and 
thought to have died, after which local people left flowers at its favourite perch. It 
was later found alive and is now recuperating at the nearby International Centre for 
Birds of Prey at Newent.

Issues and lessons
This rather successful history of re-instating large birds, including predators that 
engender some opposition, is an object lesson for mammalian projects. Firstly, the 
projects encompass not only exterminated species, but also those re-colonising of 
their own accord but deemed in need of a helping hand. If we consider the history 
of mammals, then this would include not just wolves, bears, lynx, moose, beaver, 
boar and reconstituted wild cattle, but also extending a hand to pine marten, 
polecat, and wildcat as well as the less problematic water vole.

The example of goshawk is of note from a provenance point of view: the population 
is made up of genetically diverse races, some quite distinct in appearance – North 
American birds are large and pale grey, where their European cousins are smaller 
and browner. From a genetic point of view, the larger the gene-pool, the more 
resilient and adaptable the population is likely to be. In the case of the legal 
introduction of red kites, again, birds were of mixed origin and it is seldom noted 
that the Welsh population, having been isolated from its European cousins, had 
begun to evolve a distinctive whiter head. Much is made of genetic sub-specific 
status in mammals – for example, the Amur leopard pedigree is jealously guarded 
in zoological collections to maintain the sub-species, despite that population being 
on the verge of extinction compared to the relative success of other more adaptable 
leopard populations. Likewise, much has been made about the origin of the Tayside 
beavers (with SNH branding it the ‘wrong’ subspecies - see Derek Gow’s article in 
ECOS 31 (3/4)), and of the genetic purity of wild boar, remnant Scottish wildcat and 
the Exmoor wild horse.

The issue of aliens has arisen with the eagle owl – despite the presence here of its 
tiny family member – the little owl, never native and introduced by the Victorians. 
There is an argument for pragmatism. The natural environment of Britain is far 
from original, even in its wildest examples in the glens of Scotland. Who is to say 
what constitutes the best genetic mix for an adaptable and successful repopulation, 
especially as the climate is changing (natural and otherwise)? 

The success of the early ‘suck it and see’ programmes is also an argument against 
‘red tape’ and the inevitable high cost of official project infrastructure, particularly the 

that established themselves in the Forest of Bowland were recently seen to take 
a hen harrier on its nest. There were initial questions of capturing and returning 
the birds to captivity, despite the outside chance they were indeed colonisers from 
Scandinavia. However, a government sponsored consultation process came to a 
view that they should be monitored and action taken only if they became a serious 
problem for other conservation priorities, and this view was endorsed by RSPB late 
in 2010.

This species has been imported and kept in captivity in Britain for over a hundred 
years and birds have come from many parts of its range in Eurasia and even North 
Africa. Sub-species vary in size, from small pale desert races to larger dark-plumaged 
Siberian forms. It is a bird of wild forests, deserts and crags and highly susceptible 
to disturbance.

Andrea Gear explains the causes of some of the eagle owls present in Britain:  Falconry is fashionable, 
which isn’t necessarily a problem. Indeed there are some falconers who contribute greatly to conservation through 
captive breeding of vulnerable species and rescue and rehabilitation of wild injured birds, or specimens confiscated 
by customs. Unfortunately however, no license is required to keep a bird of prey despite the level of expertise 
required. As a result many people have bought a bird of prey as a novelty to keep in an aviary in their back garden. 
On realising the commitment required many self-proclaimed ‘falconers’ give them up, either to a rescue centre or 
by releasing them into the wild. The Eurasian Eagle Owl has suffered particularly in this respect as it may live up to 
60 years in captivity, requires a lot of space and costs a fortune to feed. Of those that are released only a minority 
survive, due to the fact that they have no hunting experience, or the negligent owner didn’t remove the jessies, 
which tangle up in trees. Those that are recaptured or live in rescue centres may be traumatised, and with talons 
powerful enough to crush a fox’s skull, not the sort of animal you would keep as a pet. Until the breeding and 
trade of birds of prey is better regulated there will always be a surplus of unwanted birds. 

Photo: David Gear
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From understanding to 
action - the consequences 
of how we label nature
A recent popular science book on the history of taxonomy (Naming Nature: The Clash 
Between Instinct and Science by Carol Kaesuk Yoon) portrays modern evolutionary 
biology as the enemy of natural history.

CLARE O’REILLY

Trusting our umwelts?
In Naming Nature, the author expresses a sentiment that conservationists will share and 
applaud: that there is an urgent need to engage more people with nature. However, 
she lays the responsibility for any lack of engagement squarely at the door of science. 
What could have been a lively account of the history of naming nature is re-packaged 
as a call to reject scientific taxonomy. The narrative is well-crafted and entertaining 
but the message potentially damaging for biodiversity conservation. Taxonomy is the 
science of grouping and naming organism. Scientific naming or nomenclature has to 
follow which ever taxonomy is used and does not exist independently. Conversely, 
common or vernacular names are independent of scientific taxonomies.

Yoon, the author, maintains that:

•	 Scientism means we leave grouping and naming nature to scientists; “we don’t 
remember that there is any valid way, other than science, to determine what a 
living thing is or is not.”

•	 Science is not necessarily the best or only way to order nature as “there is so 
much more to ordering life than science.”

•	 We have the innate ability to order nature ourselves – our ‘umwelt’ (what 
ethologists describe as how organisms perceive the world around them) – as 
demonstrated by studies of brain-damaged patients who have lost this ability.

•	 Science battles against our umwelts because science is objective and our 
umwelts are subjective.

•	 Taxonomy by the 1950s “was entirely the territory, the sole property, of the 
professional taxonomists”. Today it is only done by scientists in genetics 
laboratories and excludes amateurs - in contrast to the 19th century hey day of 
natural history.

propensity for high-tech monitoring with GPS-satellite, and radio aerials in addition 
to the obligatory wing-tags and leg-rings. These species are symbols of the wild, but I 
cannot help feel something is lost when birds are encumbered with radio aerials and 
wing tags. I understand that these are a feature only of the beginning of a programme 
and a valuable research tool with regard to dispersal. But it can be overdone and 
despite Ospreys becoming well-established, they continue to be tracked. 

In Wales, kites have become a branding emblem and tourist draw, but not as 
remote dwellers of the fells, rather with many hundreds congregating at public 
kite-watching facilities, where they are fed offal and religiously watched for their 
ring colours and origins. The RSPB has osprey and eagle nests wired with video links 
to the watchers’ hides which are a key visitor attraction. In Galloway they estimate 
over £20m has been brought to the local economy from kite-watching since 2004. 

Conservationists have long argued for the economic benefits of rewilding to be 
considered in strategies that involve future lynx, beaver and possibly wolf, but 
without care, wildlife conservation organisations can morph into tour operators and 
merchandisers with visitor centres, increased car-based tourism and interpretation 
facilities that are far removed from a wild experience and contact with real nature. 

When I saw my first red kite gliding over the M4 near High Wycombe, it brought 
little excitement – not like my first encounter as a boy on the high moors above 
Llandovery, in the days when the red kite was a genuine symbol of wildness. I am 
excited by eagle owls in a remote corner of Northumberland and the mystery of 
their origins – legal or otherwise, less so by the fledgling cranes just down the road, 
with their numbered wing tags and radio antennae – not because I do not welcome 
them back, but because I had been awaiting the first really wild unaided arrivals 
from Norfolk. 

In my part of Somerset conservation priorities have focussed upon habitat recreation 
– rewilding the hydrologically challenged Levels with artificial reedbeds aimed squarely 
at one species – the BAP priority bittern, and yet this has brought six great white egrets 
to overwinter, cattle egrets have bred, and last year, little bitterns arrived to breed 
unexpectedly – having bred only once before in Britain. The habitat has increased 
diversity in the heron and egret family and who knows what might be next? But overall, 
the feeling remains that the helping hand removes an element of chance and mystery. 
And my ever present eye on conservation’s corporate interest notes the large funds to 
be had for giving nature that helping hand. It is just a cautionary note – to make the 
research and monitoring phase as short as necessary and the watcher facilities as small 
and unobtrusive as possible, lest the object of iconic true wildness be lost.

Details of many of these programmes can be found at www.rspb.org.uk and for the bustard 
project: damon.bridge@rspb.org.uk ; see also the www.thegreatcraneproject.org.uk

Peter Taylor is currently compiling a book on rewildling and reintroductions for BANC and the 
Wildland Network, bringing together much of ECOS’s coverage on these topics in recent years. 
For details see the BANC web site from May.  ethos_uk@onetel.com


