
Overview

The plenary lecture by Kathy Martin 
(University of British Columbia, Canada) 
set out the essential adaptations that 
some bird species have evolved for life 
at high altitude (including some species 
which are approximately 10% larger than 
their lowland conspecifics and tending to 
live longer and have lower productivity 
rates, though over a longer period) and 
their ecological needs.  

The current trends in upland bird 
populations were explored, both in the 
UK and in Europe and North America 
in talks by Simon Gillings (British Trust 
for Ornithology, BTO), Verena Keller 
(Swiss Ornithological Institute) and Des 
Thompson (Scottish Natural Heritage, 
SNH). The data from the recently 
published Bird Atlas 2007-111  covering 
Britain and Ireland were examined to 
highlight the decline in numbers of 
some species in lowland areas, with a 
resulting higher relative abundance in 
upland habitats, raising the potential 
for our uplands to act as refuges for 
species such as snipe, willow warbler and 
cuckoo.  Historic and recent declines of 
other species in the uplands were also 
highlighted, including curlew, golden 
plover, dotterel, hen harrier and whinchat.  

Drivers of population change 

Speakers identified various changes in 
the use of upland areas as current and 
potential future drivers of change affecting 
both the habitats and the species reliant 
upon them. These were broadly grouped 
into commercial land use, including 
agricultural and other commercial 
activities such as energy generation and 

recreational land use.

Declines of species requiring open 
habitats for breeding have often been 
associated with the increase in area of 
mature commercial forestry, both as a 
result of direct habitat loss and due to 
edge effects, such as offering cover for 
generalist predators.  Golden plover and 
curlew, among others, were shown to 
have suffered particularly as a result of 
the increase in this type of land use in the 
talk by Des Thompson (SNH).

Both agricultural intensification and 
land abandonment have resulted in 
fundamental changes in the nature of 
upland habitats.  The former has led to a 
less diverse and reduced sward structure, 
including the decrease in depth or loss 
of a litter layer beneath the growing 
sward.  This causes a marked decline 
in small mammal numbers, which form 
the majority of the diet of raptors such as 
hen harrier and short-eared owl. Arjun 
Amar (Percy Fitzpatrick Institute, South 
Africa) summarised the findings of studies 
on Orkney which has shown how agri-
environment schemes promoting lower 
intensity grazing can result in an increase 
in vole numbers, in turn promoting a 
recovery of the hen harrier population. 
The effects of land abandonment have 
been more marked in upland areas 
of mainland Europe than the UK: 
historic grazing and farming has all but 
disappeared in some areas, resulting in 
secondary woodland becoming dominant 
in once open pastures.  Verena Keller set 
out how this has been linked to declines 
in species which show a shift to lower 
altitude open habitats in winter, such as 
rock partridge, as well as long distance 
migrants such as ring ouzel.

The potential impacts of renewable 

energy were explored in a talk by David 
Douglas (RSPB Centre for Conservation 
Science).  A small number of post-
construction studies around wind turbine 
arrays, were briefly explored as were solar 
arrays, hydroelectric infrastructure and 
biomass crops.  The potential impacts of 
wind farms in terms of bird displacement 
due to construction and operational 
disturbance as well as collision risks 
were set out by David. The issue of 
displacement was further highlighted by 
a post-construction case study of golden 
plovers presented in a poster by Alex 
Sansom (RSPB Centre for Conservation 
Science).

The possible impacts of grouse moor 
management on other bird species were 
considered. Two representatives from 
the Game and Wildlife Conservation 
Trust (GWCT), David Baines and Kathy 
Fletcher, gave talks on the potential 
benefits of grouse moor management 
for the local economies and other bird 
species such as ground-nesting waders 
(e.g. golden plover, lapwing and curlew 
which occur in higher densities on 
intensively shot, driven grouse moors than 
on less intensively managed, non-shot 
grouse moors). It was acknowledged that 
some species are not benefitting from the 
management, such as buzzard, wheatear, 
stonechat and whinchat. This is thought to 
be as a result of the lack of perches and 
taller vegetation arising from grouse moor 
management techniques. The talk by 
David Baines also showed that insufficient 
numbers of hen harrier and peregrine 
were detected in the cited study to allow 
for comparisons between types of grouse 
moors. This part of the conference ended 
with an appeal to all stake holders to 
continue and improve the dialogue on the 
matter to inform research.
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The role of the recent increase in use 
of the uplands for other recreational 
purposes as a potential driver of change 
was highlighted, with a number of case 
studies from both Britain and the Alps.  
In his talk, Alistair Baxter (University of 
Aberdeen) discussed how the current 
decline in dotterel numbers and range in 
Britain has been linked to the increased 
recreational use of upland areas, though 
as the British population is made up of 
birds remaining to breed rather than 
continuing their passage to Scandinavia, 
their decline across northern Europe 
and increased nitrogen deposition have 
also been suggested to be causes 
of the decline. The impacts of the 
booming ski-ing industry in the Alps were 
presented by Enrico Caprio (University 
of Turin) who summarised a number 
studies focusing on taxa from ground 
flora, through invertebrates to birds, 
showing the effects of visitor pressure 
and infrastructure on upland ecosystems, 
even at significant distances from skiing-
related infrastructure.  Among them, 
direct collisions of grouse with cables, 
modification of soils and ground flora 
through artificially high and lengthy snow 
cover, disturbance caused by ski run use 
in winter and summer, as well as off-piste 
skiing were cited.

The drivers discussed thus far originate 
and have an effect at a relatively local 
scale, though cumulatively they might 
well result in population-wide changes in 
abundance and distribution of uplands 
birds.  Throughout the conference, 
however, a more global change affecting 
upland habitats and at a variety of 
altitudes was repeatedly highlighted.  
Studies on the effects that climate 
change is having on upland habitats, and 
therefore the species supported by them, 
were explored during a number of talks, 
including by Dan Chamberlain (University 
of Turin) and Chris Thomas (University 
of York). In broad terms, these studies 
show that latitudinal and altitudinal shifts 
are occurring as a result of changes to 
the global climate, with latitudinal shifts 
being broadly in line with the speed of 
climate change and altitudinal shifts 
lagging behind slightly and occurring at a 
slower pace. It has also been highlighted 
how the habitats which occur at differing 
altitudinal zones are shifting at different 
speeds, with the tree lines being shown to 
advance more quickly than open habitats 
above this level, potentially resulting in 
a squeeze of the habitats favoured by 
many upland specialists, such as alpine 
grassland.

Management initiatives and the future 
of the uplands

Several studies from Britain and Europe 
were used to determine the nature and 

potential effectiveness of mitigation 
measures aimed at helping upland 
species of conservation concern. The 
role of sympathetic habitat management 
geared towards reversing historic losses 
of certain habitats and measures to 
decrease the potential negative effects 
of climate change were put forward by a 
number of speakers. 

In order to encourage species which are 
dependent on early-stage, or sparse, 
native woodland, a number of initiatives to 
replant new native woodland and manage 
the effects of over grazing by wild and 
domestic ungulates have been put in 
place.  Long term monitoring studies set 
out in the talk by Rob Fuller (BTO) have 
shown how slow the maturation of these 
habitats can be, but the potential benefits 
of the availability of more diverse and 
structurally rich habitats to many upland 
species is equally evident. 

An example of this is the black grouse 
which has declined in many areas where 
woodland has matured, but has been 
shown to be strongly associated with early 
stage woodland. A poster presentation 
by Davide Scridel (RSPB Centre for 
Conservation Science) set out a study 
which has found strong and positive 
correlations between the distribution 
and size of the leks of this species with 
new native woodland plots. A negative 
correlation with mature plantation was 
also highlighted by the same study.  It was 
also noted, however, that not all upland 
species would benefit and further declines 
in wader population would occur as a 
result of a large increase in this type of 
habitat due to the loss of open habitats, 
highlighting the need for a balanced 
approach to these kinds of management 
initiatives.

Matthew Carrol (University of York and 
RSPB Centre for Conservation Science) 
discussed the blocking of ditches which 
were put in place both historically and 
recently to drain areas of upland habitats, 
such as peat bog, and how this has 
already been shown to have resulted in a 
higher abundance of Tipulids (craneflies), 
which are an essential food source for 
breeding waders such as golden plover.  
Allowing these habitats to remain wetter 
has been predicted to slow the effects of 
what may be, on average, drier breeding 
seasons as a result of climate change, 
slowing the effects of this phenomenon on 
certain upland species.

Further work and moving forward

 Several talks highlighted the need for a 
much better understanding of a number 
of issues, including the population trends 
of upland birds on a much wider scale 
(European or even global, in the case 
of widely distributed species or long 
range migrants), in order to be able to 

differentiate between local scale and 
population-wide changes and what might 
be driving these.  

Chris Thomas’ (University of York) talk in 
particular highlighted how more research 
is needed into understanding the issue of 
how climate change might dictate habitat 
shifts. Generalising the changes that are 
occurring in terms of latitude and altitude 
is considered to be largely simplistic (by 
Chris), as slope aspects and topography 
create a mosaic of microclimates and 
these local climate conditions have a 
significant bearing on the impacts of these 
changes on upland birds. 

It is also clear from case studies set 
out with respect to renewable energy 
schemes that it is essential to get our 
understanding of potential impacts right, 
in order to be able to avoid or mitigate 
their effects, though again, given the as 
yet relatively limited amount of wind farm 
developments compared to the extent of 
upland habitats as a whole, there is no 
evidence to suggest that impact resulting 
from renewables are likely to be an 
important contributor to declines in many 
species.
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