SOS Puffin – Progress Report, December 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 in April 2010 and covered the period from December 2009 until work parties ceased in April 2010 for the breeding season.  This report summarises what has happened on Craigleith and Fidra since then, covering mainly the period from August 2010 when work parties restarted until the end of the year. Any comments or queries about this report would be welcomed.

2. Island Visits and Volunteers

Since August 2010, whenever the weather has seemed feasible and the tide has allowed, attempts have been made to organise work parties - on both days at weekends and once during the week – usually Wednesdays.  

From August to the end of the year there were 14 work party visits to Craigleith and 6 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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As can be seen, this autumn we have not managed to achieve as many work parties as in 2008 and 2009.  This was disappointing and was caused mainly by unsuitable weather conditions, particularly in September and from early November onwards.  

The number of volunteers coming on each visit since August has varied from 6 to 21 with a mean of just over 11.   Since the project began in 2007 about 730 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 at 520 of whom well over 400 have been out at least once (these figures do not include members of organised parties). However work parties continue to be heavily dependant on a small group of enthusiasts who come regularly – several of whom have now helped on more than 20 occasions including four enthusiasts who have been out over 40 times! 

Organised groups that have been out since August include young people from the Edinburgh Green Team (plus their Board on a separate visit), groups of Scouts and Explorer Scouts as well as corporate parties from Enterprise Hire Car and Scottish Widows. A large party from Craigmount High School also visited Fidra.

Since August volunteers returning from work parties have been able to have a free drink in the café at the Seabird Centre – this has been much appreciated.

3. Boats

For most of this period we have been able to use the Seabird Centre’s large inflatable which is a very effective means of transporting the work parties.  Our thanks to Colin Aston and his skippers for taking us out. This boat came out of the water for the winter in late October and since then we have been reliant on Dougie Ferguson and his launch Braveheart which is kept in the harbour. 

4. What has happened on Craigleith?

When work parties restarted in August, we were encouraged to see that tree mallow had not returned so extensively or vigorously as in previous years.  This was almost certainly due to the thorough clearance carried out last Spring plus the cold winter which killed many of the small seedlings.  However these first impressions proved misleading as seedlings become increasingly evident and grew rapidly through the autumn.  A later assessment indicates that, except in a few areas, tree mallow has returned much as before and that the task of clearing the island once again is only marginally reduced.

Since August this year, effort has gone into cutting these seedlings, starting on the south and west sides of the island, using the brushcutters on easy ground and cutting by hand elsewhere. About 70% of the island has been cut at least once but some of these areas will require to be cut again before the Spring.  Paths were cut initially and are used for most access on the south side of the island. 

A puffin burrow count of c90% of the island was carried out by 13 volunteers in May 2010 and came up with an estimated figure for the whole island of between 4,662 and 5,015 apparently occupied burrows.  The range is because of uncertainties associated with the presence of rabbit burrows.  This compares with the total figure for 2009 of 4,500 aobs, a modest increase which is probably not statistically significant. As far as we could tell, puffins had a good breeding season on Craigleith and other islands in the Forth this year. 

213 eider nests were counted while doing the puffin burrow count.  Numbers of eider ducks have increased markedly since the clearance of tree mallow.

The rabbits which were released illegally by someone onto the island in late 2008 are now widely established and casual observation suggests that numbers continue to increase.  They are seen eating mallow on the Seabird Centre cameras but there is little evidence to date that they are having any significant impact on the extent or density of tree mallow.  However the bare soil created by their digging activities does provide ideal conditions for the germination of tree mallow which may become an issue.

Ecological monitoring continued during the summer, carried out by René van der Wal from Aberdeen University.  Results from his monitoring plots confirms casual observations that grasses and other vegetation are slowly replacing tree mallow in the areas which have been repeatedly cut. 

The numbers of grey seals breeding on the island were a record this year with about 51 pups born on the south side of the island.  We stayed away from the island from mid October in order not to risk disturbance.

5. What has happened 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.  However six work parties have managed to get out since August and useful progress has been made with clearing the tree mallow seedlings which also came up impressively here during the late summer and autumn.  To date about half of the area of mallow has been cut at least once.

A puffin burrow count was carried out on the 5th May by 10 volunteers. This came up with a total of about 1,150 apparently occupied burrows which was a significant increase on the figure of 800 aob in 2009.

Contractors working for the Northern Lighthouse Board were on Fidra for several weeks during the autumn, mothballing the lighthouse.  As part of this work a small but unsightly and redundant building at the highest point of the island was demolished and removed. 

6.  Looking Ahead to Spring 2011

We shall continue to go out to both islands during the winter months whenever the weather and tides allow.  The drop in the number of work parties during the autumn, means that we have a big task ahead of us over the next three and a half months if we are to get the tree mallow under control again. 

By then we shall aim to complete cutting all the areas of tree mallow to ensure that no plants flower and produce more seed.  With good fortune and continuing support from our volunteers, we shall have both islands in “puffin perfect” condition once again by the middle of April.  We do not yet know what effect the unusually cold spell in late November and December has had on the tree mallow but we hope it will have killed many of the small seedling plants.

The Craigleith management plan was last updated in January 2010 and will shortly be amended and updated again. A copy can be e-mailed to anyone interested.

Between Craigleith and Fidra lies the much smaller island of the Lamb.  This is also very important for nesting seabirds including cormorants, shags, puffins and large numbers of guillemot.  There are several small stands of tree mallow on the island which as yet are not having any impact on the nesting birds but which could do so if they spread further.  The island was purchased not long ago by that well known spoon-bender Uri Geller and he has kindly given his consent for the tree mallow to be controlled here as part of the SOS Puffin project.  Probably only one or two visits will be needed each year (outwith the breeding season) to prevent the tree mallow spreading.

7. Conclusion

SOS Puffin has now been running for four years.  Thanks to the huge amount of hard work by our volunteers it has been possible to control tree mallow sufficiently so that, for the last two years, puffins have been able to nest on Craigleith and Fidra without being impeded in any way by the plant.  However it is not yet clear how long it is going to take before the tree mallow is reduced to the extent that it can be kept under control with comparatively little effort.  Until then we shall have to continue with a large number of work parties. 

As always it is the enthusiasm and commitment of our volunteers which keeps the project going and provides so much of the pleasure and satisfaction which everyone seems to experience.  We would like to thank all those who have helped us as volunteers or in other ways during 2010. 

Our thanks also go to Viridor Credits, Scottish Natural Heritage and others for their generous funding of the project.

John Hunt 
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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)				7(76)		4(52)		7(78)		2(20)		0		36(424)






