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Globally 
threatened 

species 

Foto: M. Hirt 



Most threatened 
passerine bird of 
continental Europe, 
classified as 
‚vulnerable‘ at a 
global scale 

Photo: Zymantas Morkvenas 



Zvanets, Belarus, early June 2005 



Biebrza, NE-Poland, May 2010 



The BirdLife International  
Aquatic Warbler Conservation Team (AWCT) ... 

 an informal association of researchers and 
conservationists working on the Aquatic Warbler 

coming from all breeding range states and some stopover and 
wintering countries (France, Spain, UK, Belgium, Senegal) 



Current situation in the breeding areas 

Biebrza, NE-Poland, May 2010 



Aquatic  

Warbler  

range 

2014: about 12,000 

singing males 
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Central Europe: 
9,000-12,000 

Hortóbagy: 0 

Pomerania: <20 

Lithuania: c. 100 



Breeding populations of Aquatic Warbler (Flade et al., in prep.) 



Breeding sites of Aquatic Warbler (Flade et al., in prep.) 

Total area of occupancy: < 400 km² ! 



Estimated Global population development of Aquatic Warbler since 1996 (AWCT data) 
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Estimated Global population development of AW 
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Aquatic Warbler: population in Hungary 1971-2012
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Aquatic Warbler: development of the Pomeranian 

population 1996-2010
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Aquatic Warbler: development of the Lithuanian 

population 2000-2014
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Abandonment leads to 
overgrowth with  

trees and bushes (Biebrza) 



EU LIFE Projects 

on the Conservation of Aquatic 
Warbler in Pomerania and NE-
Poland (2005-2010) 

and on AW conservation through 
biomass use (2011-2015) 



Production of biomass 
briquets and pellets in 
Trczianne, NE-Poland 



Achievements of the first LIFE project: 

• 3,200 ha actively managed by the project 

• >4,000 ha under AES packages good for AW 

• Area occupied by AW within managed areas 
strongly increased at Biebrza 

• Strong indications for higher densities of AW 
after mowing at Biebrza 

 

and of course: 

more and better AW habitat 



Situation in the moulting 
and wintering areas 



 

Minsk/Belarus 

30/04/2003: 







A model for successful inter-continental co-operation to 
protect a globally threatened migratory species under CMS 

The Senegal 2007 Team 

for results see Flade et al 2011: 

J Ornithol 152 (supplem. 1): 129-140 



French Group ACROLA (Julien Foucher et al.) at the Niger in Mali, February 2011 



Global distribution of Aquatic Warbler 

Wintering sites 

Historical records 
1 – 3 ind. captured  
13  and 205 ind. capt. 

Stopover on migration 

autumn         
spring  

Breeding sites 

0 – 9 sing. males        
10 – 499males          
> 500 males 

CONNECTIVITY? 



Wintering sites 

Historical records 
1 – 3 ind. captured  
13  and 205 ind. capt. 

Stopover on migration 

autumn         
spring  

Breeding sites 

0 – 9 sing. males        
10 – 499males          
> 500 males 

Aquatic Warblers ringed at the wintering sites and recovered in the breeding grounds  
Poluda et al. 2012, Ringing & Migration, DOI:10.1080/03078698.2012.691250 



from: 

Zwarts/Bijlsma/van 
den Kamp/Wymenga 
2009:  

Living on the edge. 
Wetlands and birds in 
a changing Sahel. 



from: 

Zwarts/Bijlsma/van 
den Kamp/Wymenga 
2009:  

Living on the edge. 
Wetlands and birds in 
a changing Sahel. 



February 2011 November 2011 

Drought in the Inner Niger Delta in winter 2011/2012 



Existing (1.-3.) and planned (4.-5.) river dams 
in the catchment of the Inner Niger Delta 
(after Zwarts et al. 2009) 



Bottleneck Sahel? 

 

very rapid change: 

- Large-scale transformation of the hydrology of rivers, their 
floodplains and estuaries => allmost done 

- transformation of naturally flooded wetlands into fresh water 
reservoirs (Diama Reservoir; Richard Toll/Lac de Guiers; Keur 
Macène; ...) => ongoing 

- rapid increase of hydro-agriculture (whole Senegal floodplain) 
=> ongoing 

- Overgrazing of flooded grassland (inner Niger delta) => 
description see Zwarts et al. 2009 



• Geolocators measure light intensity (every 5 minutes) 
• data are stored for one year 
• birds have to be recaptured to retrieve the logger data;  
• positions during migration and wintering can be calculated by sunrise and day length  
• Isolated population in central Ukraine (Supoij) chosen for the first pilot study (30 
males with GL, 16 controls) 
• recapture of birds in May 2011 (6 GL, 6 controls) 

The Geolocator Project – to study connectivity between wintering and breeding sites 





Geolocator Project:  

First results from 
the first pilot study 

2010/11 

from:  

Salewski et al. 2013 
(J. Ornithol. 154) 



2 Examples of the second GL study 2012-2013 

Global distribution of 
the Aquatic Warbler 

Wintering sites 

Historical records 
1 – 3 ind. captured  
13  and 205 ind. capt. 

Stopover on migration 

autumn         
spring  

Breeding sites 

0 – 9 sing. males        
10 – 499males          
> 500 males 

red: GL bird 1 

October 

November 

- April 

3 weeks 



Global distribution of 
the Aquatic Warbler 

Wintering sites 

Historical records 
1 – 3 ind. captured  
13  and 205 ind. capt. 

Stopover on migration 

autumn         
spring  

Breeding sites 

0 – 9 sing. males        
10 – 499males          
> 500 males 

blue: GL bird 2 

October 

November 

- March 

April 

2 Examples of the second GL study 2012-2013 



change in the major threats – the global view 

until mid-1990s today 

Breeding 
range 

habitat loss through… 

- drainage 

- agricultural intensification 

- peat extraction 

 

habitat loss through… 

- vegetation succession 

- abandonment 

- [intensification] 

Wintering 
range 

ongoing habitat loss through transformation into 

 -  hydro-agriculture (rice, sugar cane) 

 - fresh water reservoirs 

and 

 - invasive plants like Typha australis 

 -  climate change, desertification (?) 

 -  overgrazing (?) 

 



change in global priorities im AW conservation 

Before c. 2000 today 

Breeding 
range 

- Site protection 

- restoration of hydrology 

- stabilisation of hydrology 

- agricultural extensification 

 

- restoration of hydrology 

- vegetation management 

 mowing techniques, 
 controlled burning 

- biomass use 

- How to save the peripheral 
populations?! 

- ex situ measures, 
translocation? 

 

Wintering 
range 

 

- identification of wintering 
and moulting sites 

 

- identification of wintering/ 
moulting sites 

- try to understand the full 
annual cycle 

- research on threat factors 

- site protection – but how to 
manage??  



Current priorities im AWCT work 

1. Full count of NW-Ukrainian AW core population (Pripyat-
Stochid NP) with volunteers, 2015 and probably 2016 

2. Continuation of research on migration/wintering by means of 
new geolocators (2016-2017) 

3. Support of fieldwork in Africa (ACROLA u.a.) 

4. Translocation Feasibility study 

Suggested priorities of international AW conservation 

1. Development of economically sustainable methods of fen mire 
management and biomass use (esp. in Belarus + Ukraine) 

2. Translocation pilot project, connected with habitat improvement in 
Pomerania and „stepping stones“ in central Poland  

3. Monitoring of AW productivity through ringing in France/Spain 

4. Approaches to initiate/support AW habitat conservation in Africa 
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