POOLE HARBOUR OSPREY TRANSLOCATION PROJECT
Brittany Maxted, Birds of Poole Harbour Osprey Project Officer

Just after midday on an unusually drizzly morning in early July 2017, a group of waterproof-clad
locals stood overlooking the shoreline in a secluded corner of Poole Harbour. Sheltering under the
legs of three enormous wooden enclosures, the company anxiously awaited the arrival of a transit
van carrying the extremely precious cargo which would soon call these pens home: eight young
Osprey chicks. Though they weren’t to know it, these very young pioneers were about to become the
first of their species to be raised in southern England for nearly two centuries.

The Osprey’s absence from Dorset and neighbouring counties during this time was in large part a
result of years of relentless persecution, which gradually forced their range to contract ever further
north, until the last recorded British pair bred at Loch Loyne in 1916. Following a stark period of
absence which spanned nearly four decades, a natural recolonisation occurred in the 1950s at Loch
Garten, in the Cairngorms National Park in Scotland. The subsequent concerted conservation effort
to protect this and all future pairs, led by the renowned ornithologist George Waterston, focused on
the public as custodians and protectors of the Osprey. And in truth, its success cannot be overstated.

A mere 70 years later, and the UK population has now surpassed 300 breeding pairs, an outstanding
growth and one which should be celebrated as a real triumph of conservation in this country.
Growth, however, does not necessarily equate to geographic spread, and for the most part, their
breeding range remains confined to the highlands of Scotland and remote stretches of Northern
England and Wales. This slow advancement comes as a product of the Osprey’s behavioural ecology,
specifically their desire to breed close to or within existing populations and to return year-after-
year to the sites from which they themselves once fledged. The latter is a phenomenon known as
natal philopatry, deriving from the Greek: ‘philo’, to like or love; and ‘patria’, meaning homeland. It
is particularly prevalent amongst males, who also happen to be the sex generally responsible for
establishing new territories. The unfortunate result is the isolation of small populations, and a
subsequent vulnerability to environmental and genetic effects.

And therein lie the primary motivations underpinning the Poole Harbour Osprey Translocation
Project: to create a ‘stepping-stone’ population on the south coast of England, thereby 1)
accelerating the spread of the British population and the restoration of the species to its historical
range, and 2) facilitating genetic mixing across the continental European metapopulation, hence
bolstering the species’ overall resilience.

However, it’s not as simple as rounding up a bunch of Ospreys, carting them down to Dorset and
depositing them into the desired area. If it were, there would be no need to translocate in the first
place, as dozens already spend time in Poole Harbour each spring and autumn as they move through
on their migrations to and from their breeding grounds. To have an individual present is simply not
enough. You must convince them that Poole Harbour is their ‘homeland’. Juvenile Ospreys appear to
learn this information at a young age, sometime between their last weeks in the nest and the day
when they leave on migration to West Africa, via a process known as imprinting. We still don’t have
a clear understanding of the underlying mechanisms of imprinting, but observation suggests that as
they explore their natal area they learn and memorise the landscape. It is vital therefore that in
order for any Ospreys to consider Poole Harbour as home, they must be raised within its bounds.

So in 2016, local charity Birds of Poole Harbour teamed up with the Roy Dennis Wildlife Foundation
and local business Wildlife Windows to submit a translocation application to Scottish Natural
Heritage (SNH) and Natural England (NE). Permission was granted in early 2017 to move a total of 60
Scottish-born Osprey chicks to Dorset over a five-year period. And without hesitation, we set to work!

In the second week of July 2017 the team at the Roy Dennis Wildlife Foundation set out to collect
eight juvenile Ospreys, aged between six and seven weeks old, from wild nests in Scotland. Each
chick was fitted with a standard BTO metal ring on the left leg alongside a blue colour-ring on the
right, carrying a unique code ranging between LS0-LS7, which would allow them to be identified
throughout their lives. Males were favoured over females at a ratio of 5:3 since they were more
likely to be faithful to the new site. Once one or occasionally two of the largest siblings had been
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removed from each nest - always ensuring that
at least one chick remained behind in the care
of the parents - they were moved to temporary
holding pens at Roy Dennis’s home. From here
they were driven down to Dorset overnight,
where the responsibility for their care was
passed to their new guardians: that unwitting
group of Birds of Poole Harbour staff and
volunteers we met earlier.

And so began the most incredible new journey,
for both the birds and the team. After being
placed within the hacking cages in groups of
two or three they were left alone with a
substantial mound of pre-prepared fish to
consume at their leisure. This supply was to be
replenished three times each day, whilst the
chicks’ feeding habits and other behaviours
were monitored religiously via a CCTV link to
each pen. It provided an intimate insight into
their lives, and quickly we were able to notice
individual personalities shining through. 1
2017 chick LS3 soon after arrival
in Poole Harbour - Jol Mitchell

We watched in wonder as they began to meet
each major developmental milestone. First,
they learned to walk on their feet - rather than shuffling surreptitiously around on their ‘ankles’ -
and explored their pens in earnest. Next, they gained increased dexterity in those feet, which
allowed them to hold larger pieces of fish and tear off chunks with their beaks. A few days later, they
could be seen with their claws clasped tightly to the nest substrate, flapping relentlessly yet
seemingly scared to let go, as they practiced using their flight muscles for the first time. A few days
more and they finally plucked up the courage to relinquish their grasp, lifting briefly into the air
before returning somewhat unceremoniously back to the same spot (a behaviour fondly known as
‘helicoptering’). Then finally, with newfound confidence and looks of steely determination they set
their sights higher still, and turned their attentions to the log perches at the front of the pens.
Bobbing their heads from side-to-side, trying to determine the distance from the nest to the log,
they would shift on their feet for several minutes before making the calculated leap. All failed first
time. Most failed on the following attempts too. But eventually they all made it onto the perches,
from where they could enjoy a new perspective of their surroundings.

This is the final and most important
developmental target for them, and
coincides with a dramatic change in
their behaviour. They no longer
walk or shuffle across the floor of
the pens, instead choosing to make
frequent flights back and forth
between the nest and perches
whenever they are in need of
exercise or food. They become far
less sociable with their pen-mates
and spend 95% of their time sat on
the perch gazing outward to the
world beyond. On occasion they
even make a premature break for
freedom. As soon as we observe this
behaviour we know that they will be

Through the spy-hole - 2018 juvenile perched - Paul Morton
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ready for release within a week. Not before one final — and very vital - formality though. We make
the all-important call to Roy Dennis, and he and Tim Mackrill make the journey down to Dorset
especially to join us for the radio-tagging.

One by one, the chicks were removed from the pens for approximately 15 minutes and fitted with a
falconry hood to calm them. A VHF radio tag weighing a mere two grams and carrying a unique
frequency for each bird was then added to the central tail feather. This slightly crude means of
tracking their locations post-release would prove vital to the recovery of many birds over the years
- and indeed the very next day, when both LS5 and LS3 were recovered from the ground having
fallen from poorly-selected, flimsy trees! In anticipation of such events, we limited the number
released on the first day to a manageable five and chose only the most advanced individuals. As a
further precaution the pens were opened in the dark at 4 am, when the birds are less inclined to
panic and flush from the pens before they were ready to go. The bravest of the bunch and first to
make a move was LS7. He landed on the front of the pens, where he was quickly located by a local
peregrine who chased him (unsuccessfully) through the sky. Not long later LS1 tried to ‘one-up’ this
impressive display by flying a full kilometre to the adjacent peninsula on his maiden flight -
thankfully he returned within the hour in search of breakfast.

Within three days, all eight birds were enjoying their freedom, having discovered the perching posts
provided on the adjacent marsh and the supplementary feeding nests in front of the pens, which
were replenished twice daily with nearly four kilograms of fresh fish halves. During daylight hours,
a radio-receiver unit was used to scan every quarter-hour to determine each chick’s location, in
combination with visual observation from a nearby vantage point. The remainder of the first week
passed without incident, though this changed on 8th August, when we conducted a morning count
only to find nine Ospreys sitting on the marsh. The intruder was found and identified as two-year-old
Rutland-born female C]7, who had not been seen since leaving on migration in 2015! Her visitation
to the release site became something of a daily habit, and she continued to associate with the chicks
later when they began exploring further afield, out of range of the radio-receiver. Then, and all too
soon, one by one they began to set off on migration to West Africa. By the second week of September
the only Ospreys remaining in the harbour were late migrant birds passing through. We would have
to wait at least two years before we could dream of hearing further reports of our birds’ movements.

Or so we thought. In January 2018, we received a series of astonishing reports. First, LS7 had been
spotted by a ranger on the ile des Oiseaux in the Saloum Delta National Park in Senegal! Then LS3 was
photographed less than 20 kilometres inland from the same spot! And then we received the sad news
that the remains of LS6 had been found in The Gambia. Miraculously he had been photographed alive
just weeks before, and in the images appeared to be missing all of his tail feathers, suggesting he had
narrowly escaped an attack, by either a wild or domestic animal (the favoured suggestion being
crocodile). It may be that this injury left him unable to hunt or vulnerable to further attacks and sadly
he didn't survive. Despite his loss however, three out of eight chicks confirmed to have made it to the
wintering grounds was an outstanding result.

Buoyant from the success of the first year
and emboldened by the news of our
surviving birds in Senegal, we approached
the 2018 season with great enthusiasm. In
order that our overall quota of 60 chicks
should be filled, we needed to do two batches
of fourteen and another two of twelve. We
opted for fourteen, with ring numbers this
time ranging between 001-014. Nearly
double the number of chicks compared with
the previous year meant a greater variation
in their ages, alongside a noticeable
reduction in our ability to get to know the
habits of each individual intimately.

Senegal

Recovery sites in West Africa of the 2017 cohort
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Many will recall that it was an exceptionally hot summer that year. An effort was made to combat
the impact on the chicks by adding water to their food to limit dehydration, and spraying them down
with water to cool them off. However, at tagging we noticed that several birds were not reacting in
the normal way to human presence and some seemed undernourished. The worst affected
individuals were immediately taken to the Cotswold Wildlife Park where the incredible veterinary
team did everything they could to determine a cause and reverse its effects. Sadly, their efforts were
unsuccessful, and five birds were lost to this mystery illness. Determined to get to the bottom of the
issue, all five were immediately sent for post-mortem analysis. In the meantime, the remaining nine
birds were released and adapted to their new circumstances exceedingly well. Then a secondary
blow came when two of these individuals were also suddenly found dead (having apparently
succumbed to the same fate as the others) and another of our most advanced chicks was found
drowned on the water’s edge, entangled in algal weed.

By this time, we were able to review the histology results of all of the deceased birds. However, if we
had thought they would alleviate our confusion we were mistaken. Each appeared to have died of
different causes and none had anything significantly wrong with them. The only underlying
commonality to be found between them all was their age - all the larger, older birds had not been
affected. We suspect that physiological stress generated by the intense heat during that period had
affected those younger birds at a critical stage of their development and they had therefore
unfortunately not been resilient to its effects. It was a shock to us all that even with a tried and
tested method like this, such unprecedented outcomes can still arise.

But our efforts were by no means in vain. The six remaining chicks, three males and three females,
were incredibly strong and healthy birds. Their experience mirrored strongly that of the previous
year’s cohort, including interactions with CJ7 who had returned to Poole Harbour for a second year
running, this time in the spring, and had remained throughout the summer. Five of the six chicks had
left by the second week of September, but young male 002 seemed to enjoy the provision of free
food and proceeded to stick around until the 23rd. Indeed, by the time he left he was able to swoop
down and pluck a fish from the feeding
nest without even touching down! He’s
certainly one we’d like to see back in
the future.

Going into 2019, we were determined
to do everything we could to prevent
any repetition of the issues from the
previous year. We moved the release
site to a new, more secluded location,
on the off chance that disturbance had
played a part in diminishing the chicks’
condition.

We changed the fish source to a local
trout farm, from which we could fetch
fresh fish daily, the same morning it
was Kkilled - that’s about as close to
replicating the natural scenario as you
can possibly get! We also changed the
orientation of the pens to get even less
direct sunlight and altered the design
to allow greater aeration and cooling.
Two additional full time staff were also
hired to assist with the monitoring
and husbandry duties, and to alleviate

2018 juvenile 008 in Poole Harbour
Simon Kidner
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responsibility from the volunteers. But most importantly of all, the chicks were collected a week
later (i.e. a week older), and no individuals with a wing length below a minimum threshold were
taken. And the results speak for themselves.

Eleven chicks with ring numbers ranging from 015-025 were delivered in the third week of July, and
the difference in their behaviour compared to previous cohorts was marked. Those milestones
which in previous years had taken weeks to be met were reached within a matter of days. When
release day came, they were all raring to go - as became evident when six of them left the pens
within two minutes of opening! They immediately moved into the dense woodland and spent the
majority of their time perched in the tall trees that had been so absent at the previous site. They
seemed much more comfortable and generally travelled less distance from the vicinity of the pens
- even when disturbed - further convincing us of the new site’s suitability.

No season is without its low points of course. On the third day after release, 016 disappeared
without warning or trace. We travelled all over the harbour searching for a radio signal, but to no
end. It was the only time we have ever not been able to track down a missing bird, and indicated that
his tag had been taken out of range of the receiver - either away from the area, or perhaps
underground or underwater. We’ll probably never know for certain. Then, just days before he was
expected to leave on migration, 025 was found predated in a nearby field. His post-mortem report
indicated a carnivorous mammal (likely a fox) was responsible, and also that his body condition was
‘obese! This gave us a chuckle as we wrote to back to the pathologists, reassuring them that this was
in fact a product of pre-migration fatloading and he had actually been in prime migratory condition.
Although sad, this boded really well for the remaining nine chicks, all of whom left in two sets of
three and six just a few days apart in early September. This is very atypical behaviour, but just goes
to show that they were all in such good condition that they were able to exploit the favourable winds
and clear skies when they came around. A very poignant moment occurred on one of these
mornings, when 022 made a flyby of the season’s final BoPH Osprey Cruise in the Wareham channel,
before rising into the sky and beginning his journey south.

2019 juvenile 022 prior to start of his migration - Mark Wright

All the while, further drama was also unfolding elsewhere in the harbour. CJ7 had returned once
again, this time much earlier in the season on 1st April. Immediately, she began displaying breeding
behaviour, adding material to a number of artificial nests around the harbour. An unringed female
also took up residence at Middlebere for a brief period in the spring, having booted CJ7 off what had
previously been her favourite nest. Then, as summer approached, we had the first real confirmation
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that our efforts were working - the return of our first translocated individual. On 12th June, C]7 was
photographed on one of the artificial nests alongside young male LS7 from the first cohort back in
2017. The pair quickly became inseparable and spent the remainder of the summer bonding and
exploring the harbour. The translocation release site was quickly discovered, and they could
regularly be seen interacting with the chicks and pillaging the supply of fish intended for the young
birds. This will have done nothing if not reinforce to them that Poole Harbour is an excellent place
to breed. In all, the 2019 season ended on a real high, and to top it all off on Christmas Eve we
received the news that 019 - the youngest of the bunch and the last to leave on migration - had been
photographed in the Gambia, at one of the prime overwintering spots for Osprey.

So to summarise - 23 birds successfully off on migration, several discovered on wintering territories
in West Africa, our first translocated bird returned to Poole Harbour, and the beginnings of a
resident population taking shape. The future for Ospreys in Dorset looks very bright indeed.
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2019 nest-cam grab of C]7 and LS7 on an artificial nest - Birds of Poole Harbour

LS7 fishing near Holton Lee - July 2019 - Mark Wright
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