HEN HARRIER WINTER ROOST SURVEY

Introduction

The Hen Harrier Winter Roost Survey, which is undertaken monthly from October to March,
was set up nationally by T J Bennett, R Clarke and D Watson under the auspices of the
British Trust for Ornithology in 1983. In 1984, Tasie Russell, who sadly passed away in
October 2024, selected some sites in Dorset to be surveyed for wintering Hen Harriers.
Tasie became my friend and mentor as | became involved with monitoring a winter roost site
for Hen Harriers. | eventually took over the role of Dorset Regional Organiser for the BTO
Hen Harrier Winter Roost Surveys from her in early 2023.

Survey methods

The surveys are largely undertaken by volunteers on the third Sunday every month from
October to March usually in the late afternoon/evening but sometimes early in the morning.
From an agreed location to watch for arriving Hen Harriers, the times that they arrive and, if
possible, the location of the roost site are recorded.

Results and Discussion
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This article attempts to analyse data from 1984/85 to 2023/24 at an undisclosed winter roost
site in Dorset — see Figures 1 and 2. The results show the maximum number of Hen Harriers
roosting during each of the survey periods, i.e October-March. During the first 20 years
(Figure 1) there are records of birds roosting at this site for every survey period except five,
i.e 1990/91, 1991/92, 1993/94, 2002/03 and 2003/04. However, it is not certain that any Hen
Harriers did not roost at the site, but for these survey periods, the core dates are recorded as
having no records. Overall, the results suggest that there was a decline in the numbers of
roosting Hen Harriers during the first 20 years (1984/85 to 2003/04) with low numbers of 1 to
2 roosting birds in 8 (53%) of the 15 survey periods.

During the second 20 years (2004/5 to 2023/24), there are records of birds roosting at this
site for every survey period (Figure 2). However, the number of counts were limited during
the 2020/21 survey period due to Covid travel restrictions. During the second 20 years, the
numbers of roosting birds seem to have stabilised with 3 to 4 birds in 13 of the survey
periods and only counts of 1 to 2 birds in 5 (25%) of the survey periods.

Final thoughts of a volunteer!

At times, it can be a cold and lonely place up on the heath/mire particularly when the cold
and rain is being driven into your face. You are hoping for a Hen Harrier to show but go
home cold and wet with no harriers seen. Then, on the next visit, you stand watching for
nearly two hours and nothing appears. Suddenly, a grey ghost appears and your heart sings
with joy as you watch this magnificent bird flap and glide low over the roosting area.

Martin Wood
Dorset Regional Organiser for the BTO Hen Harrier winter roost surveys
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