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Having lived in southern 
Africa, wildlife author  
MIke Unwin has enjoyed 
watching migrants at  
both ends of their journey. 

homes. How can you protect a species 
in one place, if it is shot or deprived of 
essential habitat in another? 

KNOW NO BOUNDARIES
Today the RSPB is helping protect 
migrating birds worldwide. The Birds 
Without Borders project, for example, is 
working with communities in West Africa 
to ascertain just how wintering migrants 
are faring there. 

One turtle dove tracked to Mali this 
year was the first satellite-tagged UK 
individual ever tracked to its African 
wintering grounds; this could prove vital 
to protecting the species in this region. 

Elsewhere, revelations come thick and 
fast. Sociable lapwings are among the 
world’s rarest birds – once thought to 
number no more than 300 worldwide.  
In 2008, three adults satellite-tagged by 
the RSPB at their breeding grounds in 
Kazakhstan were tracked to a migration 
pit-stop in Turkey, where scientists found 
a flock of over 2,000. Such projects stress 
the vulnerability of migrating birds.  
They also help forge connections between 

migration

communities in different parts of  
the world. 

And this is important, because – after 
all – whose birds are they? We in the UK 
might talk about ‘our’ turtle doves. But 
given that these birds spend less than five 
months on British soil, couldn’t the people 
of West Africa make an equal claim? 

Turtle doves, of course, are not bothered 
about nationality. They were making their 
journeys long before we carved up the 
map. If there’s one thing that migrating 
birds can teach us, it’s that some things go 
beyond borders and boundaries. 

“All species migrate for the same 
reason: to find a place where 
SURVIVAL is easier.”

MORE MIGRANTS

Mammals  
on the move
l Birds are not the only animals 
that fly in and out of the UK. 
Various insects, including 
butterflies and dragonflies, also do. 
And now, thanks in part to work 
carried out by BSG Ecology (an 
ecological consultancy) in the past 
four years, we’re beginning to learn 
more about migration in bats. 

l Before these studies, little was 
known about bat migration in the 
UK; most records coming from 
grounded bats on ships or oil rigs.

l Bat detectors were set up at nine 
coastal locations, in 
Kent, Pembrokeshire 
(including on RSPB 
Ramsey Island), 
Dorset, East Yorkshire 
and Gloucestershire, 
and also on two offshore 
ferries. Stable isotope 
analysis was also carried 
out on fur samples from 25 
Nathusius’ pipistrelles. 

l The bat detectors recorded 
activity peaks in spring and 
autumn for Nathuius’ pipistrelle, 
including several offshore 
records, which all strongly 
indicated migratory behaviour.

l  Studies on three Pembrokeshire 
islands recorded a higher than 
expected species diversity. Rare 
greater horseshoe bats turned up 
on Skokholm, Skomer and Ramsey, 
and barbastelles on the latter two 
islands. Neither species has been 
recorded crossing open sea before. 

l The four bat species known to 
migrate long-distance in Europe 
(parti-coloured bat, noctule, 
Leisler’s bat and Nathusius’ 
pipistrelle) occur in the UK, and 
growing evidence suggests that 
migration movements are more 
common than previously thought 
for UK bats. It is also possible that 
bats follow similar migration routes 
and strategies to birds. Find out 
more at bsg-ecology.com/research

➜ BIRDS WITHOUT BORDERS
The RSPB’s Birds Without Borders 
campaign, fronted by Chris Packham, is 
funding conservation work at migrants’ 
breeding grounds, wintering grounds 
and along flyways. Find out more at 
rspb.org.uk/birdswithoutborders

Sedge warblers fly huge 
distances from sub-

Saharan Africa.


