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PROJECT REPORT

All-country survey on the Aquatic Warbler distribution, habitat condition and threats at the breeding sites

This project is a part of OTOP’s programme: 

Active protection of the Aquatic Warbler Acrocephalus paludicola in Poland
– the globally threatened species 
This part of the project was kindly supported by the RMC Group: 

the RMC Poland and the RMC Group p.l.c.
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Name of organization:  Polish Society for the Protection of Birds (Ogólnopolskie Towarzystwo Ochrony Ptaków - OTOP) - the BirdLife partner in Poland

Name of the person responsible for the project:  Michal Maniakowski 

Phone & fax no:  + 48 58 341 26 93 

E-mail:  Michal.Maniakowski@otop.org.pl 

Correspondence address:  Hallera St. 4/2, PL-80-401 Gdansk, Poland

Summary

During spring and summer 2003, OTOP undertook an all-Poland survey on the Aquatic Warbler distribution, habitat conditions and the threats at breeding sites. Such information is urgently sought to enable purposeful conservation programmes and activities to protect this globally threatened species during forthcoming years.

All known Aquatic Warbler sites in Poland were surveyed by ornithologists and experienced volunteers. Every breeding site, historical, present and potential, was checked and described. Information on habitat management, existing and possible threats and proposals on protective activities were collected. 
Background
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“The Aquatic Warbler Acrocephalus paludicola is a globally threatened species which breeds in Belarus, Germany, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Russia and Ukraine. The European population is estimated at 13,500–21,000 singing males (1997/98), with major populations in Belarus, Poland, Ukraine and Hungary. It is possible, that there exists another isolated population of several thousand birds in West Siberia, but reliable data are lacking at the moment. On migration the species has been recorded in 13 European countries, mainly in the west and south-west of the continent. It winters in West Africa south of the Sahara but little more is known about the species during winter. There is also a lack of knowledge about its habitat requirements during migration.” [ Action Plan for the Aquatic Warbler, the CMS Convention]
Main threats and limiting factors to the Aquatic Warbler, connected mostly with losses of the breeding habitats, are caused mainly by:

- habitat changes after land abandonment;

- eutrophication from mire drainage and disruptions in the hydrological regime; 

- changes in hydrological regime in key sites ;

- unsuitable management (intensification – overcutting and overgrazing).

Important threats to the species can be also linked to habitat changes and losses in 

wintering areas and at migration sites, but these are poorly know still.

As the species was recognized and studied quite recently, there are still many gaps in our knowledge on the species distribution and biology. Further studies are necessary to plan  and implement  conservation measures and wide-scale actions. 

The research on the species ecology, with application of the modern methodology, was done by Prof. Dyrcz and his team at the Biebrza Marshes, Poland (most of current scientific information comes from 1980-1997). However, the knowledge on the AW distribution and its number in Poland were still lacking. Therefore, in the years 1995-1997, OTOP performed the first all-country survey which provided a general overview of the species occurrence in Poland. 

After discovering several important breeding sites in Belarus and Ukraine during past few years (since 1997), international expeditions to Siberia and the Baltic States, our general knowledge on the number and distribution of this species increased significantly (mostly thanks to the research activity of the Aquatic Warbler Conservation Team). 

The gathered data allowed to evaluate  the status of the species as Vulnerable at the global level (BirdLife International 2000) and it is still listed as Insufficiently Known in the IUCN Red List of Threatened Animals (Groombridge 1993)
During last fifteen years in Poland, many site targeted conservation activities were undertaken. OTOP and local NGOs have organized several field actions to stop losses of the breeding habitat (e.g.: Chelm Marshes, Karsiborska Kepa – the OTOP reserve, Narew Marshes). Several national and landscape parks started management practices due to conserving Aquatic Warbler breeding sites (esp. at the Biebrza Marshes). 

In spite of this, there was no general programme for conserving the species at the national level. Therefore, with the support of the BirdLife International, OTOP organized a stakeholder meeting to elaborate  the National Action Plan for the Aquatic Warbler (September 2002). The Plan was created with all Polish experts and nature conservation officers, including the Ministry of the Environment. Currently, it undergoes consultations between different ministries before for the final governmental approval as a national strategy for conserving the Aquatic Warbler in Poland. 
As our knowledge on the Aquatic Warbler was not sufficient enough to  undertake efficient protection activities, one of the first points in the newly created Action Plan was a national inventory of the AW breeding sites and their condition.

Therefore OTOP, in cooperation with ornithologists and experts all over Poland, organized a country-wide survey to collect up-to-date information on the species number and distribution. The financial support was provided by the RMC Group.

By conserving Aquatic Warbler breeding habitat we also protect many other unique and important features of nature (traditional landscape, plant species and associations  along with other fauna species).

Objectives
The project aim was to collect field data providing useful information on purpose of active protection of the Aquatic Warbler in Poland. 

The data was obtained during one breeding season to ensure current general and clear picture of the polish population.

During the survey we collected information on:

· distribution of breeding sites in the whole country

· precise numbers - obtained by counting singing males at each breeding location
· habitat preferences 
· direct threats

· proposals of protection activities

All collected information is being processed and directly used in the Aquatic Warbler conservation in Poland. There are many different fields of application of these data, like:

· OTOP and other NGOs conservation activities and projects

· national and landscape parks protection activities
· governmental (Ministry of Environment) and local nature conservation offices’ work

· the Aquatic Warbler monitoring programme in Poland

· improving IBA and NATURA2000 sites/network

· general increase of scientific knowledge and public awareness on the Aquatic Warbler

· activities of the Aquatic Warbler Conservation Team (BirdLife’s conservation team)

Activities and Results

The data field collecting was done during spring and summer 2003 (20 May – 10 July). All known, historical and potential AW breeding sites in Poland were visited.

Applied methodology was based on previous experience from the inventory in mid nineties. Birds were counted twice during the breeding season -  evening counts (when the vocal activity of the Aquatic Warblers is highest). The habitat conditions were described with a standard data sheet used in the whole country. 

All know existing, historical and potential breeding sites were checked. As these concerned huge regions of the country, many people across Poland were engaged. Therefore nearly 100 people took part in the project. They were ornithologists and experienced volunteers - representatives of several local ornithological societies (Western Pomeranian Ornith. Soc., Society for the Nature Conservation and Reaserch, Lublin Ornith. Soc.) and universities (Szczecin, Slupsk, Warsaw, Lublin, Gdansk, Bialystok).

The survey was co-ordinated from the OTOP office from Gdansk in cooperation with regional project leaders:

· Biebrza Marshes – Grzegorz Grzywaczewski, Janusz Kloskowski, Jarek Krogulec

· Kurpie and Mazury region, rest of Northern Podlasie – Michal Maniakowski

· Lublin, Polesie – Malgorzata Piotrkowska

· Western Pomerania – Ryszard Czeraszkiewicz

· Central Pomerania – Marcin Solowej

As a result of the project field data was collected which provides useful information for active protection of the Aquatic Warbler in Poland.
These data is currently being compared to the inventory from mid nineties which will allow to conclude  on population trends, habitat changes and results of implemented conservation measures. After the project (during few oncoming months) all gathered information will be processed and is going to be directly applied. 

An overview of the Polish Aquatic Warbler population on the basis of the project results:

The population of the Aquatic Warbler has a variable character and is naturally fluctuating, but the general tendencies concerning the Polish population are clear:

There is observed a general DECLINE in the number of individuals and breeding habitats at the most of small breeding sites. Most of formerly known small breeding sites suffered a strong decline or became completely deserted. 

The most obvious changes were observed at the isolated population in Western Pomerania the number of individuals decreased three times. This small population is considered to be genetically and somehow ecologically separated (eg. by having separate wintering grounds). Therefore, protecting this sub-population we are saving current genetic diversity of the whole species.

Also the population at the Narew river has decreased twice, comparing to the year 1997.

At the core breeding grounds the numbers have slightly INCEREASED. The strongest core breeding grounds kept or increased their numbers: most of the Biebrza Marshes and Lublin Polesie.

In spite of surveys in  many new potential breeding sites (especially in Central Pomerania, Mazury, Kurpie and North Podlasie) there were recorded only two new breeding sites. 

This year, the survey covered the whole country, including the Biebrza region, where we visited some new locations comparing to the inventory from 1995-97. Therefore, the total number of the Polish population seems to slightly increase. The real increase of the national AW population is on the level of ca 350-400 singing males. This refers only to the Biebrza and Lublin regions.

These large populations (Biebrza is one of the biggest breeding site in the species’ world range), can easily and naturally fluctuate and survive for a longer time. But small isolated sites and populations can hardly increase their number due to biological reasons. Their extinction is now recorded at most of these sites.
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Current distribution of the Aquatic Warbler in Poland 

Provisional numbers of the singing males by regions:

	Region
	Current number of singing males in 2003 [min-max] 
	Numbers of singing males in
 1995-97 [min-max] 

	Biebrza Marshes 
	2693-2726
	2041-2082

	Lublin Polesie
	557-607
	451-498

	Narew Marshes and the rest of N Podlasie
	65-82
	161

	Western Pomerania
	70-79
	247-254

	Central Pomerania
	0
	(no data)

	Mazury, Kurpie
	0
	5

	Central Poland
	1
	2-3

	Poland - TOTAL
	3386-3494
	2883-2993


Simultaneously, we conducted several activities aiming at awareness raising on the Aquatic Warbler conservation. This included:

· involvement of high-school and university students as volunteers

· cooperation with local NGOs and universities

· cooperation with national and landscape parks, local nature conservation authorities

· publishing articles on the Aquatic Warblers in magazines ‘PTAKI’ and in the internet (www.otop.org.pl)

· printing and distributing stickers on the AW survey in Poland

During all these actions and in materials the donor - RMC Group - was clearly acknowledged. 
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Evening counts at huge areas of the Biebrza Marshes - photo by J. Krogulec

Project Budget

The total budget of the project was 99 532 zl (polish zlotys). Over 60% of necessary cost were provided by the RMC Group, the rest were mostly OTOP’s costs (labour, equipment, etc).

Project budget:

	Type of costs
	RMC
	OTOP
	Total (zł)

	Equipment
	12 380
	7 600
	19 980

	Materials
	600
	-
	600

	Communication and travels
	13 850
	10 417
	24 267

	Personal costs
	26 250
	13 195
	39 445

	Promotion of the donor (RMC) and
	10 500
	-
	10 500

	Overhead (5%)
	3 179
	1 561
	4 740

	Grand total
	66 759
	32 773
	99 532


A detailed financial will be sent to the RMC by the end of the year 2003.

Conclusions and future initiatives

Detailed reports and practical protection measures are currently being elaborated according to the obtained data.  
Preliminary project results reviled a need for urgent actions especially in the region of Western Pomerania, where the population is the most specific and highly threatened.

The project gives a lot of new experience on monitoring and conducting all-country scale monitoring actions. In addition, many independent organizations and individuals suggested that this inventory should start the national monitoring programme for the Aquatic Warbler.
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Photo by M. Maniakowski/OTOP





Singing male of the Aquatic Warbler, Narew valley 


- photo by M. Maniakowski/OTOP
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