Langstone Harbour RSPB Reserve 2007

· In 2007, only one youngster was fledged from at least seventeen little tern pairs that attempted breeding on South Binness Island and Bakers Island.

· Fox predation was the main cause of poor productivity for little terns.

The numbers of breeding gulls and terns on the reserve were significantly lower than in 2006, mostly due to two factors:

· Approximately one-third of the vegetated-shingle habitats were lost due to unusually frequent autumn and winter storms and associated tidal surges. The denuded areas included areas where the greatest concentration of nesting Mediterranean gulls had been located in previous years. Round Nap Island was completely denuded of vegetation.

· A pair of adult peregrines was regularly roosting and feeding on South Binness Island until the end of April, resulting in the latest ever start to nesting on May 01. 

Breeding figures for Langstone Harbour RSPB Reserve 2007 and 2006:

	
	2007
	2006
	2007
	2006

	South Binness Island
	Nests/AON/AIA
	Fledged young

	Mediterranean gull
	94
	264
	15
	204

	Black-headed gull
	4270
	4810
	978
	1489

	Sandwich tern
	78
	204
	11
	8

	Common tern
	71
	110
	1
	1

	Little tern
	17
	17
	1
	1

	Round Nap Island
	Nests/AON/AIA
	Fledged young

	Black-headed gull
	81
	111
	12
	74

	Common tern
	16
	44
	0
	7

	Baker’s Island
	AON/AIA
	Fledged young

	Little tern
	0
	14
	0
	0


Weather and tides

After a very warm period in April, windy, cool and wet weather predominated for much of the breeding season, probably one of the factors for the poor productivity of most species. The frequent strong winds made foraging difficult for the little terns, but there appeared to be an abundant supply of fish prey throughout the ‘summer’.  The weather also curtailed the frequency of monitoring of the colonies using the reserve’s boat. 

Low-pressure weather systems coinciding with spring tides resulting in flooding of saltmarsh areas in mid-May, mid-June and early July.

Remote monitoring

Thanks to the expertise of the RSPB’s Nigel Butcher and Colin Gooch at The Lodge, a remote camera system was made available to monitor part of the little tern colony on South Binness.. The camera was pointing NW at the little tern nesting area for much of the season. The video signal was transmitted and received using RDT analogue equipment; the signal being transmitted over a distance of c2.7 km. Finally, the composite-video input signal was fed into my own PC using a WinTV USB device. Video files were recorded onto an external hard drive and later recorded onto DVDs. Unfortunately, only MPEG 1 files could be created and all recordings were in B-W (the latter problem was due to my lack of PC expertise!). Typically, four transmissions were made each day; two one-hour daylight, one four-hour and one three-hour at nighttime. Video file size was approx 0.6 GB per transmission-hour.

Little terns

In late March and early April, small-scale vegetation clearance (mostly Sea Beet Beta vulgaris subsp. Maritima) of a section of the vegetated shingle ridge resulted in very few black-headed gulls nesting in the area used by the little terns. Volunteer work parties from RSPB Pulborough Brooks and the RSPB Farnham Heath Project did this excellent task. 
The first little tern nest was seen on May 17; there were eight by May 26; one on May 29; seventeen on June 27. The increase in numbers was probably due to birds re-nesting after rat predation of eggs and chicks at the nearby West Hayling LNR (Hayling Oysterbeds). Chicks were first seen on July 05 and the single juvenile was last seen on July 22. 

Fox predation of eggs was identified as the main cause of poor productivity for little terns.

Little terns use the shingle areas north of the No Landing sign on the north west side of South Binness island; unfortunately, foxes from the mainland use familiar ‘runs’ at low tide to access the island north of this area.  It was evident from the video images that foxes start ‘foraging’ as soon as they land, using scent to find food (they seem to forget that there are thousands of black-headed gull eggs/chicks further south). Thus, little tern nests are often found and predated before the foxes move south into the gull colony. Most of the twenty video files with images of fox show the foxes approaching from the north and moving southwards, often through the little tern area.

Control of foxes is impracticable at the site, but deterrence can be effective, if only as a temporary measure. Following three consecutive nights with fox seen in the little tern area, bags of recently cut human hair were placed along the northern end of the little tern area. For the next three nights, the behaviour of the little terns indicated that fox was on the island but none were seen in the little tern area. On the fourth night, a fox accessed the little tern area from the south, where there were no hair bags. With no back-up actions, foxes soon learnt to ignore the human scent! 

An attempt in late June to erect a three-panel electrified-mesh poultry fence was aborted when it became apparent that excessive disturbance was being caused to the gull and tern colonies and there was a risk of trampling little tern eggs. Additionally, annual vegetation was burgeoning and there was insufficient time to hand-pull the plants (strimmer/brush cutter use is not practicable, because of disturbance to the gull & tern colonies, and the substrate is of sharp angular flints). Many thanks to Barry Collins, Darren Fry, Jason Crook and Martin Gillingham who volunteered to help with the fence erection at very short notice.

It is planned to erect a readily removable electrified fence for the 2008 season, if a practicable way can be found to inhibit annual-vegetation growth (NE consents will be needed for such operations on this SSSI, SPA and SAC designated site). The increasing likelihood in the frequency of storms and tidal surges rules out a permanent structure. 

The single juvenile was the only success of the little tern breeding season in the whole of Langstone harbour.

Mediterranean gulls

Mediterranean gull numbers increased rapidly in the early spring and many were seen prospecting for potential nest sites as early as March 01; but it soon became obvious that the areas denuded of shingle vegetation were considered as unsuitable for nesting. The continued presence of a pair of adult peregrines compounded the problem and, by mid April, there was a concern that these birds might have deserted the harbour. Coincidentally, in mid April, unusually large numbers of adult Mediterranean gulls were being recorded at Lymington, Titchfield Haven and Rye Harbour. When the black-headed gulls finally started nesting, after the peregrines had moved away from South Binness Island, many Mediterranean gulls reappeared and started nesting. However, only 94 nests were counted on May 16, compared to 264 nests at the same time in 2006. Most of the nests were on the saltmarsh area where nests were repeatedly flooded out during the spring tides. There was a largish group of ‘Meds’ on the shingle ridge at Deadmans Head on the NE side of the island, where a single pair had only once ever nested, in 2006. This location is prone to predation by fox and by large gulls, mostly immature great black-backed gulls, that summer in the harbour. 

There was an unusually high percentage of nesting 2nd summer birds and at least one 1st and 2nd summer pair. Young birds rarely succeed in fledging youngsters, probably due to their inexperience.  On most days, up to 15 non-nesting 1st summer birds were seen harassing the nesting pairs and it is possible that these immature birds were responsible for the predated gull eggs that were seen during the nest count. 

Other gulls

Unlike the Mediterranean gulls, some black-headed gulls nested on the denuded shingle ridges, building their nests on clumps of dried seaweed. On Round Nap Island, this strategy led to many eggs being lost during spring tides and to chicks being easy prey for the immature great black-backed gulls that often roosted here at high tide. 

Although not recorded on the video files, it is likely that fox heavily predated black-headed gull nests.  Repeated raids by fox were probably the cause for the noticeable reduction in density of black-headed gull nests on the saltmarsh area. Since fox was attacking from the north, it was unsurprising that the northern ‘edge’ of the saltmarsh colony progressively moved southwards. The reduction in density of nesting gulls meant that there were less gulls to defend their chicks against incursions by predatory great black-backed gulls and more space for the large gulls to roost un-mobbed on the saltmarsh. 

Similarly, the comparatively low density of nesting gulls on the denuded areas of the ridge allowed a pair of lesser black-backed gulls to roost within a few metres of the colony and to readily predate chicks. This pair of lesser black-backed gulls had failed after building a nest on a saltmarsh ‘islet’. It is not known if any eggs were laid.

Many of the summering great black-backed gulls fed on cuttlefish throughout the summer, but a group of about fifteen birds seemed to concentrate on predating gull chicks in June and July. Most such predation occurred on the saltmarsh and on the north and east beaches of the island. It is likely that many of the Mediterranean gull chicks from Deadmans Head were predated. 

It was repeatedly observed that the lesser black-backed gulls mostly predated by flying over the colony and then swooping down to pick off and fly away with a suitably sized chick that could be swallowed whole. In contrast, most of the great black-backed gulls stood around on the ground and then ran after their prey, selecting large chicks whenever possible. The chick was then butchered with the gull’s bill; such butchering behaviour was not seen with the lesser black-backed gulls.

Sandwich and common terns

It was expected that Sandwich terns would find much of the denuded vegetated-shingle ridge as being suitable nesting habitat. However, following the pattern of recent years, the main concentration of nesting Sandwich terns was associated with nesting Mediterranean gulls. This strategy led to some of them nesting on the lowest part of the shingle ridge where the spring tides washed out their eggs.  A smaller group of Sandwich terns nested on the SW part of the shingle ridge, again associating with a few Mediterranean gulls that were nesting there.

The reason(s) for their poor productivity remains unknown. 
The winter storms had caused much cliffing of the shingle on the eastern side of South Binness Island, resulting in a shortage of suitable nesting habitat for common terns.  Their breeding behaviour can only be viewed from the reserve’s boat and the frequently windy weather resulted in few observations in 2007. Common terns had very poor productivity this year, as in recently previous years. Several large chicks were seen in July, but only one fledged. Like Sandwich terns, the reasons for their poor productivity are unknown.

Only one or two tern chick corpses were found at the end of the breeding season, suggesting that predation of eggs and/or chicks might be the cause of poor productivity.

Possible causes for poor productivity are:

· Piratical behaviour by black-headed gulls towards terns returning with prey, resulting in tern chicks starving.

· Predation of eggs and/or chicks by Mediterranean gulls, particularly immature birds.

· Predation of eggs and/or chicks by fox.

· Predation of eggs and/or chicks by large gulls.

Waders

Thirty-four pairs of nesting oystercatchers, twelve pairs of nesting ringed plovers and one pair of nesting lapwings all failed to fledge any young in 2007, most likely due to predation by fox and crow, but not helped by the foul weather and spring tides.

Redshanks were not surveyed in 2007, but their behaviour suggested that some were successful in fledging youngsters. 

Other birds

Skylarks and meadow pipits could not be surveyed properly in 2007 because of a combination of foul weather and unsuitable tides. However, a very rough guess is that numbers have remained steady over the last five years (c14 pairs of skylarks and c26 pairs of meadow pipits).

Plans for 2008

It is hoped that weather conditions will allow volunteer work parties to again clear vegetation from the little tern area on South Binness Island and to erect a suitable electrified fence to deter foxes from predating little tern eggs and chicks.

It is also hoped instigate a suitable monitoring programme to find the cause(s) for the poor productivity of Sandwich and common terns.

Chris Cockburn

Warden Langstone Harbour RSPB Reserve

October 2007
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