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BIRDS! BIRDS! BIRDS!
Studying Storm-petrels – can you stay awake all night?
Improving a city-edge fish farm for birds
Birding holidays in Portugal – laidback or active - you choose!
Kenya Bird Map – can you help?
A song for the future appeal
Protecting Rollers in France - volunteers wanted!
Bringing the dawn chorus back to Whaingaroa



In 1995, we sent the first A Rocha email.

In 1995, A Rocha was a small charity running a field study 
centre in Portugal. But that year, Peter and Miranda Harris left 
Cruzinha and began visiting groups of people who shared our 
vision: this was the beginning of A Rocha’s evolution into an 
international Christian organization, engaging communities in 
nature conservation in 20 countries.

And in 1995, A Rocha first took a stand at the British Birdwatching 
Fair – a truly international event.

We’ve been at the Birdfair each year since then, manning a booth 
and leading the Sunday Morning Christian Service which brings 
together birdwatchers from far-flung parts of the world for a 
precious half hour. We remind ourselves that, in the words of 
Psalm 24, ‘The earth is the Lord’s’. Led by passionate speakers 
such as John Stott, Alison Morgan, Dominic Couzens and David 
Chandler, we have been encouraged to enjoy, cherish, study 
and care for birds and their habitats – not just for us and future 
generations, but because God loves all of his good creation. 
Whether we simply feed the birds in our garden or have a career 
in conservation, we can offer what we do to God as worship. 

This is the first time that our newsletter theme has been birds: 
it shows just a few of the ways in which we are studying and 
protecting them. By far, our most important contribution to bird 
conservation is our work with communities living in and around 
some of the world’s richest habitats. Important Bird Areas (IBAs) 
are recognised worldwide as sites of international significance for 
birds and other wildlife. Here are four which A Rocha is deeply 
involved in protecting:

Boundary Bay, SW Canada
This complex of marine, estuarine, freshwater and farmland 
habitats includes the Little Campbell River where A Rocha 
Canada is removing invasive plants, restoring streamside 
vegetation and creating new spawning grounds for salmon. In 
defined stretches of the bay, the team also undertakes surveys of 
intertidal invertebrates, essential food for the huge numbers of 
Western Sandpiper Calidiris mauri and other shorebirds which 
pass through or winter alongside ducks, geese and swans.

Atewa Range Forest Reserve, Ghana
This is a jewel in the crown of West African rainforests. Threatened 

by commercial bauxite mining, and illegal 
logging, A Rocha Ghana is leading a 
campaign to protect it. We are encouraged 
by the Government’s support for National 
Park status and we are training local 
communities in nature-based livelihoods 
to reduce pressure on the forest. 

Arabuko-Sokoke Forest and Dakatcha 
Woodlands, Kenya
The A Rocha Kenya team has a long-term 
focus on protecting these forests through 
bird population monitoring, a high school 
bursary scheme which involves students 
and their whole families in conservation, 
and the purchase of a reserve at Dakatcha.

Of course, we’re protecting many other 
important sites, large and small. And not 
just for birds!

We invite you, whoever you are and what-
ever your worldview, to get involved with 
us. A Rocha is a Christian organization, but 
all are most welcome. 

Barbara Mearns, 
Editor, A Rocha International   
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Protecting some 
of the world’s 
most bird-rich 
sites

If you visit the British 
Birdwatching Fair at 
Rutland Water (19-21 
August) please come 
to our stand. Meet our 
team members from the 
UK and abroad. Ask us 
questions about what we 
do – and why! We love to 
tell inspiring stories about 
our work. (Chris Walley)
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A song for
the future
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Sadly, we can’t all go birdwatching at Boundary Bay in 
Canada, Atewa rainforest in Ghana or the dry coastal 
forests of Kenya. But we invite you to visit via our interactive 
map. Find out more about these sites (and many others!) and 
listen to some of the glorious bird songs and calls.

Go to the map at www.arocha.org/birdsong 
and choose a site.

Could you pray for them?
As you listen, you might like to pray that future generations 
will hear these songs in these places. Pray for the local 
communities and A Rocha teams who are working together 
to make this happen.

Could you make a donation?
Worldwide, A Rocha centres are bringing together students, 
volunteers and biologists to carry out research and monitoring 
projects. A Rocha International’s Conservation Science team 
provides them with training, guidance and expertise. But we 
need your help!

SEND A 
CHEQUE:
Please make payable to 
A Rocha International 
(British Pounds only) 
and send to: A Rocha 
International (A song  
for the future),  
89 Worship Street, 
London, EC2A 2BF.

DONATE 
ONLINE:  
campaign.justgiving.
com/charity/arocha/
birdsong 
You can give online in any 
currency, or contact us 
by phone or email and 
we’ll be happy to advise 
you on other ways to 
support our work.
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Atewa Range Forest Reserve (Jeremy Lindsell)

Colin Jackson with a Fischer’s Turaco Tauraco fischeri, 
one of the rarities which A Rocha Kenya is protecting in 
Dakatcha Woodlands IBA. But is it melodic or raucous? 
Visit our new interactive map to find out!

campaign.justgiving.com/charity/arocha/birdsong
www.arocha.org/birdsong
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The initiative for the Kenya Bird Map came from Colin Jackson, A Rocha 
Kenya’s Science Director. We asked Colin to tell us more about it.

Colin, why does Kenya need the Bird Map?
It’s a powerful conservation tool. A species’ distribution is the 
most fundamental information needed in order to protect it. 
Over 30 years ago, bird records were collected from across Kenya, 
resulting in A Bird Atlas of Kenya which described the status of all 
1,065 species then recorded. Since then, there has been a massive 
loss of natural habitat, a catastrophic decline in vultures, an influx 
of non-native species, and climatic change, so the distribution 
and status of many birds has dramatically changed – but to what 
extent? We urgently need to know!

What gave you the idea?
During 2008-2009 I spent time at University of Cape Town, 
working in the Animal Demography Unit where they had recently 
launched the online South African Bird Atlas Project 2. It was 
a great model, so when I got back to Kenya, I talked to fellow 
conservationists at the Tropical Biology Association and National 
Museums of Kenya (NMK). We already run the annual week-long 
Fundamentals of Ornithology Course together and decided that 
the three organizations would also work in partnership on this. 
In fact, the Ornithology Course now includes training in bird-
mapping for the atlas. 

When was the atlas launched?
Peter Njoroge, head of NMK’s Ornithology Section, quickly got 
stuck into fundraising. In 2014, the project office opened and the 
first records were submitted.

Kenya 
Bird Map

How easy is it for birdwatchers to 
get involved?
Anyone with basic identification skills 
can contribute, as the method is fairly 
simple: you list all the species seen in an 
atlas square in the order you see them, 
during two hours of birding, which can 
be spread over a period of up to five days. 
Anyone with an Android smartphone can 
download the BirdLasser Kenya Bird Map 
app, which makes it even easier. Casual 
records are also welcome. Although we 
encourage online submission, we also 
accept data on paper. Many participants 
enjoy following progress and contributing 
on Facebook.

Will it be a long time before you have 
useful data?
No, we’re already using the data! For 
example, the Ground Hornbill Working 
Group recently needed information on 
distribution changes, and even the limited 
number of records submitted showed 
clearly that this species is decreasing in 
areas where it was once common.

HOW TO GET 
INVOLVED! 
If you’re a resident birder − 
or visiting Kenya as a tourist − 
please visit the website 
http://kenyabirdmap.adu.org.za/ 
and submit your records. 

Bird recording at Lake Jilore for the annual January 
Waterfowl Counts: the data will also be added to the 
Bird Map. (Alex Kinzer)

Eastern Golden Weaver Ploceus subaureus (Peter Harris) 4
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Bringing the dawn chorus 
back to Whaingaroa
Before humans arrived in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand a thousand years ago, millions of 
seabirds bred each year on the islands. The 
song of native birds filled vast forests, now 
largely cleared for farms, orchards and 
domestic gardens. Many of our mainland 
seabird colonies have been decimated and 
many forest bird species are threatened 
with extinction by the animals that humans 
brought with them – rats, stoats, ferrets, 
weasels, mice, possums and hedgehogs. 
These, plus domestic cats and dogs, are all 
efficient predators which easily kill vulnerable 
birds and chicks, eat eggs and compete for 
food (insects and vegetation). 

Seabirds continue to return annually to the 
mainland and offshore islands to breed, 
often in burrows or nests on the ground. 
While adult birds forage at sea for several 
days at a time, chicks are left unattended 
and without protection from predators. 
Only remnants of the original seabird 
colonies now remain, the majority on 
predator-free islands. Damaging fishing 
practices have also had an impact.

The Oi or Grey-faced Petrel Pterodroma 
macroptera gouldi is a native, burrow-
nesting seabird that was once widespread 
on our mainland coastline. Without 
predator control, existing populations are 
unlikely to survive. 

Mount Karioi is a heavily eroded volcanic 
cone rising to 756 m near Raglan, on the 
west coast of North Island. It supports a 
remnant population of Oi: small numbers 
are seen and heard in the breeding season. 
There are also endemic species in the forest, 
including an owl which calls its name: the 
Morepork Ninox novaeseelandiae, and the 
New Zealand Bellbird Anthornis melanura, 
famous for its exquisite chiming whistles. 

Intensive predator control over 2,000 
hectares of native bush and coastline, 
alongside monitoring of Oi activity 
and breeding success, is part of 
the ‘Karioi: Mountain to the Sea 
Biodiversity Restoration Project’ l e d 

Kristel and volunteers carry heavy traps up long, steep trails and bait them to attract mammals, 
all of which are non-native. (Chris Naylor)

led by A Rocha. Since 2009 have been working with community 
project partners and committed local volunteers on this ambitious 
undertaking to restore biodiversity and protect the fragile population 
of Oi.

The active involvement of the local community has been critical 
to the project’s development. Practical work such as cutting 
tracks, the deployment and checking of predator traps and 
bird-monitoring is undertaken by local Maori and a broad range 
of volunteers. Workshops, community outreach events and 
camps include people of all ages. Our environmental education 
programmes reconnect young people with the mountain and 
provide opportunities for leadership development as well as 
ongoing involvement with the restoration project. Already we are 
seeing a reduction in non-native predators in the project areas, 
greater numbers of songbirds – and a community enthused to 
continue the restoration work. 

Kristel Van Houte, Co-Director, A Rocha Aotearoa/New Zealand

HOW TO 
DISCOVER MORE! 
Visit www.arocha.org/karioi 
and www.karioimaunga.co.nz 
or email new.zealand@arocha.org 

One day, we hope, Oi chicks will again fledge safely on Mt Karioi, thanks to the hard work 
and determination of volunteers. (Bexie Towle)
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Studying 
Storm-petrels 
at night
Imagine a bird the size of a sparrow but able 
to survive for decades on the open ocean, that 
sounds like a fairy and smells like perfume, that 
lays an enormous egg but abandons its chick 
for days on end, and that lives in perpetual 
summer by following the sun from the northern 
to southern hemisphere and back every year.

This is a real bird: the European Storm-petrel 
Hydrobates pelagicus, the subject of one of  
A Rocha’s longest-running research projects. 
As the petrels return to breed on north Atlantic 
islands, they wander the coasts of Africa 
and Europe checking out potential breeding 
territories. Some of them hear birds of their 
own kind calling from a cliff on the south coast 
of Portugal. A small team from Cruzinha,  
A Rocha’s field study centre in the Algarve, is camped at the base 
for the night, huddled around thermos flasks, rather deafened by 
the amplified petrels’ songs, and peering through the gloom at the 
mist nets around them. 

Since 1990, more than 6,000 petrels have been caught, studied 
and released again into the night. A remarkable proportion (about 
8%) of the birds we catch have already been ringed elsewhere. It 
is exciting fieldwork and a wonderful opportunity to understand 
better how these tiny birds are designed to live an oceanic life. 
Currently, Dr Renata Medeiros and I are leading the research into 
the birds’ behaviour and ecology, together with Marcial Felgueiras 
and Gui Réthoré of Cruzinha, exploring the links between 
climate, oceanography, marine food-webs and the petrels’ diet 
and migration strategies.

We are using a bizarre mixture of traditional natural history 
methods (sitting out all night hoping the birds fly into our nets) and 
hi-tech science. Each bird is weighed, measured and a lightweight 
numbered ring fitted to one leg. A single breast feather is taken to 
provide a DNA sample, from which we can determine the bird’s 
gender: males and females look identical. We can also determine 
the general area where it hatched. 

From faecal samples we can investigate diet and feeding behaviour 
using methods pioneered at Cardiff University and developed by 
Renata in her PhD research. Back in the lab, she extracts DNA, 
some of which comes from the bird itself and some from its food. 

HOW TO 
GET INVOLVED! 
Teams of 6-8 volunteers (of all ages)
stay for 10 days, working alongside 
scientists from Cardiff University and  
A Rocha Portugal. No previous experience 
is necessary, just enthusiasm and a 
reasonable level of physical fitness. To 
learn more or book, please contact the 
Project Coordinator, 
D r  R e n a t a  M e d e i r o s  a t
medeirosmirrarj@cardiff.ac.uk

By sequencing it (‘reading’ the genetic 
code) Renata can identify the species 
of prey that each petrel has eaten. By 
linking this information about diet to 
year-to-year changes in sea temperature, 
plankton productivity and the birds’ 
energy levels during migration, we are 
building an increasingly detailed picture 
of how climate change is affecting marine 
ecosystems – from tiny plankton and fish, 
to the migratory seabirds that feed on them. 

Dr Rob Thomas, Cardiff University
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‘We get ridiculously excited if the bird produces faeces, 
which we collect to investigate diet and feeding 
behaviour.’ Rob taking a precious sample. 
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Improving a city-edge 
fish farm for birds

Rennajj Fish Farm covers 80 hectares of wetland and savannah on 
the fringes of Jos, Plateau State, Nigeria. The ponds constantly attract 
herons and waders, whilst gulls and terns are occasional visitors. Over 
190 bird species have been identified and there is great potential to 
improve the farm, now studied, managed and protected by Eden 
Creation Care Initiative, an A Rocha Associated Project. 

Work began with a threat analysis: we found that tree felling, 
over-grazing and uncontrolled fire were reducing the availability 
of food and nest sites for birds, so we engaged the communities 
around the farm in an awareness workshop which has resulted in 
a satisfying drop in these activities.
 
Another problem was water leakage from the fish ponds, but we 
have found ways to keep some ponds wet well into the dry season 
which has greatly increased their use by breeding birds and 
passage migrants. Our next step will be to restore the vegetation 
of the degraded savannah areas by planting indigenous species 
from our new nursery, at strategic points.

Our monthly bird counts are already showing 
an encouraging response to the habitat 
improvements. Breeding waterbirds are 
increasing and the locally rare Sacred Ibis 
Threskiornis aethiopicus has been recorded 
for the first time since 1993. New visitors 
have included Northern Crombec Sylvietta 
brachyura and Bruce’s Green Pigeon Treron 
waallia. There was great excitement when two 
Black-headed Lapwings Vanellus tectus were 
spotted on 27 December amongst common 
lapwing species in the savannah scrub, and 
details have been sent to the African Bird Club 
Bulletin. We look forward to seeing how other 
wildlife will benefit. 

Bukola Braimoh, Conservation Officer

A Black-headed Lapwing at the fish farm in 2015, the first 
 to be sighted on the Plateau since 1933. (Matthew Harley)

Sacred Ibis  (Col André Kritzinger)



A Rocha has been studying the European Roller Coracias garrulus 
since 2002: leading the main conservation research programme on 
the species in France.

Recently, funded by the European Life+ programme in the Alpilles 
Mountains, Provence, we have been running conservation 
projects for the Roller and the Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni, 
both threatened migrants in France. For the Roller we are planting 
lines of poplar trees and providing nest boxes and for the Lesser 
Kestrel, creating breeding sites on roofs and in ruined buildings.

Every autumn, an awesome spectacle occurs at the Ilon Marsh, 
just a few kilometres from our field study centre in Provence. 
Hundreds of thousands of Barn Swallows Hirundo rustica gather 
at the reed bed to feed and roost before continuing their southward 
migration to Africa. We’re involved in protecting this amazing 
wetland and from late August to the end of September, we count 
the birds each night and ring as many as we can, to learn more 
about their movements. Timothée Schwartz, 
Scientific Director, A Rocha France

A Rocha International, 89 Worship Street, London, EC2A 2BF, England.   
Tel:  +44 (0)1387 710286  E-mail:  international@arocha.org 
Registered Charity No. 1136041  Company Registration No. 6852417            

www.arocha.org  

facebook.com/arocha.international

twitter.com/arochaint

A Rocha International is a member of IUCN, 
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature. Designed and produced by:     indigo 01892 610711
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PROTECTING 
ROLLERS IN 
FRANCE

WOULD YOU 
LIKE A BIRD 
WATCHING 
HOLIDAY IN 
PORTUGAL?

A Rocha Portugal offers three ways to enjoy 
the best birds in the best hotspots of the 
Algarve and the Alentejo.

 

 
Above: Black-winged Stilt Himantopus 
himantopus is one of the most easily seen 
waders in the Algarve. (Ben Porter)

We are a Christian organization engaging communities in nature conservation.

Claire spent 12 months as an A Rocha intern, helping to ring and tag breeding Rollers as part 
of the largest-scale study to date into their migrations to and from southern Africa. 
(A Rocha France)

A Rocha France and other teams around 
the world welcome volunteers for a 
few weeks or months. If you are skilled 
with a wooden spoon, a trowel, a 
computer, a paintbrush, a camera, 
a spanner, a moth trap or any other 
useful tool, please check out the 
latest volunteering information at 
www.arocha.org/opportunities. 

HOW TO GET 
INVOLVED! 
Each year, volunteers are an 
essential part of the Roller 
and Swallow teams. Ringing 
qualifications are useful but 
not essential. 

Book a week with us:
‘Birds! Birds! Birds!’ promises you an  
energetic week. 
‘Laid-back birding’ is the perfect  
choice for a more relaxed pace with  
a little sightseeing, or with a less  
bird-keen partner. 

Prices start from £985
If you bring friends (group size 2-8)  
we can offer you a bespoke week.

Join us for day-tours: 
Plan your own holiday, but let Gui,  
our friendly, experienced guide, do
the driving. We offer half-days, full  
days and pelagic boat trips.

Talk to us at the British  
Birdwatching  Fair (19-21 August)  
or visit www.arochalife.pt   
     (When booking please mention ARIN.) 

Enjoy Portugal’s wildlife with  
us,  and you help protect it!  
ALL profits go to conservation.


