
How will we achieve this?

3.  Ensure organisations involved in coastal management 
work more effectively 

This can be achieved through effective local partnerships 
and regional coordination. A strong legacy of the LIFE 
Project is the strengthened collaboration between the  
LIFE Project partners, and this will be extended to wider 
coastal organisations within the key areas for little terns.  
The partnerships will seek more effective area-based,  
cross-organisational approaches, working to agreed regional 
strategies. This will lead to more effective fund-raising in  
a difficult financial climate. 

4.  More effectively engage local communities 

This is essential if local communities and interest groups 
are to better understand the conservation issues affecting 
little terns and their habitats, and to increase support for 
conservation projects which will benefit beach nesting  
birds. Volunteers can play a critical role in providing  
on-site support and protection at the most vulnerable  
beach colonies.

1.  Target current little tern colonies with more effective 
best practice methods, developed during the LIFE Project

This will include more effective management of colonies 
designated as Special Protection Areas (SPAs), which 
currently support most of the UK population. More effective 
predator management is needed, such as laser hazing 
to deter predatory birds, diversionary feeding to provide 
alternative food for predators, and the best design of fences 
to keep out mammals such as foxes.

1  Ensure sites designated for little terns are  
managed effectively

Management of these sites must meet the conservation 
needs of little terns and associated species. The LIFE Project 
will report, after assessing condition based on JNCC site 
monitoring guidelines, that over half of the 16 Special 
Protection Areas (SPAs) included in the LIFE Project, are in 
unfavourable condition. Appropriate measures must be put 
in place to achieve and maintain favourable condition at all 
SPA colonies. A network of well-managed sites will increase 
resilience to external pressures, and help to secure the future 
of this species.

2.  Ensure coasts will be managed for people and for wildlife 

People must be able to enjoy the coast and the wildlife that 
lives there, whilst supporting good management for wildlife. 
This will mean zonation to ensure there are undisturbed 
areas that provide sanctuary for wildlife. This approach 
would benefit many species, such as breeding ringed plovers 
and oystercatchers (which are threatened), as well as dune 
and shingle habitats. The approach could include coastal 
wardens and ‘beach-nesting bird aware’ programmes, and 
public supported measures to encourage responsible dog 
walking behaviours. 

5.  The Species Recovery Plan will be overseen by  
a steering group

The group comprises representatives from key organisations 
such as Natural England, the National Trust, coastal Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) and the Wildlife Trusts. 
Coordination and management will be provided by the RSPB. 

The new steering group will:

a)  ensure that an appropriate and targeted monitoring 
programme of breeding tern numbers and productivity, 
and of the effectiveness of conservation interventions, 
is carried out. This will inform future conservation 
management. 

b)  continue to work with the government to fulfil 
commitments relating to little terns, including site 
management and designation and integration with wider 
coastal policies and plans, until little terns have a more 
secure future. 

c)  work with conservation organisations around the coast of 
Europe to share our experience and data, and to support 
the conservation of little terns and associated habitats.

d)  help identify funding streams to put agreed recovery plan 
measures in place. 

Through a programme of identifying sites for new and 
restored colonies, above the high tides and effects of 
coastal squeeze, we will seek to move away from the 
effective emergency, but unsustainable, short-term 
measures such as raising and moving of nests. 

We will seek advocates and champions (such as Anna 
Turley MP, pictured) to help encourage support for little 
terns at local, regional and national levels. 

We must grasp the opportunity for little terns to benefit 
from ‘natural’ coastal change. This means managing for 
new colonies that move permanently or temporarily to 
accreting points along our coasts and ensuring that they 
too are well protected.

2.  Provide more safe nesting habitat to replace that lost, 
now unsuitable, or under threat 

This becomes increasingly important as current colonies are 
squeezed out by loss of habitat. All organisations involved 
in coastal management must work together to create 
opportunities for nesting terns within wider coastal flood 
defence and management schemes. We have produced a 
map of opportunities to guide this work. Dredged materials 
provide a particular opportunity, currently untapped, as a 
regular supply of shingle and sand ideal for nesting terns.

What do we plan to do?

The Little Tern Species 
Recovery Plan
We will continue to implement the steps we began 
during the LIFE Project to improve the prospects for 
little terns, and to move towards greater sustainability.

Volunteers can play a critical role 
in providing on-site support and 
protection at the most vulnerable 
beach colonies.
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The little tern Sternula albifrons Species Recovery Plan 2019–2030

The EU LIFE Little Tern Recovery Project has had the funding support
of ten organisations and is generously supported by the EU LIFE+ 
Nature Programme. The Project has been a huge collaboration 
at site, regional and UK level, with many additional funders, 
collaborating partners and volunteers. They have helped to realise 
all the actions of the Project and extend its networking scope widely 
across the UK and to other similar European projects. 

Images: little terns feeding, hovering and flock by Kevin Simmonds; 
chicks and recording by Ben Andrews; Anna Turley MP by Tim 
Melling; Benacre Broad by Mike Page (www.mike-page.co.uk).

The partners would like to thank the many little tern volunteers and 
the additional collaborators and funders including: Heritage Lottery 
Fund, Durham Wildlife Trust, Essex Wildlife Trust, Norfolk Wildlife 
Trust, Suffolk Wildlife Trust, Yorkshire Wildlife Trust, Suffolk Coast & 
Heaths AONB, Environment Agency, INTERREG – Splash, Coastal 
Communities Fund, Tyne to Tees Shores and Seas, volunteers of the 
British Trust for Ornithology, Sussex Ornithological Society, Friends of 
Pagham Harbour, Redcar and Cleveland Countryside Services, Hildon 
Mineral Water, the many students involved in studies at Project sites, 
legacies from private donors and assistance from private landowners.
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A context for the EU LIFE  
Little Tern Recovery Project

The UK little tern population is currently estimated to be 
around 1,600 pairs. Although widely scattered around the 
UK, the population is concentrated around the coasts of East 
Anglia, the south-east and north-east of England, and north 
Wales. Despite three decades of conservation effort, little 
terns in the UK declined by 18% between 2000 and 2015.

The EU LIFE Little Tern Recovery Project was conceived to 
improve the conservation status of the species. Whilst this 
has not yet resulted in a population increase, the LIFE Project 
partners have begun to halt the decline at a number of sites, 
against a background of wider decline. This has set the 
foundations for the UK population recovery. 

There is also increasing concern over this species in several 
European countries. The UK holds the largest population in 
north-west Europe and experience and best practice from 
the UK can be usefully disseminated to inform conservation 
programmes in Europe.

The LIFE Project has brought together many organisations to 
identify threats, implement new or improved conservation 
interventions, and restore and create new habitats. These 
organisations are committed to continuing to work together 
after the LIFE Project ends in 2019, and to developing and 
implementing a Species Recovery Plan to secure a better 
future for little terns. 

Little terns are amazing. The smallest of our breeding terns, they are a real delight to 
watch. Elegant and graceful, they hover over the sea waiting to plunge on small fish.  
The little tern is one of our most vulnerable bird species, breeding on the open shingle  
and sand closest to the highest tides. 

This is a flagship species for our coast, and if we can save little tern we will be also helping 
to preserve some of the most beautiful, fragile and wildlife-rich habitats in the UK.


