
 

 

 
Photo: Willow Tit (© Adam Jones / Back from the Brink) 
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Executive Summary 
The Willow Tit Recovery Project has been at the forefront of willow tit conservation in the UK, 
undertaking research which has produced data on willow tit home ranges and habitat use and 
movement which will underpin future conservation management for the species. As the UK’s 
fastest declining resident bird, the urgency to understand more about species requirements 
was driven through this project, which used state of the art radio tracking technology to learn 
more about a poorly understood species. 11 willow tits were radio tracked over two winters 
with their movements, behaviour and habitat preferences recorded. Location maps were 
produced to show how birds used the landscape, with results varying in terms of home range 
extent. For example, one pair of willow tit remained in small (2ha) scrub habitat along a disused 
railway, whilst another pair travelled over 1km between two block patches of young woodland 
habitat. An unpaired bird was tracked over three days, travelling to multiple habitat patches 
kilometres apart, presumably in the hope of finding a territory or a mate. This research confirms 
that willow tits require large home ranges, at least 2ha but possibly needing up to 7ha, however 
these do not need to be a single block of habitat as long as there is sufficient connectivity 
between suitable habitat patches. 

The project successfully raised the profile of post-industrial habitats using the willow tit as a 
flagship species, which drew attention of local, regional and national media. The need to value 
scrub habitat within post-industrial landscapes was a high-profile piece in the Yorkshire Post 
magazine, showcasing the Dearne Valley’s regenerated colliery sites and linking local heritage 
to modern day nature conservation. The willow tit also gained national attention on Channel 4 
News, regarding their fragility to developments and climate change. The Project Officer also 
broadcast an interview on BBC Radio 4’s Today Programme about how to identify and record 
willow tits in gardens and where to submit these records, helping the national monitoring 
scheme. 

Communities were engaged through a range of events, including a successful poetry walk 
which featured poems about the willow tit and its habitat, engaging a new audience within 
species conservation. Landowners and managers were engaged through a discussion forum 
which took the form of “Willow Tit Summits”, which allowed the sharing of information 
between experts, ecologists and land managers across Northern England. A comprehensive 
document on willow tit conservation has been produced, the first of its kind specifically for 
willow tit, which will enable land managers to easily access practical advice on how to manage 
land for and monitor willow tits. 

Practical habitat management has been undertaken on multiple landowner sites across the 
Dearne Valley Nature Improvement Area (NIA) and site management plans will ensure that 
these interventions will be continued. Over 100 volunteers have been trained in habitat 
management and survey techniques, upskilling local communities and empowering them to 
take action as species champions. 

The decline of the willow tit continues nationally and within the Dearne Valley unfortunately, 
however. A landscape management plan for the Dearne Valley has been produced, with the 
Green Heart Partnership (consisting of the main landowners in the Dearne Valley NIA) 
continuing to coordinate monitoring and habitat management for willow tit to ensure the 
legacy of the project continues. Excitingly, the Dearne Valley Wetlands was designated a SSSI 
by Natural England in May 2021, with willow tit and associated scrub habitat noted as features 



 
 
 

 
 

for notification. This has contributed to a strong legacy by improving legal protection for these 
habitats and species within the region. 

 

Back from the Brink 
Back from the Brink was established as a game-changing partnership to turn the tide for our 
most threatened species and inspire the next generation to care for England’s most vulnerable 
wildlife. 

 

An innovative collaboration between seven species NGOs and Natural England has brought 
integrated effort to five landscapes, two threatened habits nationally and to twelve individual 
species projects across England. The aim was for twenty species to be turned back from the 
brink of extinction and for the fortunes of a further 204 species to be directly improved or 
indirectly benefitted. 

 

The BftB aim was for 60,000 people (landowners, volunteers and communities) to directly 
experience the joy of saving threatened species, and over a million more to discover, value and 
act for our natural heritage long after project end. The programme has aimed to exemplify a 
new approach to nature conservation delivery, embedding a lasting legacy of joined up working 
between the project partners. 

 

1. Key project information 
A BftB partner organisation led the work of this project, working with a number of other bodies 
within the BftB partnership and beyond. 

 

Lead organisation: 
RSPB 

 
Deliver partner: 
Yorkshire Wildlife Trust 

 
Partner organisations: 
Barnsley MBC, Yorkshire Water, Local BTO bird ringers, Barnsley Bird Study Group, DEFRA 
Family – Forestry Commission, Environment Agency and Natural England, Geoff Carr Ecology 
and Dearne Valley Green Heart Partnership 

 
Total project cost: 
£199,046 

 



 
 
 

 
 

2. Why this project was needed  

A rationale for the issues that the project has aimed to address was elaborated as part of its 
development phase, with any subsequent updates and evolution of thinking also now included. 

 

The British willow tit (Poecile montanus kleinschmidtii) population declined by 88% between 
1970-2006 (Lewis, A.G., et al., 2009), the largest decline of any resident breeding bird in the 
UK. The population trend shows a consistent and continuous decline which was estimated at 
3,400 pairs in 2009. No longer common enough to be monitored by the national Breeding Bird 
Survey, willow tits are monitored by the Rare Breeding Birds Panel. The species has also 
become locally extinct in South-East England and continues to decline on other regions, 
suffering a 50% contraction in breeding range from the atlas reports 1968-72 to 2008-11. A 
continued decline of this species (a unique and endemic British subspecies) will lead to further 
regional extinctions and isolated populations susceptible to stochastic (chance) events. 

The willow tit is a sedentary species with a relatively large territory, possibly up to 7 hectares. 
Known habitat preferences are for damp areas of scrub and young woodland, with a dense 
shrub layer of 2-4 metres in height. Drying out of habitat and loss of scrub and shrub layers in 
woodland are threats and may be ecological drivers of decline. 

The willow tit is at several simultaneous points on the recovery curve because research has 
ruled out some reasons for the decline (step 5: pressures and remedial action identified), but 
there are still gaps in our knowledge at step 4 (autecology understood and national monitoring 
plan implemented). The severity and rate of decline in such a small population means the willow 
tit is also in trial management (SRC step 6) to implement current best knowledge and practice 
to try to halt declines. 

Guidelines are in place for site-based management and there is a mechanism for delivery in 
England with a willow tit package of advice and funding in the Countryside Stewardship 
Scheme. A current RSPB project is advising on, and monitoring, work being undertaken to 
improve habitat quality at trial sites. 

Willow tits are reliant on scrub and young woodland habitats, which are often viewed as having 
low ecological value or having low aesthetic appeal. Even if tolerated, these habitats will 
develop into mature woodland if left unmanaged, becoming unsuitable for willow tit and other 
scrub-dependant species. There is, therefore, a communications need for explaining the 
conservation importance of scrub in the landscape to site managers and the public. 

In addition to site management, habitat fragmentation may be an ecological driver for decline, 
but the role of habitat fragmentation at a landscape-scale is not fully understood. In the closely 
related marsh tit (Poecile palustris), small woods with poor connections between them increase 
mortality and reduce population viability. 

Sedentary species with short dispersal distances, such as the willow tit, are likely to be affected 
by the landscape structure in which they breed. They may exhibit some characteristics of ‘meta 
populations’ with smaller populations in discrete patches of habitat linked by other landscape 
elements. In which case, the scale of habitat management and how well linked habitat patches 
are to other areas will be important for population survival. However, the extent of habitat 
needed to support a pair of willow tits and their requirements for moving around the landscape 
is unknown. 



 
 
 

 
 

This project aimed to implement the effective habitat interventions at a landscape-scale and 
move the species along the recovery curve by targeting habitat management and creation 
based on the habitat usage and movements of tracked willow tits and identify and resolve 
barriers to movement. By working with volunteers and local communities, tracking and colour 
ringing of willow tits aimed to: 

- identify areas used and not used; 
- identify how recruitment (addition of young to the population) is affected by extent of 

habitat patches and distance and connectedness to other habitat patches; and, 
- use the information to enable a habitat network to be created to ensure long-term 

persistence of willow tits. 

Using a combination of professional biologists, engagement of local communities and 
partnership working on a landscape scale, the project additionally aimed to promote 
widespread habitat management interventions in the Dearne Valley and disseminate that 
information with other areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Photo: Willow tit caught for colour ringing and radio tracking (Anthony Wetherhill) 

  



 
 
 

 
 

3. What this project aimed to achieve 
The extent to which the original project aim and objectives were met is assessed here, as well 
as any additional elements incorporated by the project during its delivery.  

 

Project aim 

To implement a landscape-scale approach to the conservation of the willow tit in the Dearne 
Valley. This will improve its population and move it further along the species recovery curve 
using willow tit movements to target conservation action, using the willow tit as a flagship 
species for scrub habitat and improving the area and its green corridors. Lessons learnt will be 
used to provide advice and guidance to other communities, landowners and partnerships for 
improved conservation management at a landscape-scale for willow tit in the rest of its range. 

 

RAG rating - GREEN 

Narrative 

The project has been successful in completing habitat management targets and has worked 
with multiple partners and landowners through advisory work to improve site management for 
willow tits on a landscape scale. The outputs from the radio tracking and colour ringing were 
lower than anticipated, as catching willow tits was difficult as a result of the scarcity and 
cautious nature of the birds. Even if caught, birds had to weigh above a threshold to be fitted 
with a radio transmitter, which not all birds caught met. Despite this, the data produced from 
the radio tracking was sufficient to inform the project as planned, providing site specific advice 
for management interventions, and was analysed through Lidar to create a landscape-scale 
option for willow tit conservation in the Dearne Valley. 

Additionally, willow tit surveys were carried out methodically annually over the course of the 
project. Despite a sharp decline trend in the Dearne Valley population, guidance is in place to 
continue with long-term monitoring and management practices informed by the lessons of the 
project may improve the status of willow tit in the future. The local trend in the Dearne Valley 
reflects the national trend for the species in lowland habitats, with declines continuing in the 
majority of willow tits population range. The Dearne Valley accounts for approximately 2% of 
the national population and has seen stable willow tit populations in the upland areas around 
the project area, which will continue to be monitored beyond project closure. Habitat work 
carried out during this project will require several years to develop into ideal willow tit habitat, 
as understory vegetation develops to the optimum height and structure. These areas will 
continue to be managed and monitored after project closure. 

The work of the project has moved willow tit along the species recovery curve to step 7 (best 
approach adopted) through its research on willow tit movement and habitat use to inform a 
greater understanding of key habitat characteristics. Trial management has proven particular 
interventions to be unsuitable for willow tit (e.g. artificial nest box provisions) which can inform 
better management using natural nest provisions to reduce competition from dominant 
species. The updated best practice is available in the form of a landscape management plan for 
the Dearne Valley specifically, and more generally in a conservation handbook. 



 
 
 

 
 

The project had a great reach for its engagement targets, particularly indirect engagement 
through media which has significantly raised the profile of post-industrial scrub and its value. 
Local community events were well attended up until the introduction of restrictions following 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Even then, the project was able to continue engagement through 
virtual means. There is a strong legacy in place in the Dearne Valley with the Dearne Valley 
Green Heart partnership having the means to continue the work this project has initiated, and 
the most up to date best practice has become available to land managers in the form of willow 
tit conservation handbook, enabling national action for the species. 

 

How was this achieved? 

Original objective RAG rating Accompanying narrative 

Enhance sites for willow tits by: 

Working with owners of 12 sites 
to write management plans and 
undertake management 
interventions. 

Create/enhance a minimum of 6 
sites to improve habitat 
connectivity using results on 
habitat use and movements. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Habitat enhancement has been undertaken across 11 sites 
– 6 sites managed by YWT, 3 owned and managed by 
BMBC and 2 Yorkshire Water sites (Darton and Lundwood 
sewage treatment works). Ongoing management for these 
areas has been included in site management plans and will 
be implemented through future project partnerships. 

Willow tit management has been included in 20 
management plans for all originally identified sites. 
Additional willow tit management has been incorporated 
into plans for sites managed by YWT, Doncaster and 
Sheffield Councils, as advised by the project. 

A management guide was provided to BMBC volunteers 
who work on the Trans-Pennine Trail, of which 212ha is 
managed by BMBC along a 43km stretch, bringing large 
areas of well-connected habitat into positive management. 



 
 
 

 
 

Identify habitat usage and 
movements of willow tits in the 
Dearne Valley by: 

Identify home ranges of at least 
20 willow tits using radio-
tracking and colour ringed 
individuals. 

Identify the use of habitats 
within the home ranges of 20 
willow tits. 

Identify how willow tits move 
around the landscape using 
radio-tracked individuals.  

Use LiDAR to characterise 
structure of suitable willow tit 
habitat from the detailed study 
areas and use this to identify 
other areas suitable for habitat 
enhancement work at the wider 
catchment level. 

 Willow tits proved much more difficult to catch than 
anticipated. Mist nets were erected to catch the birds and 
lure them in with the playback recording, however the 
scarcity of the birds meant we were not able to catch as 
many as hoped, and also the weight of the tracker meant 
that not all birds were caught were of a sufficient weight 
to be fitted for radio tracking. These factors combined 
meant that over the two winter periods, 11 birds were 
fitted with trackers and had their movements recorded out 
of a target of 20. 

A total of 20 willow tits were fitted with colour rings, 
however not many were seen again if they weren’t also 
fitted with a radio tag, and therefore the amount of 
information we obtained from colour ringed-only birds 
was minimal. Those that were seen were within the 
original area they were caught. 

The radio tracking information collected provided 
information on the use of habitats and movements of 
willow tits across several sites. A comprehensive Lidar 
report was compiled following the data analysis and 
provides underpinning evidence for management 
interventions at a landscape scale. 

Repeat willow tit surveys of 
Dearne valley to monitor 
impacts of habitat work:  

Undertake willow tit survey of 
Dearne Valley using playback 
survey methodology. 

 Repeat surveys were completed using the standardised 
playback and consistent methodology. Some issues with 
this method were picked up by seasoned ecologists over 
the course of the surveys, such as willow tits in 
traditionally surveyed sites not responding to the 
recording, indicating a ‘playback fatigue’ where they have 
become accustomed to the recorded as an artificial sound. 

Surveys were completed in 2018 and 2019, with half a 
survey in 2020 as a result of the introduction of Covid-
related restrictions on travel and activity. Following an 
extension to the project another full survey was 
completed in 2021. 

Surveys were repeated across all trial management sites to 
monitor the impact of habitat interventions, though these 
are unlikely to have had an immediate impact and there 
was no evidence from the survey results that numbers had 
increased as a result. 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Engage local communities in the 
project and promote the 
importance of willow tits and 
scrub: 

Use surveys, colour ringing and 
radio tracking as engagement 
tools for community groups; 

10 volunteers trained in 
surveying and use of radio 
tracking equipment; 

30 volunteers engaged in 
practical conservation work; 

A programme of community and 
education events to raise 
awareness of willow tits and 
scrub habitat; 

Dissemination of advice to 
landowners (Dearne Valley and 
beyond) through training events 

 Community engagement was achieved through a range of 
upskilling and training sessions for surveys and habitat 
management. The importance of scrub habitat was 
promoted during these sessions. 

15 volunteers helped with the colour ringing of willow tits 
and 16 with radio tracking. The volunteers were a mix of 
local bird ringers, but also young people aged between 16-
25. The latter group were part of YWT’s ‘Tomorrow’s 
Natural Leaders’ programme and were taught how to use 
the equipment as they look to start a career in 
conservation. 

Over the course of the project, 105 volunteers assisted 
with habitat management and were trained in using tools 
for scrub and woodland management, with an additional 
23 trained formally in habitat management through 
workshops. 

Community and education events included nest box 
making at RSPB’s gateway site. 99 people were engaged 
during the drop-in event and comprised children and 
families. Other events, such as the poetry walk and 
presentation talks, attracted a broader audience. 

The willow tit project hosted biannual willow tit summits 
which encouraged landowners, managers, ecologists and 
local interest groups to come together, share information 
and discuss willow tit projects, surveys and how to 
coordinate efforts. This was very successful and engaged 
parties from nearby localities of Sheffield and Leeds, but 
also further afield from Wigan and Warwickshire. 

The project, through promotion, was able to attract other 
wildlife organisations, volunteers and interested individuals 
who requested advice and guidance on willow tit 
interventions. The project responded to 34 requests from 
other organisations and individuals, including students 
working on projects, Environment Agency, National Grid, 
Sustrans Sheffield, RSPB Wales, Devon Wildlife Trust and 
Warwickshire Wildlife Trust. Individuals would also send 
photos to the Project Officer to identify willow tits, which 
helped contribute to the national monitoring scheme.  

  



 
 
 

 
 

Leave a legacy for willow tit 
conservation work in the Dearne 
Valley: 

An overall landscape 
management plan for willow tits. 

Individual site management 
plans for at least 18 sites. 

Volunteers trained in surveying 
for willow tits. 

Volunteers trained in practical 
habitat management skills. 

Raised awareness of willow tits 
in the Dearne Valley and the 
importance that post-industrial 
sites, public sites and gardens 
can play in improving the 
recovery of the species. 

 A landscape management plan has been produced for the 
Dearne Valley based on the work of willow tit radio 
tracking and surveys. 

Willow tits are included as a priority species in all 12 
BMBC-YWT site management plans and have also been 
included in 4 YWT-Yorkshire Water site management 
plans. RSPB are reviewing their Old Moor, Adwick and 
Wombwell Ings management plans next year (as part of 
their 5-yearly review cycle) to include willow tit as a 
priority species. 

Over 100 individuals have been trained in willow tit survey 
methods and 23 attended habitat management 
workshops. 

Awareness of post-industrial areas and associated scrub 
habitat for wildlife has been raised through a range of local 
and national media. Project Officer Sophie Pinder has 
appeared on BBC Radio 4’s ‘Today Programme’, Channel 4 
News and in the Yorkshire Post discussing the need to 
value these habitats. An additional piece with Pete Wall 
(YWT, Project Manager) was shown in 2018 on Channel 4 
News. Awareness has also been raised through the 
community engagement events. 

RAG key: 

Red: Not achieved 

Amber: Partially 

Green: Fully 

 

 

Photo: Volunteers on a willow tit survey training day at Carlton Marsh (Sophie Pinder) 



 
 
 

 
 

4. What the project delivered 
The final outputs produced are set out in relation to the project targets and measurement 
method (as modified during the project implementation where appropriate). 

Output How this was 
measured Final Target Final Achieved 

Willow tit survey of 
Dearne Valley   

Survey reports 
produced 

Increased to 3  

(from 2) 

3 full willow tit surveys of the NIA 
were carried out along with 
survey reports for 2018, 2019 and 
2021. Half a survey took place in 
Feb-Mar 2020 before Covid 
restrictions halted the survey. The 
data from 2020 is available and a 
report was also produced for the 
half survey. This prompted the 
request for an extension to the 
project, allowing for a full survey 
in 2021. 

Final output = 4 reports 

Habitat survey of sites 
using LiDAR   

Number of sites 
analysed 

1 

A full Lidar report for the majority 
of the NIA (Lidar data was not 
available for a small area in the 
north within the project scope) 
has been produced. The report 
links with findings from the radio 
tracking of willow tits and can be 
used by the Green Heart 
partnership to identify potential 
areas for future work where the 
vegetation structure is suitable. 

Lidar data for the area is available 
in GIS format and can be applied 
to local sites within the NIA. 

Final output = 1 site (Dearne 
Valley NIA) analysed, and report 
written 

Willow tits colour-
ringed    

Number of willow 
tits ringed 

Decreased to 20 
(from 80) 

20 willow tits were fitted with 
colour rings. 

Final output = 20 

Willow tits radio tracked   
Number of willow 
tits tracked 

Decreased to 11 
(from 20) 

11 willow tits were fitted with 
radio tags and maps were 
produced for 8 of these birds (as 
they produced sufficient data). 

Final output = 11 



 
 
 

 
 

Advisory visits made  
Number advisory 
visits made 

16 

 All identified sites (16) had an 
advisory visit from project staff. 
Additional sites requested 
advisory visits including Campsall 
Country Park and Howell Wood 
(DMBC); Ecclesall Woods 
(Sheffield City Council); Tyers Hall 
Farm (private landowner); The 
Fleets, Doveside, Wheldrake Ings 
and Denaby Ings (YWT). 

Final output = 24 

Management plans 
written  

Number of 
documents 
complete 

16 

All BMBC-YWT sites (12) have 
management plans in place. RSPB 
sites (3) have willow tit as a 
priority species for monitoring in 
their management plans (at review 
stage). YWT has developed 4 
management plans with Yorkshire 
Water to include willow tit. 
Advisory management guides 
have been created for volunteer-
managed sites (BMBC Trans-
Pennine Trail). 

Additional YWT and local 
authority sites have input willow 
tit management into their site 
plans with input from the project 
(see additional advisory visit sites). 

Final output = 19 management 
plans written with additional 9 
sites provided with management 
advice to be included in their own 
plans. 

Landscape management 
plan 

Number of 
documents 
complete 

1 

A landscape management plan for 
the Dearne NIA has been 
produced and draws on the data 
from the radio tracking, surveys 
and Lidar report. 

Final output = 1 

Habitats enhanced Ha 
estimate   

Number of hectares 
in new management 

81 

76ha across 11 sites have been 
enhanced through a range of 
management interventions. 
Woodland structure management, 
deadwood and nesting provisions, 
holding water and removing non-
native invasive species (INNS) 
have contributed to the 
improvement of existing suitable 



 
 
 

 
 

and potential willow tit habitat in 
the Dearne. 

Final output = 76ha 

Habitats enhanced – 
number of sites  

Number of sites 
where habitat has 
been enhanced 

16 

11 sites have had enhancement 
works undertaken and written 
into long-term management plans. 
Cudworth North Plantation and 
Carlton Marsh had capital works 
undertaken by contractors to 
open up woodland areas. 
Cudworth North will be allowed 
to regenerate naturally whilst 
Carlton Marsh had understory 
planting and will be annually 
maintained. Both sites will be 
monitored to compare natural 
regen sites against actively 
managed and planted areas. This 
information will feed into RSPB’s 
trial management of willow tit 
sites in the Dearne. 

Additional sites were enhanced 
through woodland management 
by staff and volunteers (coppicing, 
increasing standing deadwood) 
and INNS control. 

All enhanced sites have 
management plans for willow tit in 
place. 

Final output = 11 

Habitat created – Ha 
estimate  

Number of hectares 
created  

31 

31.5ha of land have had habitat 
creation through wetting schemes, 
tree planting and clear felling to 
allow natural regeneration. 

Final output = 31.5 

Habitat created – number 
of sites 

Number of sites 
where habitat has 
been created 

8 

Yorkshire Water Lundwood, 
Doveside and areas along the 
Trans-Pennine Trail had holding 
water ponds installed to increase 
soil moisture and develop damp-
loving tree species. Trees, shrubs 
and hedgerows were planted at 
Lundwood, Dearne Valley CP and 
Carlton Marsh to improve inter-
site connectivity between suitable 
patches of habitat. 

Areas at Barnsley Main had large 



 
 
 

 
 

swathes of trees cleared as part of 
Northern Power Grid’s 
management under powerlines, 
leaving nest stumps and allowing 
natural regeneration of habitat. 
Similar works of canopy clearance 
and developing wetland edge 
habitat occurred at BMBC-owned 
Worsbrough Reservoir. 

Final output = 7 

Volunteers – tracking 
Number of 
volunteers taking 
part 

Decreased to 17 
(from 20) 

16 volunteers were trained in 
equipment use and assisted with 
radio tracking protocols. 

Final output = 16 

Volunteers – practical 
conservation work 

Number of 
volunteers taking 
part 

80 

105 volunteers gave their time 
over the course of the project to 
assist in practical habitat 
management. This included 
woodland management 
(coppicing, thinning); installing 
nest boxes and deadwood 
creation; removing INNS; tree, 
shrub and hedge planting; creation 
of leaky dams to retain water in 
woodlands. 

Final output = 105 

Training event for habitat 
management  

Number of habitat 
training events 

2 

Two habitat management training 
events took place – one for the 
EA operations team in the Dearne 
and one open generally for land 
managers. Most attendees worked 
in the Dearne, but a couple 
travelled from Warwickshire to 
attend the second course. 

Final output = 2 

Training event for 
surveying  

Number of survey 
training events 

2 

Three survey training events were 
led by the consultant ecologist, 
Geoff Carr, to train up long-term 
survey volunteers who had more 
of a background and expertise in 
species monitoring or bird 
recording. An additional six were 
led by the Project Officer as an 
opportunity to upskill local people 
who were not as experienced. 
These sessions also offered a 
general overview of willow tits, 



 
 
 

 
 

their ecology and identification 
techniques. 

Final output = 9 

Community engagement 
events  

Number of 
engagement events  

20 

A range of community 
engagement events were hosted 
by the project, including 
presentations, talks and guided 
walks, (including poetry walks). A 
sensory session with a local forest 
school about woodlands and scrub 
was led by the Project Officer and 
an additional three nest box 
making sessions. The project also 
facilitated four willow tit summits. 

The pandemic halted further 
direct engagement events, but 
there were four virtual talks 
delivered. 

An additional talk to RSPB’s 
ecology unit was held at Old Moor 
in July 2021. 

Final output = 17 

Social media - blogs   
Count of social 
media posts 

Decreased to 15 
(from 31) 

12 blogs have been written and 
uploaded onto the BftB website 
and promoted through social 
media. 

Over the course of the project, 
social media outreach was seen to 
be more effective than blogs on 
the website. Given the capacity of 
the project staff, priority focus 
was given to social media 
outreach. 

Final output = 12 

Social media – Facebook 
posts and Twitter tweets  

Count of social 
media posts  

348 

505 social media posts on Twitter 
and Facebook by project staff and 
partner organisations helped to 
raise the profile of willow tits and 
the project. 

Social media pages had a 
combined following of 445. 

Final output = 515 posts 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Outcomes: 

Improved conservation 
status of willow tit  

Breeding surveys – 
number of willow tit 
territories and sites 
occupied 

80 territories 6 new 
sites  

The number of territories 
fluctuated during the course of 
the project, such is the nature of 
surveying mobile and secretive 
species. 

The final survey report (2021) 
suggested a confirmed presence 
of just 9 willow tit territories in 
the NIA. This is an apparent 
decline from 70 (2015), 21 (2018) 
and 25 (2019). 10 records were 
confirmed in 2020, though this 
was only half a survey given Covid 
restrictions. 

Territories were generally found in 
the same areas as the 2015 
baseline, which isn’t surprising 
given the sedentary nature of the 
species. However, since the 2015 
baseline, 3 new sites were found 
to be occupied – a former colliery 
site north of Edderthorpe Flash 
(2019, 2021); damp woodland 
area along the River Dearne 
(2019, 2021); and wet scrub 
habitat along Measborough Dike 
(first found in 2019 but absent in 
2021). 

Final output = 9 territories 3 new 
sites 

Increased skills in habitat 
management  

Number of 
attendees at 
training events  

40 people 

23 individuals attended formal 
habitat management training 
sessions. An additional 105 people 
were trained in management 
through volunteering 
opportunities and were trained in 
how to use tools and improve 
habitat for willow tit. 

Final output = 128 

Increased skills in 
surveying  

Number of 
attendees at 
training events  

25 people 

Over 100 individuals were trained 
across the 9 survey training 
events. 

Final output = 102 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Increased awareness of 
importance of Dearne 
Valley habitats for willow 
tits 

Number of people 
at events  

400 people attended 
events  

328 individuals attended the 
various events hosted by the 
project. This figure includes 
attendees from training events, 
volunteers and those who 
attended community engagement 
events focussed on increasing 
awareness (talks, presentations, 
walks, poetry, summits). 

Final output = 328 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 
 

 
 

5. What difference the project made 
The nature of how the project delivered against the National Lottery Heritage Fund’s 14 
‘Outcomes for Heritage’ is described briefly here. 

National Lottery 
Heritage Fund 

(W – weighted) 

The project has met this outcome by… 

 

Outcomes for Heritage: 

▪ Better managed 
(W) 

All 3 RSPB and 12 YWT-BMBC sites have management plans in place and willow 
tit interventions are included where appropriate. Barnsley Council Rights of Way 
team have updated their management guidance along public rights of way to 
include sensitive willow tit management e.g. leaving nest stumps and bramble 
scrub. 

New information and data has been gathered by this project, underpinning future 
habitat management interventions. Willow tit management will be included where 
appropriate in future work streams guided by a comprehensive willow tit 
handbook which includes, and has been informed by, the research. The research 
from the project will underpin much of our management work as wildlife charities 
and ensure that staff are better informed about the willow tit and its requirements. 

The Dearne Valley Wetlands was designated a SSSI by Natural England in May 
2021, with willow tit and associated scrub habitat noted as features for 
notification. This has contributed to a strong legacy by improving legal protection 
for these habitats and species within the region. 

▪ In better 
condition (W) 

Sites in the Dearne Valley have had varying levels of management interventions to 
benefit willow tit and improve their overall condition through the removal of INNS, 
and core willow tit sites have had woodland structure improvements such as glade 
and ride creation. Additional tree planting and hedgerow creation will improve 
connectivity within and between sites to improve resilience on a landscape scale. 
This is enhanced through the SSSI designation which will act as a statutory basis 
for favourable condition. 

▪ Better 
interpreted & 
explained 

Two of the most visited sites in the project area, Dearne Valley Country Park and 
Worsbrough Reservoir, have had permanent interpretation installed focussing on 
the value of scrub and wet woodland for willow tit, raising awareness for both the 
species and associated habitats. Other permanent interpretation is located at 
Barnsley Canal at Wilthorpe, which describes the importance of post-industrial 
areas for nature. Social media has continually promoted scrub habitat throughout 
the project alongside community events such as the poetry walk at Carlton Marsh, 
which celebrated the willow tit through song and the arts. This attracted a new 
audience to nature conservation and proved a successful way of engaging people 
with place and species through creative means. 

Promotion of the project was picked up by a range of media, and pieces on BBC 
Radio 4, Channel 4 News and the Yorkshire Post helped to raise the profile of 
post-industrial landscapes and scrub habitat for rare species. Over the course of 
the project, individuals were engaged through face-to-face events, such as public 
talks, guided walks and poetry events, and an estimated figure of over 13 million 
people have indirectly engaged through online blogs, interpretation on sites, 



 
 
 

 
 

articles in BTO magazine, YWT and RSPB magazine and an article in the Yorkshire 
Post, as well as featurettes on Channel 4 and BBC Radio 4. 

▪ Identified / 
recorded 

Willow tit is a typically under-recorded species due to their secretive nature and 
specific survey methodology which takes place outside the usual bird survey 
timings. The Dearne Valley received a focussed survey effort using the 
standardised method to collect willow tit data across a range of sites within the 
NIA. This has produced a more accurate dataset for the species. The five datasets 
(records from 2015, 2018, 2019, 2020 and 2021) have been shared with the 
Green Heart partnership, local record centres and BTO bird track. The data has 
enabled us to see population change over a short time and is important when 
looking at future colonisation potential and where the key connective corridors are 
for the species. 

Outcomes for people: 

▪ Skills 
development 
(W) 

Two habitat management training sessions were made available to landowners – 
the first in January 2017 which trained Environment Agency officers in how to 
incorporate willow tit management in the day-to-day riverside maintenance. Their 
Biodiversity Officer was also trained so these practises could be included as 
business as usual. The training was well received, and the officers said that they 
felt more confident in how their work can benefit local wildlife. 

A second training session in July 2018 was open booking and drew interest from 
reserve managers from Warwickshire and across Yorkshire. A total 125 people 
benefited from formal training provided by the project. 

Volunteers were trained in a range of skills, including surveys and monitoring, 
practical habitat management and radio tracking. On one session, run for YWT 
volunteers, all participants agreed that the training helped them to recognise the 
difference they are making to Yorkshire’s wildlife through volunteering, and that it 
motivated them to do more. 

▪ Learning about 
heritage (W) 

Much of the learning about heritage came through project-delivered talks and 
presentations, which were all well attended by the public. 

By linking up with existing community groups, the project used different 
techniques to teach local people about the willow tit. For example, the project 
linked for several sessions with Oak Forest School, a forest school group who 
utilised Howell Wood, a former willow tit site. Activities such as nest box making, 
woodland management and sensory sessions based on the willow tit supported the 
group’s ambitions to engage young people (age range of 3-30) in local wildlife. 

Additionally, the Project Officer worked with interior architecture and design 
students from Sheffield Hallam University to create a piece of work which was 
displayed at a two-day exhibition at the Sheffield Winter Gardens. The display 
featured a replica willow tit nest with information about willow tits in the local area 
and the association with post-industrial habitat. Among those who stopped to 
comment, some remarks included “we get willow tits on our garden feeders, but we 
didn’t realise they were in such trouble”. 

▪ People with 
have changed 
attitudes and 
/or behaviour 

Feedback from volunteers and attendees at events (especially the poetry event) 
spoke about how much they learnt about scrub habitats and its value. In the 
volunteer feedback survey, all but one respondent said that they had learnt to 
value scrub habitat “much more” as a result of volunteering with the project. The 



 
 
 

 
 

one respondent who didn’t, commented that they already valued this habitat prior 
to their involvement with the project. Many attendees from the poetry walk 
suggested they would visit more local nature reserves because they were inspired 
by the poetry and the scenery. 

Land managers also showed willingness to change when carrying out routine 
maintenance once being made aware of the value of certain habitats. There is 
evidence of this change happening, for example, Northern Power Grid now leave 
nest stumps and varied areas of open space, young scrub and brash when clearing 
under powerlines as a direct result of engaging with the willow tit project. 

▪ People will have 
had an 
enjoyable 
experience 

The majority of volunteers said that the most enjoyable aspects of volunteering 
with the project included “spending time outside; doing something meaningful for 
wildlife; spending time with other like-minded volunteers.” 

Community engagement events included guided walks, talks and presentations, 
nest box events, nature sensory sessions and willow tit summits, engaging a range 
of different people and communities on different levels of the engagement ladder. 
The creative events attracted an audience other than naturalists, but they were 
able to enjoy and appreciate the story of the willow tit through poetry. One 
attendee on the poetry walk mentioned that they struggle to take in facts and 
figures, and that they are usually too gloomy for them to want to take note, but 
through poetry they were able to understand and enjoy learning about the willow 
tit and their habitats. 

▪ Volunteering 
time 

There were at least 50 workdays over which 105 volunteers gave their time to the 
project. The majority of practical habitat volunteers were existing YWT volunteers 
who worked in the Dearne Valley. One-off volunteers who were not part of an 
existing pool of volunteers would attend one or two workdays as it suited their 
schedule. 

The majority of survey volunteers, however, were not existing YWT volunteers as 
the project advertised for local experts to participate in willow tit surveys. Some of 
these were RSPB members and volunteers, others part of local bird groups or just 
interested individuals who were new to the project. The nature of the surveys 
meant they could volunteer in their own time and in their local patch, rather than 
travelling to a workday which was to a structured time and place, and therefore 
seemed to suit different individuals to the practical volunteering. The age 
demographic was more varied amongst the survey volunteers, as there was more 
flexibility for them around other commitments (such as work, study etc.), whereas 
the practical volunteers were either retired or had an existing placement with 
YWT. 

Practical management volunteering opportunities offered a chance for local people 
to engage with local habitats and greenspace with like-minded individuals. One 
volunteer said in their evaluation form “I feel proud to have been a part of a much-
needed project to help create habitats for willow tits. Knowing that I have made a 
difference no matter how small.” 

Outcomes for communities: 

▪ Environmental 
impacts reduced 
(W) 

Targeted management to improve wet woodland will increase flood storage reduce 
local flooding risks. The area is prone to flooding and parts were badly affected by 
the 2007 South Yorkshire floods. Works such as installing leaky dams and holding 



 
 
 

 
 

scrapes will increase water holding capacity in wet woodlands, contributing to 
protecting homes and businesses from flooding during periods of high rainfall. 

▪ More people 
and a wide 
range of people 
will have 
engaged with 
heritage (W) 

Community events attracted local communities over the course of the four-year 
project, as well as interested parties from further afield. A total of 545 people have 
been engaged directly through events. The majority of these have been local 
people who live or work within Dearne Valley and South Yorkshire and have been 
reached through groups such as Barnsley Biodiversity Trust, Barnsley Naturalists 
or members of YWT and RSPB. In addition, the work of the project has been 
included in talks to local groups such as Natural History groups and the Friends of 
Walton Colliery, further linking the connection between local mining heritage and 
the willow tit. Approximately 338 people engaged through the project were locals 
to the Dearne Valley. 

▪ Your local area / 
community will 
be a better 
place to live 

Barnsley is ranked as one of the most deprived boroughs in England, with poor 
health and wellbeing and high levels of unemployment. The project provided a 
space to tackle some of these issues by providing welcoming events in 
greenspaces and providing benefits to wellbeing. Many of the volunteers, in their 
evaluation forms, mentioned they most enjoyable aspects of the projects were 
“getting outside; spending time with other people; social occasions”. 

There is a growing sense of local pride in the willow tit. All volunteers said the 
most interesting part of volunteering with the project was how much they learned 
about the species and that it was local to where they lived. The feedback from 
talks has been very positive about the link between the local history (the mining 
industry being a key part of many people’s lives) and species conservation. 

▪ Your local 
economy will be 
boosted 

The project supported a 0.6FTE Project Officer for four years and two seasonal 
full-time positions for the radio tracking on willow tits. Local contractor firms were 
appointed to carry out habitat enhancement works. 

Additionally, hosting events at pay-to-enter locations such as RSPB’s Old Moor 
reserve, has played a part in encouraging visitors to these sites. The SSSI 
designation for the Dearne Valley Wetlands includes Old Moor and Worsbrough 
Reservoir as pay-to-enter and pay-to-park sites, and promotion of these sites using 
willow tit imagery and promotion by the project will attract people to these sites. 

▪ Your 
organisation will 
be more 
resilient 

The BftB programme has enabled more collaborative ways of working between 
land managers (YWT and RSPB) and conservation research. YWT, being a local 
charity, benefitted from the capacity of a national charity like the RSPB. In this 
case, RSPB’s Conservation Science (ConSci) department led the radio tracking 
programme of work on land managed by Yorkshire Wildlife Trust and local 
authorities. This sharing of information will enable better management through the 
collaborative working between partners. 

The programme has also enabled networks within the conservation sector to 
develop. For example, though not directly working with other project 
organisations, the programme offered a platform for conservation organisations to 
share information on species, habitats, monitoring which can be applied to other 
programmes of work. It also allowed organisations to share concerns or issues they 
may have encountered and talking between organisations to find solutions and 
learn lessons from each other. 

 



 
 
 

 
 

6. Species Recovery progress 
A key aim of this BftB project was to measurably improve the conservation status of its target 
species, with the final assessed outcomes achieved described here. 

 

a) Primary target species – Species Recovery Curve assessments 

Taxon name 
Common 
name 

Baseline 
score 
2014 

Target 
score 
2020 

Final 
score 

attained 
Narrative summary 

Poecile montanus Willow Tit 4 6 7 

Prior to this project, very little was 
fully understood about willow tit 
habitat use and movements (SRC 
step 4). This project has 
contributed significant new data 
on a local level which can be 
applied nationally (through radio 
tracking and understanding 
movement and habitat use). 
Habitat fragmentation and 
deterioration is one of the most 
likely drivers of decline identified 
(step 5), and this research will 
inform future management to 
improve habitat quality (based on 
the key characteristics identified 
by the project) and connectivity. In 
addition, trial management 
solutions (step 6) have had mixed 
results. For example, a decline has 
been seen in the population over 
the course of the project, despite 
management interventions, 
however there will be a lag period 
between intervention 
management and significant 
regeneration into suitable habitat. 
It is not currently conclusive how 
successful management such as 
canopy thinning, glade creation 
and understory planting is. 
However, nest box trials, using 
artificial boxes and natural rotting 
logs, have shown more conclusive 
results. Willow tits did not use the 
artificial boxes, with most taken by 
blue tit or great tit. In contrast, 
excavations were noted in rotting 
logs attached to living trees. This 
information has informed best 
practice, as it rules out nest boxes 



 
 
 

 
 

as a positive intervention and 
turns the focus to natural 
alternatives. This has been 
embedded in best practice (step 7) 
by organisations such as BMBC, 
who have attached rotting logs at 
regular intervals along the Trans-
Pennine Trail, and Northern Power 
Grid, who leave standing stumps 
for nesting rather than installing 
nest boxes as mitigation for work. 
These findings are advice are 
noted in the willow tit handbook, 
to inform site managers of the 
best practice for willow tits. 

 

i) Evidence of recovery of individual species from project monitoring of abundance 
and/or distribution? 

Over the course of the project, the distribution of recorded willow tit contracted, with many 
territories found in 2015 in the eastern catchment of the project area disappearing after 2019. 
In addition, abundance of willow tit has decreased over the six-year monitoring period (2015-
2021). From 70 territories in the 2015 baseline, only 18 were recorded in 2018. This was 
initially thought to have been an impact of the cold weather from the ‘Beast from the East’ 
storm which hit during the early survey season, but a repeat survey in 2019 found only a slight 
increase to 23 territories. The 2020 survey was cut short due to the Covid-19 restrictions, and 
10 territories were recorded during this period – some were playback records as per the usual 
methodology before restrictions, others were ad hoc sightings from trusted local birders who 
recorded on their daily exercise walks (as the ecologist couldn’t travel due to restrictions). 
Worryingly, in 2021 for which a full survey went ahead, a mere 9 territories were recorded 
across the NIA. 

Two core sites – Old Moor and Rabbit Ings-Carlton Marsh – had no territories in 2021 despite 
holding relatively stable numbers in previous recording years. However, some new areas 
recorded willow tit for the first time on two naturally regenerated brownfield sites. 



 
 
 

 
 

Map showing willow tit change in Dearne Valley NIA 2015-2020 (Geoff Carr & Jeff Lunn) 

 

ii) Likely prospects for each of the primary species recovery in future and its 
timescale? 

The Dearne Valley has seen a short-term rapid decline over the course of the project. The trend 
seems to be aligning with national patterns, where the distribution is shifting north-west. 
Records of successful willow tit broods are being reported west of the project boundary where 
the altitude is somewhat higher and conditions therefore more stable, compared with the 
lowlands, which have suffered more extreme weather changes (winter flooding, summer 
heatwaves). Upland plantations, upland scrub and moorland-edge habitat may be better at 
maintaining sustained willow tit populations. Without highly impactful management in the 
lowlands, it is likely the decline in the lowlands will continue. Some upland areas have seen 
small gains (seen in west Sheffield on the Peak District edge), though these will not, on their 
own, be enough to see a complete shift from lowland populations to the uplands, and therefore 
there is still a real decline in populations. 

 

iii) Likelihood of each species monitoring regime being sustained over time in the 
future? 

Willow tit monitoring performed in the Dearne Valley uses a standardised and nationally-
recognised method. The Dearne Valley Green Heart partnership has the expertise and the 
resources to continue this monitoring in the future, as a new pool of volunteers has been 
trained by the project. The Green Heart partnership will continue to have representatives from 
RSPB, YWT and Geoff Carr Ecology to ensure that willow tit monitoring in the Dearne Valley 



 
 
 

 
 

NIA can continue annually. The core sites identified by the project (Worsbrough Reservoir, 
RSPB Old Moor, Carlton Marsh-Rabbit Ings) will have annual coverage, whilst other sites which 
have been identified as potentially important sites will be surveyed every three years (Dearne 
Valley Country Park, Elsecar canal and reservoir, Denaby Ings, Grimethorpe nature reserve, 
Wombwell Woods). Other members of the partnership who manage sites will be trained in the 
survey method to ensure coverage on these less monitored sites. 

Map: Willow tit tracking of a pair at RSPB Old Moor (Anthony Wetherhill) 

 

  



 
 
 

 
 

b) Secondary target species – benefits enabled 

Taxon name Common name 

Approach(es) 
used to 
assess 

benefits 

Narrative summary of benefits enabled 

Locustella naevia Grasshopper 
warbler 

Annual 
monitoring 
alongside 
willow tit 

Management plans in place to retain positive 
management of reedbed and wetland scrub.  

Included as a notable species for volunteers to 
include when surveying for willow tit. 

Prunella 
modularis 

Dunnock Annual 
monitoring 
alongside 
willow tit 

Include as a notable species for volunteers to 
include when surveying for willow tit. 

Passer 
domesticus 

House sparrow Annual 
monitoring 
alongside 
willow tit 

Nest box making events with the local community 
have included those for house sparrow, enabling 
homeowners to consider the needs and provide 
suitable action for house sparrow. Information 
regarding where to place has been distributed and 
shared at similar YWT events. 

Included as a notable species for volunteers to 
include when surveying for willow tit. 

Passer montanus Tree sparrow Annual 
monitoring 
alongside 
willow tit 

Included as a notable species for volunteers to 
include when surveying for willow tit. 

Pyrrhula 
pyrrhula 

Bullfinch Annual 
monitoring 
alongside 
willow tit 

Included as a notable species for volunteers to 
include when surveying for willow tit. 

Carduelis 
cannabina 

Linnet   Annual 
monitoring 
willow tit 

Included as notable species for volunteers to include 
when surveying for willow tit. 

Emberiza 
citronella 

Yellowhammer   Annual 
monitoring 
alongside 
willow tit 

Included as notable species for volunteers to include 
when surveying for willow tit. 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Emberiza 
schoeniclus 

Reed bunting Annual 
monitoring 
alongside 
willow tit 

Included as notable species for volunteers to include 
when surveying for willow tit. 

Pipistrellus 
pygmaeus 

Soprano 
pipistrelle 

Inclusion in 
advice to 
landowners 

Habitat action through creation of hedgerows at 
Carlton Marsh, where foraging opportunities 
enhanced as part of wetland and scrub-edge mosaic. 

Promotion of suitable habitat and retention of 
features (e.g. veteran trees) has been distributed 
through habitat management resources. 

Plecotus auritus Brown long-
eared bat 

Inclusion in 
advice to 
landowners 

Increased connectivity through hedgerow creation 
and native species planting near wetland sites. 
Retention of veteran and older trees with deadwood 
and cavities for roosting when carrying out willow 
tit management (such as canopy thinning). This 
information has been included as best practice in 
habitat management resources. 

Erinaceus 
europaeus 

Hedgehog Suitable 
habitat 
created 

Delivery action through planting of native 
hedgerows on sites, particularly Carlton Marsh 
which borders arable land to the east, and advice on 
improving scrub habitat bordering arable land to 
benefit species has been disseminated. 

Micromys 
minutus 

Harvest mouse Partners 
trained in 
harvest 
mouse 
surveys – 
monitoring of 
populations 

Land managers of reedbed areas suitable for harvest 
mouse have been trained in how to identify harvest 
mouse nests and have subsequently trained 
volunteers to do annual presence/absence surveys. 
These sites have been enhanced through willow tit 
work – clearing canopy trees in wetland edges to 
enable better growth of healthy reedbeds. 

Bufo bufo Common toad Suitable 
habitat 
created 

Increased wetness on sites and development of 
ponds has increased breeding habitat potential for 
common toad. 

 

c) Any other measures used to assess species recovery progress? 

The willow tit has been included as a feature for notification of the Dearne Valley Wetlands 
SSSI. The use of favourable conservation status (FCS) can be applied through the statutory 
process and Natural England have assigned willow tit a “favourable” condition as 

 part of the notification process. This is based on the number of breeding pairs (18-20 based 
on records between 2014-2018); multiple years at several locations, and; probable breeding. 

Source: Natural England – Dearne Valley Wetlands SSSI. (2021). 
https://consult.defra.gov.uk/natural-england/dearne-valley-wetlands-sssi/ 
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d) To what extent you have taken a multi-taxon approach and how successful has this been? 

This project was a single-species focussed programme of work, so the emphasis was on 
approaches towards willow tit management and monitoring. However, we adapted our survey 
form for the playback surveys to include other birds of interest which could be picked up on 
the surveys. This was, in part, to help motivate volunteers (as they could go weeks without a 
willow tit registration and may not pick up on one at all), but also helps keep local records up 
to date and accurate. It also showed other species which depend on and use similar habitat to 
willow tit. This information can be used to inform other species-focussed management (e.g. 
creating dense scrub for bullfinch, farmland hedgerows for yellowhammer etc.) but also 
targeted interventions for willow tit. 

The emphasis when advising on habitat management has always been to create a diverse 
mosaic of habitat, with plenty of marginal habitat and structured woodland edges. Additional 
elements (such as standing deadwood) is willow tit specific, but the mix of habitat is a general 
approach and will benefit multiple species. For example, pond enhancement within woodland, 
scrub and grassland margins to enhance wetness of sites for willow tit has led to breeding 
common toad (a Section 41 species) in these areas. 

 

e) To what extent you have taken a cross-organisation partnership collaboration approach on 
species recovery and how successful has this been? 

For the project YWT worked in partnership with the RSPB, acting as a delivery partner. This 
brought a number of positives including local expertise on suitable sites for the project, existing 
networks and local volunteers. It also brought in the expertise of the RSPB Conservation 
Science team to run the radio tracking and colour ringing. While there were challenges with 
financial reporting, the partnership worked well. 

During the project, the lead and delivery partners collaborated with a range of other 
organisations with the Dearne Valley but also further afield. The Green Heart partnership was 
an existing forum of land managers in the Dearne, and this platform was used by the project to 
share information on a local scale, with both RSPB and YWT represented. Working with these 
landowners helped target community groups and increase our pool of volunteers, who were 
usually tied to an organisation, rather than an area. 

The project also built momentum with other, previously unengaged landowners, through 
willow tit summits. This was highly successful and attracted repeat and new organisational 
representatives each time. It enabled discussions, presentations or research and projects from 
conservation organisations and charities, utility companies, local authorities, ecologists and 
volunteers who wanted to share or learn more about willow tits. As well as stimulating ideas 
about monitoring and management, it also inspired others to develop their own projects. For 
example, the Tame Valley Willow Tit Project (located in Warwickshire) was based on the BftB 
Willow Tit Project, following one of the staff members from a local nature reserve attending a 
project training session and the summits. 



 
 
 

 
 

 

Photo: Willow tit summit held in 2018 (Sophie Pinder) 

 

  



 
 
 

 
 

7. Inspiring a nation - who benefited from the project 
A further key aim of this BftB project was to help inspire a movement of people to discover, 
value and act for England's threatened species, with the work achieved with beneficiaries and 
numbers of people engaged described here. 

Beneficiaries  How have they 
benefitted 

Which strategies have been most 
successful at engaging with these 
people? For example a type of 
activity, advice, training or 
communication tool. And why? 

Which strategies have not worked as 
well as you had hoped to engage 
these people? For example, a type of 
activity, advice, training or 
communication tool. Why do you 
think this is and what will you do to 
change it? 

Strategy 1 Strategy 2 Strategy 3 Strategy 4 

Landowners 
and land 
managers 

Increased 
knowledge of 
willow tit habitat 
needs, 
management 
interventions, 
survey techniques 
and up-to-date 
abundance and 
distribution of the 
species in the local 
area, plus changes 
to their own sites. 

Willow tit summit 
– this gave all a 
chance to 
participate in 
discussion, ask 
questions and 
tailor the 
information to suit 
their needs. 
Enabled 
networking and 
improved 
dissemination of 
advice from 
experts. 

Training 
sessions – 
these gave a 
more detailed 
insight into 
possible and 
practical 
methods to 
willow tit 
conservation 
which can be 
applied on 
managers’ land. 

Advisory work – 
whilst this was 
beneficial to 
some land 
managers who 
were keen and 
ready to engage, 
the project 
mostly found it 
difficult to 
engage private 
landowners. 
These 
landowners are 
key to engage as 
they often have 
land in between 
the existing 
suitable habitat, 
and 
improvements on 
this land would 
enhance 
connectivity. 
Future work 
should look at 
successful models 
in place 
elsewhere and 
focus on grant 
schemes for 
farmers which 
include payments 
for scrub, re-
wetting 
woodland and 
native 
hedgerows. 

 



 
 
 

 
 

Specialist 
interest groups 
– 
birdwatchers, 
bird ringers 
and 
photographers   

Opportunities to 
closely monitor 
willow tits in a new 
way (radio tracking) 
and learn more 
about their 
ecology, abundance 
and distribution in 
their local patch. 

Training – interest 
groups were 
trained up by the 
Project Assistants 
leading the radio 
tracking and 
colour ringing. It 
has provided new 
skills to an existing 
pool of experts 
who can use these 
efforts in the 
future (subject to 
funding for 
tracking 
equipment, 
licenses etc.). 

Social media – 
promotion of 
tracking and 
ringing through 
social media 
(Twitter often 
used by 
birders). This 
was a simple 
way of 
engaging local 
birders to spot 
a colour ringed 
willow tit and 
gather local 
records which 
may otherwise 
have been 
missed (though 
it was a bit hit 
and miss as to 
whether we 
caught these 
records – see 
next column). 
However, 
awareness was 
raised within 
the bird 
watching 
community of 
the project and 
data sharing. 

Appeals for 
colour ringing 
sightings of 
willow tit. Many 
bird watchers 
simply post 
things on Twitter 
as a means of 
recording, making 
it difficult to stay 
on top of all 
records which 
came through 
these channels at 
project level. In 
future, having a 
dedicated 
volunteer to 
review the 
records would be 
useful. 
Colour ringing 
appeals were 
largely 
unsuccessful due 
to the fact that 
willow tit skulk in 
dense thickets, so 
rings are rarely 
seen. There is 
little we can do to 
chance this, other 
than not relying 
on this method in 
the future. 

 

Volunteers 

Upskilled in habitat 
management, 
surveys and 
monitoring of a 
rare species. 
General benefits of 
volunteering – 
social time with 
like-minded people, 
health & wellbeing 
benefits. 

Training sessions 
– volunteers 
appreciated the 
time and effort 
gone in to 
teaching them 
something new 
and useful. One 
survey training 
attendee said in 
their evaluation 
form “really 
rewarding… I learnt 
a lot of new skills 
and knowledge 
which I can use in 
the future.” 

Involvement in 
other events, 
such as willow 
tit summits. 
Volunteers 
who attended 
the summits 
enjoyed the 
chance to 
network in a 
room full of 
experts and 
were able to 
ask questions. 
They felt more 
involved with 
the 
conservation 

New volunteer 
recruitment for 
practical habitat 
work especially, 
was quite 
challenging. The 
uptake was much 
lower than 
anticipated in 
engaging new 
individuals who 
were not already 
associated with 
volunteering for 
the lead 
organisations 
(RPSB and YWT). 
Whilst there was 
a lot of interest in 

 



 
 
 

 
 

effort as well as 
the project as a 
result. One 
volunteer 
quoted the 
willow tit 
summits as ‘the 
most 
interesting’ 
aspect of their 
volunteering 
time with the 
project. 

survey work, 
practical work 
saw a much lower 
recruitment 
uptake. This is 
possibly because 
of time 
commitments 
(whilst surveys 
can be done 
whenever, 
habitat work has 
a set time and 
date, and is 
dependent on the 
leader of the 
task). There may 
also have been a 
lack of 
understanding of 
the work, what it 
was for, why it 
was taking place 
and the benefits. 
In future, it would 
be worthwhile 
looking at tapping 
into existing 
groups and doing 
an introductory 
talk on the 
project work and 
opportunities to 
get involved by 
appealing directly 
to potential 
volunteers (e.g. 
local naturalist 
groups, colleges, 
community 
groups etc.). 
 

Public 

Increased 
knowledge and 
appreciation of 
local habitats linked 
with local heritage. 
Wider information 
available about 
willow tits, such as 
identification 
materials, how to 
attract willow tits 
to garden feeders 
and where to send 
in records. 

Talks were 
popular with the 
public who were 
already engaged 
with conservation 
work. 

Using creative 
means to 
engage a 
different 
audience. The 
poetry walk 
was really 
successful, and 
many 
attendees were 
not as engaged 
with nature and 
conservation 
prior to the 

The project 
generally found it 
hard to directly 
engage with 
people who 
aren’t already 
engaged or 
interested in 
nature. Social 
media was the 
main medium in 
which we tried to 
engage new 
people; however 

 



 
 
 

 
 

event. After 
the event many 
said that they 
would return to 
the nature 
reserve where 
the walk had 
taken place and 
had learnt a lot 
about the local 
wildlife and 
habitats. 

this is reliant on 
existing followers 
and how/if the 
word spreads. 
Linking willow tit 
to other groups 
(e.g. heritage 
groups, arts etc.) 
and promoting 
through these 
groups might 
prove more 
effective than 
just through the 
project or 
RSPB/YWT 
accounts. 

 

 Realised Target Narrative 

Number of volunteers 
who have given their 
time 

85 61 

Volunteers gave their time to a range of aspects within this 
project. This includes practical habitat work, surveys, monitoring 
and voluntary guest speakers at events organised by the project. 

Number of volunteer 
days worked 

447 218 

The majority of these were practical habitat management task 
days, which also included any associated training days. Survey 
volunteer time was collated by volunteers sending in time sheets, 
and volunteer radio tracking time was also recorded. 

Number of people who 
have learnt skills 
directly 

309 378 

This figure includes volunteers, landowners and managers who 
attended training sessions and engagement events where a 
skills-based approach (e.g. willow tit summits) was taken. 

Number of people who 
have learnt skills 
indirectly 

153 100 

Indirect learning came primarily through downloadable materials 
and advisory guidance. The willow tit conservation handbook 
wasn’t produced until the end of the project, but this will 
contribute to a greater reach of indirect learning as part of the 
legacy of the project. 

Number of people 
engaged directly 

713 1,638 

Direct engagement was achieved through community events, 
talks and presentations, guided walks and advisory visits from 
project staff. 

Number of people 
engaged indirectly 

13,715,456 12,100 

Although an estimated figure, indirect engagement was 
confidently achieved in large numbers due to a range of national, 
regional and local media promoting pieces based on the willow 
tit project. In addition, social media reach on multiple platforms 
and blogs contributed to indirect engagement. 

 



 
 
 

 
 

Reflect below on to what extent your conservation work has included an inherent focus on 
people and how well this has gone. 

The project has focussed on engaging a wide range of people and has been particularly 
successful within the existing networks of conservation. Willow tit summits have proven to 
be an innovative way of engaging stakeholders to a common cause. As a result of the initial 
success of these workshops, the project made it a priority to build on these throughout its 
duration, with great momentum. 

Interest in the project (locally and nationally) was a benefit, with the levels of interest from 
media and other organisations being greater than expected. The majority of interest came 
from conservation organisations (such as other Wildlife Trusts, for example) but also 
members of the public and local and national media. 

Increasing the volunteer pool was of great importance to the project, and volunteers were 
integral to contributing important data through surveys and monitoring. Training events were 
held mainly in the first two years of the project to enable a large enough workforce for 
subsequent years. This increased our capacity on the ground and covered areas for surveys 
which the ecologists were not able (due to time constraints over a large area). Demand 
internally (within YWT) for willow tit survey and identification training was consistently high, 
and training was carried out every year (apart from 2020 and 2021 due to Covid restrictions). 

Overall the project was good at engaging a range of people through different mediums, 
however it would have been beneficial to have a member of staff dedicated to people 
engagement, especially for more formal events for families and education. The limited time 
capacity of the Project Officer was unable to include many of these events, but those that 
were delivered were successful in terms of numbers and lasting impact. For example, a parent 
whose children made a nest box for willow tit at the nest box making event in February 2018 
told the Project Officer in August 2021 that their children “love their box and have put it up in 
their garden. They watch it every day to see if a willow tit has made a nest yet.” 

 

 

Photo: Volunteers with nest boxes ready to fill with sawdust and install (Sophie Pinder) 



 
 
 

 
 

8. What worked well and what was challenging 
The project’s reflections of its most significant successes realised, challenges faced, and lessons 
learnt are described here.  

Su
cc

es
se

s 
   

What went well? Why does it matter? 
Is there anything you would 
recommend to take advantage 
of this success? 

Establishing the willow tit 
summits 

It is important in conservation, especially at a 
landscape-scale, to include as many 
stakeholders as possible and enable meaningful 
action for conservation. The network opened 
up opportunities and allowed discussion about 
barriers and potential solutions in species 
conservation. It also created a sense of working 
together for the good of a species. It 
showcased collaboration without politics and 
enabled partnerships to develop for future 
project work. 

This approach is easily 
adaptable to other focusses 
(e.g. other species, habitats, 
spatial areas etc.). The principle 
is that anyone with an interest 
can come along and take part. 
A facilitator (individual or 
organisation) is needed to keep 
momentum over time and 
ensure information is collated 
and distributed as needed after 
the events. 

Researching new techniques 
on willow tit and successful 
data retrieved from these 

Very little is known of how willow tits use the 
landscape and habitats throughout the year. 
This research helped fill in pieces of the puzzle 
and provided great insight into winter 
movements and territories. This data can be 
used by managers to identify sites for 
enhancement and what characteristics are 
required to support willow tit pairs. 

This was not without its 
problems, and is quite 
expensive and time consuming, 
but has allowed us to gather 
new data and insights into a 
species at a critical point. We 
would advise using these 
methods on species before 
they become so scarce that 
they are hard to catch in the 
first place, so a greater dataset 
can be collected. 

Media coverage The project picked up a lot of momentum with 
the media and the willow tit has become 
increasingly present in the media, with interest 
in the species growing nationally. This gives a 
platform to discuss the finer details of the 
issues, such as development projects 
threatening habitats, undervalued scrub and 
post-industrial areas and the general decline of 
the species. It also allows promotion of positive 
stories celebrating achievements and successes 
(e.g. inclusion of willow tits within the 
designation of the Dearne Valley Wetlands 
SSSI). 

Using a flagship species like the 
willow tit is an effective way of 
opening up discussion to the 
wider issues facing 
conservation. Projects should 
focus on the habitats and 
connectivity, as this is 
fundamental to species and 
overall health ecologically. 
However, having a species 
champion enables this dialogue 
with new stakeholders and 
gains public interest. For 
example, during the first 
lockdown period, YWT ran a 
social media-run ‘species world 
cup of Yorkshire’ where iconic 
Yorkshire species could be 



 
 
 

 
 

voted for by social media users 
in a head-to-head tournament 
format poll. The willow tit 
ended up as the winner in the 
final, winning with a vote of 
70% from 250 votes against 
Divine Bog Moss. Throughout 
the tournament, species facts 
and work to help them was 
promoted as a means of getting 
people to vote. 

Dearne Valley Wetlands 
designated a SSSI with 
willow tit as a standalone 
feature for notification 

This formally recognises the importance of 
these species and habitats nationally by a 
statutory body. The nature of the SSSI 
encompasses multiple sites within a connected 
landscape (rather than the traditional 
designation of individual nature reserves), 
emphasising the importance of connectivity for 
species on a landscape scale. The core areas of 
this network are now notified as a SSSI, they 
enrich the rest of their nature network of 
wildlife spaces but also rely on the rest of the 
network too. The data provided by the Back 
from the Brink project has underpinned the 
criteria for notification of the willow tit, which 
is recognised as a separate feature within only 
one other SSSI (Mid-Cornwall Moors). 

Monitoring of species is critical 
to understanding local and 
national populations, which is 
key to conservation efforts. 
Having a good dataset also 
enables opportunities to 
validate the importance of 
species through statutory 
legislation. 

 

C
ha
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What challenges have been 
encountered? 

Why does it matter? Is there anything you would 
recommend to overcome this 
challenge? 

The rate of decline in local 
willow tit populations is 
faster than anticipated. 

The sharp rate of decline affected aspects of 
our work, such as the colour ringing, radio 
tracking and survey work. It also caused a bit of 
alarm and demotivation amongst volunteers as 
the survey numbers had such low returns. 

In-depth research into a 
species is needed when the 
numbers are still sufficiently 
abundant so enough data can 
be gathered to better 
understand species needs and 
risks to populations. This will 
allow a strong scientific 
underpinning of management 
work and also enable sufficient 
time for interventions to 
become effective. 

 
Having a single person (the 
Project Officer) coordinate 
such a large pool of 
volunteers proved 
challenging given the 
capacity amongst other 
streams of work.  
 

Lots of the volunteering wasn’t face-to-face 
(other than the initial training), so more effort 
was needed to motivate volunteers and 
ensuring they felt as involved as possible. 
Maintaining volunteer momentum and 
motivation is important to the project, as it 
helps with data coverage and capacity. It also 
helps volunteers appreciate the local wildlife 
and habitats. Importantly, multiple benefits to 
people come from volunteering, such as 
improved health and wellbeing from being 

A dedicated volunteer 
coordinator role would be 
useful and sharing information 
from other volunteers (e.g. 
survey records) amongst the 
group was recorded in one 
volunteer’s feedback. This 
would free up delivery time for 
the Project Officer. 
 



 
 
 

 
 

outdoors and exposed to nature, and ensuring 
volunteers have a positive experience is 
important to both people and organisations. 

Staffing The nature of this project and the 
responsibilities of the Project Officer were too 
great for a 0.6FTE role. This meant that 
decisions had to be made on priorities (in this 
case, habitat management and landowner 
engagement were considered top priorities) 
and this meant a compromise on some of the 
other targets e.g. community engagement, 
blogs. 
Key personnel were lost from both RSPB and 
YWT. While changes in staff are expected in a 
project of this size, a lot of changes did occur 
including loss of the Regional Manager at YWT 
(a role then not replaced for a year) and a 
national restructure at RSPB resulting in four 
changes of staff related to this project. 

Ideally, project staff should not 
be part-time as it means 
balancing different jobs and 
priorities. The roles and 
responsibilities needed for the 
project should be looked at 
thoroughly beforehand, and a 
decision made based on project 
commitments and the level of 
staff roles. Perhaps the job 
descriptions should have come 
from BftB itself, rather than 
leaving partner organisations to 
decide how they can best fit 
staff into new projects plus 
existing work streams. 
Changes in staff should be 
planned in from the start to 
avoid loss of continuity of 
knowledge. Fortunately, the 
YWT project officer remained 
throughout which provided a 
real strength to the project. 

Covid-19 The pandemic ground much of our survey work 
to a halt as restrictions were introduced mid-
way through the survey season in 2020. This 
means we missed out on possibly important 
data and also lost contact with some of our 
volunteers. It also meant we were unable to 
pursue face-to-face wrap-up events with 
volunteers and landowners. 

Better digital resources and 
engagement tools ready to go 
to keep partners and 
volunteers motivated. 

Cross-project working The Back from the Brink programme had the 
benefit of multiple conservation organisations 
working within a workstream of projects to 
benefit species, however it felt as though 
projects and partners could have worked closer 
together when having shared species. For 
example, Roots of Rockingham (RoR) had 
willow tit as one of their primary species, and 
therefore there was an opportunity for the 
Willow Tit and RoR project to work closely for 
the benefit of the willow tit, such as sharing 
resources, site and advisory visits etc. 
However, we were unable to find a practical 
way of working together (although the project 
officer for RoR did attend one of our willow tit 
summits). It felt throughout the programme 
that project staff were too overloaded with 
their project workstreams that there wasn’t a 
lot of time for collaboration or cross-project 
working within the programme itself. 

Staffing projects better and 
ensuring there is something in 
place to enable different 
projects to work together if 
they had target species in 
common. For example, 
focussed facilitated meetings 
between partners and 
organisations or a species-
focussed element within 
project meetings for relevant 
staff to discuss and share 
information. 
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Area of the project Lesson learnt 

Staffing During the development phase it should be considered if the roles are 
appropriate to the workstreams expected. Full-time or multiple roles would have 
allowed the project to meet its targets and reduce stress on project staff. 

Engagement Having the infrastructure, training and experience to run digital engagement 
would be advantageous for the future. It would help to engage on a national 
scale as well as within the local remit. 

Further engagement is required to reach those groups which are not already 
engaged with nature and promotion should be done through groups such as arts, 
theatre, poetry etc. and link these to nature (e.g. the willow tit poetry walk at 
Carlton Marsh was a successful means of engaging a literary audience). 

Partnerships The willow tit project benefited from having solid partnerships already in place 
(management agreement between YWT and BMBC, management agreement 
with Yorkshire Water and stakeholders in the Dearne Valley Green Heart 
partnership). During the development phase these agreements and partnerships 
should be ready through MOUs or other agreements which are in place prior to 
the project starting, so delivery is smooth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 
 

 
 

9. The lasting legacy of the project 
The elements resulting from the project delivery that have been left behind as a future legacy 
at project and organisational levels are described here. 
 

LEGACY GOALS Successor Initiatives Plan Additional notes 
Project level: 
Landowners aware of 
species needs and are 
active in the conservation 
effort. 

Adoption of management 
techniques for benefit of 
willow tits on sites and 
these are incorporated into 
management plans. 

Guidance sheets have 
been developed for 
habitat management 
and maintenance, plus 
general species 
information and survey 
methodology to 
encourage regular 
monitoring of 
populations on sites. 
Training for 
landowners, particularly 
those who manage 
corridors (e.g. EA, 
National Grid etc.) will 
be built on through 
existing partnerships 
(Green Heart). 

The willow tit handbook, along 
with habitat sheets and the 
availability of survey data through 
the RSPB/NBN has made 
important information and advice 
more accessible to land 
managers. 
This can be further enhanced 
through training for landowners 
and advice, with RSPB and YWT 
key organisations when working 
in partnership with other 
landowners (e.g. YWT and 
Yorkshire Water developing 
projects in the Dearne, with YWT 
taking on an advisory role for 
Yorkshire Water to deliver the 
work). 

Landowners collaborating 
to maintain/enhance 
populations across the 
landscape. 

Continuation of willow tit 
summits. 
Further development of 
partnership projects (e.g. 
YWT & Barnsley Museums 
and Culture; The Fleets; 
10,000 Trees) 

The continuation of 
willow tit summits will 
be achieved through 
the Green Heart 
partnership and input 
from other 
organisations (e.g. 
Lancashire Wildlife 
Trust). 
The autumn 2021 
willow tit summit is a 
re-launch (following the 
ease of Covid-19 
restrictions) of the 
willow tit network. 
YWT-managed 
Facebook page to 
continue public 
engagement on social 
media. 
Partnership work 
between YWT and 
BMBC, Yorkshire 
Water and the South 
Yorkshire Landscape 
Partnership will keep 
partners engaged with 
the willow tit – YWT 
will work as a 
contractor to deliver 
habitat works for the 

 



 
 
 

 
 

willow tit and help 
deliver species 
engagement works. 
YWT will take on an 
advisory role to 
Yorkshire Water for 
habitat improvements 
on their sites and also 
advise on a tree 
planting project 
developed by Barnsley 
Council. Further 
development of The 
Fleets partnership 
(YWT, Barnsley 
Council, Asda and 
Barnsley College) using 
willow tit as an example 
to better connect the 
Dearne landscape. 

Species champions and 
local ambassadors to 
continue surveys. 

Monitoring continued 
through Geoff Carr Ecology, 
Jeff Lunn, RSPB, Barnsley 
Bird Study Group (BBSG). 

Continuation of work 
with BBSG and 
Barnsley Bird Blog to 
encourage reporting of 
willow tit sightings. 
Local groups will 
continue monitoring 
individual sites and 
upskills new volunteers 
for continuation. 
Facilitation and 
communication of 
surveys coordinated by 
the Dearne Valley 
Green Heart 
partnership. 

 

Strategic landscape vision 
to deliver connectivity 
between partners (using 
willow tit as flagship 
species for Nature 
Recovery Network 
mapping of current 
situation and 
opportunities). 

SSSI designation of wetland 
corridor sites alongside a 
landscape management 
plan, which includes the use 
of Lidar to identify 
vegetation characteristics 
which can be targeted for 
willow tit intervention. 
Continuation of the Dearne 
Valley Green Heart group 
(NIA partnership working 
group) to develop strategic 
and operational 
programmes with willow tit 
as a priority species within 
this. 

  

Willow tit included as 
species criteria for 
statutory designation – a 
case study for how BftB 

Project sites such as Carlton 
Marsh and Worsbrough 
Reservoir have been 
included in the Dearne 
Valley Wetlands SSSI 

Project partners 
worked with Natural 
England to provide 
evidence of significant 
populations for 

 



 
 
 

 
 

has influenced the 
statutory process. 

designation because of local 
willow tit populations and 
evidence of these put 
forward by BftB work (radio 
tracking and survey work). 
Designation feature means 
legal obligations in the 
future for landowners. 

incorporation for 
willow tit as criteria for 
designation using BftB 
data. As a follow-up 
there has been a lot of 
press and promotion of 
willow tits and the 
Dearne as a 
conservation success 
story. 

Volunteers have been 
upskilled and empowered 
to continue conservation 
work for willow tit in their 
local area. 

Volunteers continue to 
champion the willow tit 
through surveys and 
practical volunteering. 
Individuals who have 
volunteered with the 
project have a greater 
understanding of the willow 
tit and the value of scrub 
and early successional 
habitats. 

Over 100 volunteers 
have been trained in 
survey method and 
where to send results, 
empowering local 
people to continue 
surveying for willow tit 
and provided important 
data for species 
conservation. 

 

Organisational learning: 

Long-term management 
for willow tits in place on 
landowner / partner sites 
for future collaborative 
working 

Inclusion of management 
for willow tits in individual 
site plans. 

Management plans are 
in place for all planned 
sites plus additional 
sites which have been 
included through 
advisory visits. 
BMBC have a working 
advisory sheet for their 
volunteers on the 
Trans-Pennine Trail to 
guide management and 
include sensitive 
interventions to benefit 
willow tit and other 
scrub-loving bird 
species. 

Advice circulated within the 
Dearne Valley Green Heart 
partnership with updated best 
practice to encourage willow tit 
management on sites within and 
outside the project area where 
appropriate. 

Better sharing of 
resources between 
conservation 
organisations. 

 The project has shared 
resources (such as staff, 
training, knowledge and 
equipment) between 
RSPB and YWT to 
better the practices for 
willow tit conservation 
and engage a wider 
range of partners, 
organisations, groups 
and individuals. 

YWT and RSPB will continue to 
work collaboratively through the 
Green Heart partnership. 

 



 
 
 

 
 

 

Photo: RSPB-led BftB research presented to landowners at the willow tit summit, 2019 © Sophie 
Pinder



 
 
 

 
 

Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 Sites that have benefited from conservation works/inputs  
 
Site name and location Owner/Manager Project activities carried out there 

Dearne Valley RSPB 

270 ha including 150ha 
Old Moor 

Grid Ref: SE425024 

RSPB / RSPB 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Radio tracking and colour ringing of willow tits 

Nest box making event 

Willow tit summit event 

Cudworth North 
Plantation 

100ha 

Grid Ref: SE375112 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: glade creation and canopy 
thinning, nest stumps created 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Radio tracking and colour ringing of willow tits 

Carlton Marsh 

25ha 

Grid Ref: SE378102 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: glade creation and canopy 
thinning, hedgerow planting, understory planting, 
nest stumps created, nest boxes installed, removal 
of INNS 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Radio tracking and colour ringing of willow tits 

Poetry walk event 

Survey training events 

Dearne Valley Country 
Park 

86 ha 

Grid Ref: SE361068 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: canopy thinning and nest 
stump creation, increased water retention through 
leaky dam interventions, nest boxes installed, 
understory planting, removal of INNS 

Willow tit survey and monitoring 

Habitat management workshop for land managers 

Wharncliffe Woodmoor 

46ha 

Grid Ref: SE376095 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: removal of INNS 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Barnsley Canal at 
Willowbank 

14ha 

Grid Ref: SE3420804 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: nest boxes installed, removal 
of INNS 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Radio tracking and colour ringing of willow tits 

Littleworth Park and 
canal railway connection 
to Dearne Valley Country 
Park 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Willow tit survey and monitoring 



 
 
 

 
 

36ha 

Grid Ref: SE369075 

Smithies Marsh 

11 ha 

Grid Ref: SE345084  

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: nest boxes installed, nest 
stumps created, removal of INNS 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Worsbrough Reservoir 
and Country Park 

37 ha 

Grid Ref: SE345034 

Barnsley Council 
/ Barnsley 
Council 

Habitat management of willow carr: canopy 
thinning and coppicing young willow scrub, nest 
stump creation, nest box installation, removal of 
INNS 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Radio tracking and colour ringing of willow tits 

Habitat management workshop for land managers 

Survey and ID training event for public 

Yorkshire Water Darton 

4.5ha 

Grid Ref: SE328088 

Yorkshire Water 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: glade and ride creation, 
coppicing of young willow scrub, creation of nest 
stumps, nest boxes installed 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Yorkshire Water 

8ha Worsbrough Grid 
Ref: SE366034 

Yorkshire Water 
/ YWT 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Yorkshire Water 
Lundwood 

15ha 

Grid Ref: SE377065 

Yorkshire Water 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: willow translocation, nest 
stumps created, wet woodland planting, nest boxes 
installed 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Yorkshire Water 
Wombwell 

7ha 

Grid Ref: SE411035 

Yorkshire Water 
/ YWT 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Trans Pennine Trail 
Barnsley Council 
/ Barnsley 
Council 

Habitat management: nest stumps created, bramble 
encouraged where possible, deadwood retained 

Up to 172km of linear scrub brought into positive 
management as a result 

Wogden Foot 

12ha 

Grid Ref: SE172026 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Currently under National Grid development – YWT 
have insisted on specific willow tit mitigation work, 
including planting of key species and leaving nest 
stumps, which has been agreed by NG 



 
 
 

 
 

Wilthorpe Canal 

14 Ha 

Grid Ref: SE3420804 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Habitat management: nest boxes installed, removal 
of INNS 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

Radio tracking and colour ringing of willow tits 

Barnsley Main 

20 Ha 

Grid Ref: SE362062 

Barnsley Council 
/ YWT 

Willow tit surveys and monitoring 

 
 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 2 - Management & Maintenance plans – in place with Landowners for a 10 year 
duration  

 

Location Capital works 
undertaken 
and date 
completed 

Management 
and 
Maintenance 
works needed 

Person/organisa
tion responsible 
and agreements 
in place  

Cash 
budget 
in BftB? 

 

In-kind 
budget 
in BftB? 

 

Other 
funding 
incl. 
status  

Carlton 
Marsh 

Glade creation 
and thinning, 
nest stump 
creation and 
hedgerow 
planting 

Camera traps 
installed 

Rotation 
coppice of 
scrub. 

Maintenance 
of glades and 
edges. 

Maintenance 
of hedgerow 
and removal of 
guards. 

Maintenance 
of camera 
traps. 

Reserves Officer 
– YWT 

Barnsley Council 
– landowner 

Agreed 
maintenance 
document 
(Appendix 2.1 
on SharePoint). 

Existing 
management 
agreement of 
sites between 
YWT-BMBC 
(Appendix 2.2 
on SharePoint). 

   

Cudworth 
North 
Plantation 

Glade creation 
and canopy 
thinning, nest 
stump creation 

None – natural 
regeneration 
site. 

Reserves Officer 
– YWT 

Barnsley Council 
– landowner 

Agreed 
maintenance 
document 
(Appendix 2.1 
on SharePoint). 

   

Dearne 
Valley 
Country 
Park 

Understory 
planting, 
installing nest 
boxes 

Camera traps 
installed 

Maintenance 
of camera 
traps. 

Care of trees – 
ensuring 
enough room, 
light etc. to 
grow. 

Reserves Officer 
– YWT 

Barnsley Council 
– landowner 

Agreed 
maintenance 
document 
(Appendix 2.1 
on SharePoint). 

Existing 
management 
agreement of 

   



 
 
 

 
 

sites between 
YWT-BMBC 
(Appendix 2.2 
on SharePoint). 

Worsbroug
h Reservoir 

Canopy 
thinning, nest 
stump creation 

Coppice willow 
regeneration 
every 3-5 
years. 

Reserves Officer 
– YWT 

Barnsley Council 
– landowner 

Agreed 
maintenance 
document 
(Appendix 2.1 
on SharePoint). 

   

Barnsley 
Canal 

Installing nest 
boxes 

None.     

Yorkshire 
Water 
Darton & 
Lundwood 

Installing nest 
boxes 

None.     

 
  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 3 Monitoring and evaluation summary 

 

People and community engagement evaluation data summary 

 

Monitoring or 
Evaluation 
tool used 

Number 
collected 

Location Did you 
collect 
NLHF 
monitoring 
data i.e. 
age, sex 
etc 

Sample 
submitted 
with this 
template? 

What were the main things that 
the results helped you to discover 
or that they confirmed for you? 
Did anything surprise you? 

Event 
feedback 
form – survey 

4 Survey 
training 
workshop at 
Cudworth, 
23 February 
2018 

No Yes There was a successful outreach to 
local communities to enable them 
to help wildlife in their local area 
and have been upskilled through a 
mix of theory and practical 
techniques. The local knowledge 
and experience was important and 
helped the participants to feel 
connected to the project and other 
surveyors, who shared their own 
experiences. 

The day was informal in the way 
information was provided, and the 
group was encouraged to ask 
questions which helped them feel 
more comfortable. The first half of 
the day was theory and 
presentations, which gave the 
participants the underpinning 
knowledge before going out into 
the field and putting into practice 
what they learnt. This was good to 
do as a group with the expert as, 
again, it made the surveyors feel 
more confident in what they 
needed to do. 

The challenges remain that the 
survey can be difficult when no 
willow tit registrations are made. It 
can be demoralising, and the longer 
surveyors go without a positive 
registration, the more lacking in 
confidence they are as they aren’t 
using the skills to identify the call. 
The other challenge was the group 
size. It is difficult to involve 
everyone in each task, so a smaller 
group size (6-8) is more effective 
going forward. 



 
 
 

 
 

Event 
feedback 
form – ID and 
survey 

9 Identification 
and survey 
workshop at 
Potteric Carr, 
29 January 
2020 

No Yes Many participants found the topic 
and the training interesting and 
engaging. The audience were 
mostly looking to get into 
conservation careers and were of a 
young age group (roughly 20-25) 
and enjoyed the mix of theory and 
practical elements of the day. This 
is known to work well. 

The challenge is that there is 
almost an expectation to actually 
see the species you’re learning 
about, which just isn’t possible. 
Perhaps this reenforces the 
scarcity of the species and the 
urgency of our work, but it can also 
be demotivating and maybe the 
participants feel a bit let down at 
the end of the day. 

End of 
project 
volunteer 
questionnaire 

13  No Yes The project was successful at 
enabling volunteers to learn new 
skills across habitat management, 
survey techniques and general 
information and understanding 
about a species. Ample training 
was provided which volunteers 
were able to use, but it sometimes 
felt above their capabilities. 

Volunteers were already a part of 
the organisation leading the 
activities, and this helped with 
retention and having a work force. 
Recruiting new volunteers and 
holding onto them was a challenge, 
as maybe they didn’t feel part 
enough of the organisation? Sense 
of ownership is important and 
maybe this slipped with new 
volunteers as opportunities weren’t 
regular enough (e.g. surveys only a 
couple of months per year). YWT 
possibly relied too much on 
existing work force and didn’t 
make enough effort to involve new 
volunteers on practical days – 
advertised more for specialists. 
This benefitted coverage for 
surveys and reliability of results, 
but it was hard to hold their 
attention for the project, as they 
were only called upon every year 
and weren’t always available or 



 
 
 

 
 

willing (after poor results 
previously). It’s hard to recruit 
surveyors who are beginners given 
the specialist nature of the survey 
and the difficulty in finding willow 
tit. 

General 
comments 

1 Poetry walk 
at Carlton 
Marsh 

No Yes Using art and literature can help 
different audiences take in 
information about species and 
conservation. Facts and figures can 
be gloomy and easy to dismiss as 
they feel they can’t do anything to 
help, but through poetry there was 
an optimism and romanticism to 
the subject, which helped tell the 
story of the willow tit. 

 
 
  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 4 ‘Metadata’ list of technical datasets created 
 

Dataset name Format of 
information 

Organisation 
responsible 
(as the data 
custodian) 

Shared with 
other bodies? 
(names) 

Location held Additional 
notes 

Dearne NIA 
Willow Tit 
Territory 
Records 

Data 
spreadsheet; 
territory map; 
survey reports 

Geoff Carr 
Ecology 

YWT; RSPB; 
BTO; BBSG; 
Barnsley 
Biological 
Record Centre 
(BBRC); Green 
Heart 
Partnership; 
BMBC 

BBRC 

Geoff Carr 
Ecology 

YWT internal 
system 

NBN 

 

Dearne Valley 
Willow Tit 
Radio 
Tracking Data 

Data 
spreadsheet; 
home range 
maps; GIS 

RSPB YWT; Geoff 
Carr Ecology; 
Green Heart 
Partnership; 
BMBC 

RSPB ConSci; 
YWT internal 
system 

Territory 
maps will not 
be on NBN as 
quite 
specialist – 
instead will be 
available on 
request from 
RSPB. 

 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 5 Species monitoring plan (final updated version) 

 

Selected 
Primary 

Species>>> 
Individual column for each species 

Region South Yorkshire 

Sites included RSPB Old Moor; Carlton Marsh; Worsbrough Reservoir 

Recording areas Dearne Valley NIA 

Number of visits 2-3 per year 

Timing February – mid-April 

Method type Survey 

Field methods Playback recording 

Abundance 
measure 

Number of breeding territories per square km 

Distribution 
measure 

Percentage of suitable habitat occupied 

Sites: (list 
details) 

Core sites (surveyed annually): 

• Old Moor 
• Worsbrough Reservoir 
• Rabbit Ings-Carlton Marsh 

Other sites to be surveyed every 3 years: 

• Elsecar canal and reservoir 
• Denaby Ings Nature Reserve 
• Grimethorpe Nature Reserve 
• Wombwell Woods 



 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 


