SOS Puffin – Progress Report, April 2010

1. Introduction

SOS Puffin is a volunteer project sponsored by the Scottish Seabird Centre which started in 2007.  It aims to bring under control the invasive plant tree mallow which has taken over the islands of Craigleith and Fidra near North Berwick and threatens the important populations of nesting puffins and other seabirds. 

The last summary report was sent to volunteers last December and covered the period from August 1st until the beginning of December 2009. This report summarises what has happened on Craigleith and Fidra since then until the time work parties ceased for the breeding season in mid April. Any comments on this report would be welcomed.

2. Island Visits and Volunteers

Since December 2009, whenever the weather has seemed feasible, attempts have been made to organise work parties on most Wednesdays, Saturdays and Sundays.  Not surprisingly the winter weather seriously limited the number of days when this was possible and numerous planned trips had to be cancelled. This meant that a lot of volunteers were disappointed but it did not deter them from trying again and we were able to catch up in March and April when conditions improved.  Altogether during the period from December until mid April there were 12 work party visits to Craigleith and 7 to Fidra.  The following table may be of interest as it shows the number of volunteer work parties each month to both islands since the beginning of 2007 with the number of man/woman days in brackets.
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2008
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3(28)

50(526)
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0

2(20)

9(100)

5(78)

16(198)


The number of volunteers coming on each visit since December has varied from 4 to 24 with a mean of nearly 12.   Since the project began in 2007 over 600 people have been out helping on the island visits, with many coming more than once.  The number on the volunteer data base continues to grow and is now 480 of whom at least 370 have been out at least once (these figures do not include members of organised parties). However work parties continue to be heavily dependent on a relatively small group of enthusiasts who come regularly.  Four volunteers in particular have given an amazing amount of their time - they will not wish to be named but two have now helped on more than 50 occasions and two on more than 30! 

It has been great to have a lot of young people helping us over the winter including organised groups from the girl guides, the Edinburgh Green Team (twice), Volunteer Development East Lothian and Robert Gordon University in Aberdeen. Staff from Enterprise Rent-a-Car also joined us on one visit.  There is often a strong international flavour to the work parties and on one of these there were 10 different nationalities represented! 

3. Boats

During most of the winter we were reliant on Dougie Ferguson and his launch Braveheart to take us out to the islands.  He broke his leg on the ice in January but happily he recovered remarkably quickly and was driving the boat again by March. While he was out of action the co-owner of the boat Jane McMinn kindly took us out.   By early March the Seabird Centre’s large inflatable was back in the water and running at weekends so between the two boats we managed very well.  Colin Aston and Neil Sturrock skippered the inflatable during this period. Our thanks to all of them for transporting us safely to and from the islands which at times is not at all easy.

4. What has been achieved on Craigleith?

By December we had cut over 60% of the area of tree mallow seedlings which came up last summer.  Completing this task was the main objective during the period and as usual the remaining seedlings were dealt with by a combination of brushcutters on the easier ground and by hand with loppers and shears on the steeper or rocky areas.  Some areas cut during the early autumn were re-cut later as the mallow had returned to some extent. 

The weather was of course much colder this winter than for a number of years.  We wondered how much this might affect the tree mallow which laboratory trials have shown is sensitive to prolonged frost.  It was hard to be sure but in areas on the north of the island which the winter sun does not reach there was evidence of large plants being damaged (though not killed) and indications that some of the small seedlings had been killed.   

We also tackled the last remaining area, which had never been cut before, on steep ground in the north east corner of the island.  It is only possible to work safely here in good conditions and not quite all of it could be dealt with by the end of February when we stopped in order not to risk disturbing the cormorants which nest in this area.

By April we were in the happy but unusual position of having to search out the remaining tiny mallow seedlings. Almost all the island is now as clear of the plant as is practically feasible. 

The rabbits which were released by someone on the island in late 2008 are now widely established.  They have been seen nibbling tree mallow on the Seabird Centre cameras but so far there is no evidence that they have had any significant impact on the extent or density of tree mallow.

The management plan for the island was revised in January and e-mailed to the volunteers and others for information. If anyone wishes a copy please let us know.

5. What has been achieved on Fidra?

Tree mallow only reached Fidra during the 1990s and had spread to just under half of the island when organised control measures started in 2007.  The puffin population is smaller than on Craigleith and confined to limited parts of the island.  For these reasons Fidra has been regarded as a lower priority than Craigleith and visits have been less frequent, often on those occasions when it was not possible to land on Craigleith.  

During last autumn about two thirds of the tree mallow which had returned during the previous summer was cut and since December a further seven work parties have managed to get out - all during March and April.  This enabled us to do a very thorough coverage of the island.  All the areas of tree mallow have been cut, some more than once, and the only plants now left are those on inaccessible cliffs.  As with Craigleith, by the time we finished in April, even tiny seedlings were hard to find.

6.  Looking Ahead to the rest of 2010

Both islands are as free of tree mallow as we can manage and the puffins and other seabirds should have no difficulties nesting this year.  We will be doing counts of all the apparently occupied puffin burrows on both islands in early May as part of the ongoing monitoring.

During the summer we know from past experience that tree mallow will return as seeds in the soil germinate so we expect to be faced with a substantial task when we restart work parties in August.  However we hope this task will be less than in previous years – as a result of a further decline in the seed bank and because of the very thorough clearance work we have done in recent months.  We shall see.

The programme of ecological monitoring will continue to be carried out by René van der Wal of Aberdeen University.  This will include measuring the vegetation changes taking places as well as looking more closely at the seed bank where we hope to get a better understanding of the progress we are making in depleting this.

A questionnaire was circulated to all volunteers in March inviting comment and suggestions about the project.  The results are being analysed by Anke Fischer of the Macaulay Institute and her report will be sent out to everyone soon.

7. Conclusion

The project has been running for just over three years and progress has been highly satisfactory.  Thanks to the phenomenal support of our volunteers both islands are now in great shape and it is very satisfying to look out at them at the moment and think that none of the green colours are tree mallow any more.  However we do not yet know how long it is going to take before the tree mallow is fully under control and it is important that we maintain our efforts until that point is reached.

It continues to be a great pleasure and inspiration to work with many different volunteers and to share their enjoyment and satisfaction in contributing to the project. Without them nothing would have happened and we are so grateful for their commitment and hard work.  We look forward to seeing many of them again at the end of the summer along with others who have not yet been able to join us.

Our thanks also go to Viridor Credits, Scottish Natural Heritage and others who have generously funded the project and to all at the Scottish Seabird Centre who help in numerous ways.

John Hunt and Maggie Sheddan

April 2010


Puffin Burrow Count 2010 

	Puffin burrow counts which were carried out recently on Craigleith and Fidra.These were counted by a team of volunteers who covered all possible nesting habitat (except for the east end of Craigleith). Sample plots were looked at more closely to establish a correction factor which was then applied to the total count to give a figure of apparently occupied burrows (aobs).

Craigleith (on May 4th)

5,311 "burrow"s were counted (5,363 in 2009). The correction factor was complicated by the presence of rabbits some of whose burrows were being used by puffins though it was not possible to quantify what proportion. It was concluded that the correction factor lay somewhere between 0.79 and 0.85, therefore giving a corrected count figure in the range between 4,196 aobs and 4,514 aobs. 

Because we kept away from the east end of the island (in order not to disturb nesting cormorants) and only counted about 90% of the island, the total estimated count for the whole island came to between 4,662 aobs and 5,015 aobs. This compares with the total figure for 2009 (when rabbit numbers were not significant) of 4,500 aobs and suggests there has been a modest increase in numbers since last year of between 4% and 11%. The figures show that no new puffin burrows have been made this year but more of them are being occupied than last year. 

213 eider nests were also counted as compared with 204 in 2009. May 4th is too early for an accurate count of eiders so the full figure will be higher. The larger numbers of nesting eiders in the last three years suggest that they too have benefited from the clearance of tree mallow.

Fidra (on May 5th)

1,240 "burrows" were counted on the whole island (987 in 2009). The correction factor came to 0.927 giving a corrected figure of 1,150 aobs. This compares with only 800 aobs in 2009 and is a significant increase (44%) since last year. 

The increase from last year in the number of "burrows" (about 25%) was the same on both the Main Island and Castle Tarbet while there was also an increase in the proportion of these which were apparently occupied. 

117 eider nests were also counted though not quite all the island was covered. This is not directly comparable with last year when 70 nests were counted on a smaller part of the island. May 5th is too early for an accurate eider count so the full figure will be higher. Since tree mallow was not so dominant on Fidra as on Craigleith, it is not thought to have significantly affected the numbers of nesting eiders. 

The increase on Fidra is very good news and the small increase on Craigleith suggests that numbers are moving in the right direction.
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		Year				Jan		Feb		Mar		April				Aug		Sept		Oct		Nov		Dec		TOTAL

		2007				0		1(12)		2(17)		3(57)				2(19)		3(28)		5(50)		1(7)		3(24)		20(214)

		2008				1(10)		5(59)		1(8)		3(24)				11(103)		5(47)		6(62)		2(18)		1(21)		35(352)

		2009				2(14)		2(18)		8(74)		8(102)				10(125)		9(94)		5(45)		3(26)		3(28)		50(526)

		2010				0		2(20)		9(100)		5(78)														16(198)






