
The Wetland Bird 

Survey 



What is the Wetland Bird Survey? 

• The Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) is the 
monitoring scheme for non-breeding waterbirds 
in the UK. 

 

• Joint scheme of BTO, RSPB and the Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee (JNCC). 

 

 

  



Organisation 

• BTO is responsible for all day-to-day running of WeBS 
– counters, data, reports etc. 

 
• Partner organisations contribute via the WeBS Steering 

Group. 
 
• Most importantly…  

– 3,000 (mostly volunteer counters across the UK). 
– WeBS regions organised by Local Organisers covering: 

• 108 regions in England; 
• 44 regions in Scotland; 
• 18 regions in Wales; 
• 16 regions in NI; 
• 4 regions in Channel Islands and 1 in Isle of Man. 
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What do we count? 



The History of WeBS 

1993 



Why monitor waterbirds? 
• The UK holds internationally important 

populations of many waterbirds. 

 

• Assess changes in numbers of wintering 
waterbirds in Constituent Countries in the UK, 
Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and Sites of 
Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). 

 

• Important to be able to evaluate and assess 
potential threats: 
– Pollution, bird flu, land-claim, sea-level rise, docks and 

dredging, barrages, recreational disturbance, 
windfarms etc. 

 



Wigeon 450,000 

Lapwing 620,000 Oystercatcher  290,000 

Mallard 670,000 

Tufted Duck 130,000 

Wintering wildfowl in Britain 
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Wintering waders in Britain 





Why so many birds? 

Relatively mild winter climate 

28% of the European 
estuarine resource 

Located on major 
migration routes 



Uses of WeBS Data 

• Feed into international waterbird population 
estimates. 

• Define statutory site boundaries e.g. SPA, SSSI. 

• Monitoring and assessment of statutory sites. 

• Inform prior to developments e.g. 
environmental impact assessments. 

• Ensure protection of the most critical feeding 
areas. 

• Assist with mitigation following development. 
BTO/Lyndon Jeffery 



Case study – Dibden Bay 
Associated British Ports – build 
new container terminal opposite 
Southampton Water. 
 
• WeBS data key. 
• English Nature objected. 
• Review & public enquiry 

Nov 2001–Dec 2002. 
• Transport Minister rejected 

proposal. 



Core Counts 
• Monthly counts. 

• Coastal and inland sites. 

• Provides baseline 
population estimates and 
trends. 

• c2,000 sites 

How does WeBS work? 

Low Tide Counts 
• Coastal sites (SPAs). 

• Winter (Nov-Feb). 

• Relative distributions of 
feeding pairs. 

• c20 estuaries per year. 

Special Surveys 
• Supplementary to 

complement other surveys: 

– Non-estuarine Coastal 
Waterbird Survey 
(NEWS). 

– Winter Gull Roost 
Survey (WinGS). 

Photos: Neil Calbrade & Edmund Fellowes  



WeBS Core Counts- Aims 

Monitors non-breeding waterbirds in the UK 
with the aims of: 

 

1. Assess the size of non-breeding waterbird 
populations. 

2. Assess trends in their numbers and 
distribution. 

3. Assess the importance of individual sites for 
waterbirds. 



Core Counts Methods 

• Monthly pre-set date from July to June. 

• At or near high tide. 

• Large sites are divided into manageable count units. 

• In 2016/17 counts were made on 5,032 count units at 
2,771 sites. 

• Observers record the number of every waterbird  
species present (gulls & terns optional). 

• Record ice cover. 

• Record count completeness (i.e. undercount due to 
poor weather or disturbance). 

 

 

 



WeBS Low Tide Counts- Aims 

• Monitor distributions of waterbirds on 
estuarine sites. 

• Monitor, assess and regularly update 
information on the relative importance of 
intertidal  feeding areas of UK estuaries or 
wintering waterbirds. 

• This complements the information gathered 
by WeBS Core Counts on estuaries.  

Ythan Estuary 



WeBS Low Tide Counts - Methods 

• c. 20 sites covered each winter. 

• Covered on a cyclical basis. 

• Four visits between November and February. 

• No pre-set date. 

• Counts carried out over four hour period 
across low tide. 

• Observers record the number of each species. 

• Estuaries split up into count sections. 

Photo: Borgie Estuary by Richard Somers Cocks  



Solway Estuary Low Tide Sections 



Distribution of Oystercatcher on the Solway 



Distribution of Grey Plover on the Solway 



A periodic survey of 
the non-estuarine 
coastline of the UK 

and Ireland. 
 

1985 
1997/98 
2006/07 
2015/16 



WeBS Report  

• Produced annually. 

• Sent out free to all 
WeBS counters. 

• Species accounts 
and trends. 

• Low tide accounts. 



Key Sites 



Monitoring change: populations 



Pink- footed Goose Trend 

Photo: Chris Knights 



Gadwall Trend 

Photo: John Harding 



Black-tailed Godwit Trend 

Photo: Adam Jones 



Mallard Trend 

Photo: John Harding 



Pochard Trend 

Photo: Neil Calbrade 



Ruddy Duck Trend 

Photo: Chris Knights 



Species shift 

Some species  

now winter 

further east than 

20 years ago 









‘Short-stopping’ 



White-fronted Goose- Decrease in Great Britain… 



…but increase in the Netherlands 

From Watervogels in Nederland 2003/2004 van Roomen, M. et al. 

2005 





The Future of WeBS 

• Currently, good coverage of larger sites. 

 

• Increase coverage of smaller sites and across a 

range of habitats, e.g. rivers, lochans and ponds. 
 

 

 



Why is this important? 



How YOU can help 



Submitting Counts 



WeBS Online 
• Went live in May 2007. 

• Over 2,000 users. 

• Over 70% of all counts. 

• Encourage supplementary counts. 



WeBS Online - Advantages 
• Less inputting: 

o Saves time/resources. 

o Fewer errors. 

 

 

 

• Observer can retrieve own data: 

o Acts as recording software. 

o Also available for Bird Clubs 

and County Recorders who 

can download data for 

reports. 



WeBS Online - Advantages 
• Less inputting. 

• Observer can retrieve own 

data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Map allows exact 

count area to be 

defined.  



WeBS Online - Advantages 
• Less inputting. 

• Observer can retrieve own data. 

 

 

 

 

• Map allows exact count area 

to be defined.  

• Local Organiser can ensure 

full coverage. 



How to get involved in WeBS  
• Find vacant sites and contact the Local Organiser in your area through 

the Vacant Sites map. 

• Decide how you want to submit your counts. 

• GET COUNTING! 





For more information: 
• www.bto.org/webs 
• webs@bto.org 


