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1. Introduction
Hen Harriers (Circus cyaneus) are highly mobile raptors that exhibit distinct wintering behaviour, often 
forming communal roosts in open landscapes such as moorlands, coastal marshes, and lowland heaths. 
During the non-breeding season, they range widely in search of suitable foraging grounds, preying on small 
mammals and birds. In contrast to their territorial breeding behaviour, wintering Hen Harriers may gather in 
loose groups at traditional roost sites, where they seek shelter from harsh weather and reduce predation risk 
through collective vigilance.

In England, roosting typically occurs in areas with dense vegetation, such as reedbeds, rush pastures, or 
heather moorland, which provide both concealment and protection from the elements. Birds generally arrive 
at the roost around dusk and depart at dawn, with timing influenced by weather conditions and daylight 
length. Males, females, and juveniles often use the same roosts, though they may occupy slightly different 
areas within them. Estimates of the number of non-breeding Hen Harriers in England based on data from 
systematic surveys in the 1980s and 1990s give a broad range of approximately 200 to 700 individuals 
(Dobson et al. 2011). 

Hen Harriers are listed under Section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 (Species 
of principal importance for conserving biodiversity in England) and are currently classified as Red on the 
UK Birds of Conservation Concern list due to historic and ongoing persecution, particularly on their upland 
breeding grounds. As communal roosting makes them more conspicuous, concerns persist that these sites 
are particularly vulnerable to persecution and habitat loss.

There are currently 13 Special Protection Areas (SPAs) in England where non-breeding Hen Harrier is a 
classified feature (Table 1). These SPAs are primarily coastal or estuarine sites in the east and south of 
the country (Figure 1). Three further coastal and estuarine sites (North Norfolk Coast, Thames Estuary and 
Marshes and The Swale) have been recommended for classification. Only two SPAs in England are classified 
for breeding Hen Harriers: the Forest of Bowland and the North Pennines. In contrast, the other UK SPAs for 
Hen Harrier comprise 12 sites (10 in Scotland and two in Wales) for breeding Hen Harriers and just four (all in 
Scotland) for non-breeding Hen Harriers.

Table 1: Special Protection Areas classified for non-breeding Hen Harrier in England, showing year of 
classification and the number of individual Hen Harriers recorded in the review year (Stroud et al. 2016).

Special Protection Area Year of classification Assessment of UK SPA suite in the 
2000s (number of individuals)

Blackwater Estuary 1995 4

Broadland 1994 22

Colne Estuary 1994 4

Dengie 1994 5

Dorset Heathlands 1998 20

Foulness 1996 6

Humber Estuary 2007 20

Minsmere-Walberswick 1992 15

New Forest 1993 15

North Norfolk Coast — 16

Ouse Washes 1993 12

Salisbury Plain 1993 14

Stodmarsh 1993 9

Stour & Orwell Estuaries 1994 10

Thames Estuary & Marshes — 7

The Swale — 23
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Figure 1: Map showing the locations of all SPAs in England in yellow, with those classified for non-breeding 
Hen Harrier in magenta, and those with a currently unimplemented recommendation for classification for 
non-breeding Hen Harrier in cyan.

Hen Harriers are terrestrial birds and do not utilise marine environments (though will forage and roost on 
islands when migrating). As such several primarily marine SPAs located in English waters have been excluded 
from further consideration in this report. These are:

•	 Coquet Island

•	 Falmouth Bay to St Austell Bay

•	 Greater Wash

•	 Isles of Scilly

•	 Liverpool Bay

 
Figure 1: Map showing the locations of all SPAs in England in yellow, with those classified for non-breeding Hen 
Harrier in magenta, and those with a currently unimplemented recommendation for classification for non-breeding 
Hen Harrier in cyan. 

Hen Harriers are terrestrial birds and do not utilise marine environments (though will forage and 
roost on islands when migrating). As such several primarily marine SPAs located in English 
waters have been excluded from further consideration in this report. These are: 

• Coquet Island 
• Falmouth Bay to St Austell Bay 
• Greater Wash 
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•	 Morecombe Bay and Duddon Estuary

•	 Northumberland Marine

•	 Outer Thames Estuary

•	 Portsmouth Harbour

•	 Solent and Dorset Coast

•	 Solway Firth

There are two main sources of data where information on Hen Harrier distribution in winter can be obtained: 
the Hen Harrier Winter Roost Survey, which is a dedicated survey focusing on traditional roost locations in 
England, and BirdTrack, which is a general repository for records submitted by members of the public.

Appraisal of existing data
Hen Harrier Winter Roost Survey
The Hen Harrier Winter Roost Survey (HHWRS) was initiated in 1982 by Donald Watson and Roger Clake in order 
to gather data on important roost sites for Hen Harriers in the UK and further afield in Europe. At present the 
survey is administered by BTO Scotland for England and Wales, while RSPB oversees efforts in Scotland and 
the Isle of Man.

Volunteers are asked to count Hen Harriers settling into or emerging from traditional roost sites. The counts 
are made on designated days throughout the winter months of October to March inclusive. Volunteers are 
encouraged to count on the designated core count day but counts within three days either side of the core 
count date are also accepted (and acknowledged as such). Counts start before sunrise and go on until all 
birds have left, or else start about an hour before sunset and go on until it is too dark to see. Arrival or 
departure and settling or emerging times are recorded where possible, and birds are recorded as ‘brown’ 
(immature males and females, or adult females) or ‘grey’ (adult or 2+ year males). Survey time, wind direction, 
wind force, cloud cover, precipitation and visibility are also recorded, as well as approximate distance to the 
roost from the observer. Other recorded information includes any other raptor species observed at the site 
(e.g. Merlin (Falco columbarius), Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus) and Marsh Harrier (C. aeruginosus) and any 
possible sources of disturbance. Non-roosting Hen Harriers are also recorded where they are simply flying 
through the site or where it is not possible to determine if the bird roosted or not.

Since 2006, a total of 59 sites have been surveyed at least once over the survey period. During the period 
2019—2024, 32 of these sites were still being actively surveyed by volunteers. Sites become vacant when 
volunteers retire and are not replaced, or when Hen Harriers are not recorded there for a period of several 
years (volunteers decide on what period that should be depending on how long they are willing to persist 
with null counts of Hen Harrier).

A copy of the survey field sheet and the notes to volunteer recorders are included in Appendix 1. Figure 2 
shows the locations of HHWRS sites that returned positive results for Hen Harrier between 2019 and 2024.

Data were returned for 30 sites in England over the five survey seasons from October 2019 to March 2024. 
Of these 30 sites, 20 recorded Hen Harrier as either present or confirmed roosting (Minsmere and Dunwich 
Heath are only 1 km distance apart, so appear as one location in Figure 2). Results for each site are shown for 
each season that surveys were carried out there in Appendix 2

Five of these sites are within the current boundaries of a SPA in England that is classified for non-breeding 
Hen Harrier. These are: North Norfolk Coast SPA, Blackwater Estuary, Salisbury Plain, and the Dorset 
Heathlands (two sub-sites). One HHWRS site is within the boundary of an existing SPA which is not classified 
for non-breeding Hen Harrier: Gibraltar Point SPA.

Three HHWRS sites are within 5 km of the current boundary of an SPA in England which is classified for non-
wintering Hen Harriers. SPAs with a HHWRS site within 5 km are: Minsmere—Walberswick, Broadland and the 
Humber Estuary. 
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There are two SPAs that are classified for breeding Hen Harrier. None of the HHWRS sites where Hen Harriers 
were recorded are within the boundary or within 5 km of either of the two SPAs classified for breeding Hen 
Harriers in England (North Pennines SPA and Forest of Bowland SPA). Historically, however, sites at each 
location were observed as part of the HHWRS.

Figure 2: Locations of HHWRS sites from 2019 to 2024 in England where Hen Harriers were recorded.

BirdTrack records
BirdTrack is an online bird recording system developed and managed by the British Trust for Ornithology 
(BTO) in partnership with the RSPB, BirdWatch Ireland, the Scottish Ornithologists’ Club, and the Welsh 
Ornithological Society. It is designed for birdwatchers to log their observations of birds and some other taxa 
and contribute data for research and conservation.

The system allows users to submit records of birds they see during their birdwatching activities, including 
casual observations and complete lists. Along with other systematic surveys, BirdTrack contributes to 
information on species distribution, migration timing, and long-term population trends.

Figure 3 shows the distribution of all records submitted via BirdTrack for all bird species in the winter months 
of 2019 to 2014. This gives an indication of the coverage achieved, with the rough inference being that the 10-
km squares with the highest number of BirdTrack submissions equate to the areas where recorders are most 
active. Hen Harrier records submitted via BirdTrack in the months October to March inclusive, starting from  

 
Figure 2: Locations of HHWRS sites from 2019 to 2024 in England where Hen Harriers were recorded. 

Data was returned for 30 sites in England over the 5 survey seasons from October 2019 to 
March 2024. Of these 30 sites, 20 recorded Hen Harrier as either present or confirmed roosting 
(Minsmere and Dunwich Heath are only 1 km distance apart, so appear as one location in Figure 
2). The results of each survey season at each of these sites are shown in Appendix 2. 

Five of these sites are within the current boundaries of a SPA in England that is classified for 
non-breeding Hen Harrier. These are: North Norfolk Coast SPA, Blackwater Estuary, Salisbury 
Plain, and the Dorset Heathlands (two sub-sites). One HHWRS site is within the boundary of an 
existing SPA which is not classified for non-breeding Hen Harrier: Gibraltar Point SPA. 
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1 October 2019 and ending with 25 February 2025 are also shown in the adjacent map. In total there were 
19,160 records of Hen Harrier received over the period of interest, 5,326 (28%) of which were from complete 
lists. Not all of these records include a count of individuals, but assuming a minimum of one individual bird 
per record, the minimum total count across all lists over the period of interest was 23,963.

BirdTrack records show that Hen Harriers are much more frequently recorded in coastal sites, particularly in 
the east of England, including the Humber Estuary, The Wash, North Norfolk Coast, and the Thames Estuary. 
These areas, along with parts of East Anglia and Dorset, have the highest overall submission rates for 
BirdTrack during the winter months. However, this higher coverage also means that Hen Harriers recorded 
in these locations may reflect recorder effort rather than true abundance. Conversely, inland areas such 
as upland regions in northern England, parts of the Midlands, and certain areas in the south-west, have 
relatively sparse BirdTrack coverage in winter. In these areas, the absence of Hen Harrier records may be due 
to low observer effort rather than a genuine lack of birds.

A comparison of BirdTrack records with HHWRS sites and SPAs suggests some notable patterns. In high-
coverage coastal areas, such as North Norfolk and the Thames Estuary, Hen Harrier records are frequent and 
align well with known roosting locations and SPA boundaries. In the Dee Estuary and Ribble & Alt Estuaries, 
BirdTrack records indicate notable Hen Harrier presence, despite these areas not currently being classified as 
SPAs for non-breeding Hen Harrier nor being covered by the HHWRS.

Inland, areas such as Salisbury Plain and the Breckland region receive relatively high BirdTrack coverage, 
yet Hen Harrier records remain sparse, potentially reflecting actual distribution rather than observer bias. 
In contrast, upland sites in the Pennines, Bowland, and parts of south-west England — where wintering Hen 
Harriers are known to occur based on historical HHWRS data from before 2019 — have comparatively low 
BirdTrack submission rates, making it difficult to assess population trends solely from this dataset. This 
discrepancy highlights the need for targeted survey effort in areas where BirdTrack data are insufficient, 
particularly in regions where historic roosts are no longer monitored or where aggregations have been 
recorded in the past but do not appear in recent BirdTrack submissions.

Collation and mapping of known roost sites in relations to the SPA 
network in England
Appendix 3 shows maps of each SPA in England (excluding those previously mentioned as marine) with the 
total number of Hen Harrier records submitted in each 1-km square during the months October to March 
inclusive from October 2019 to March 2024, within the boundaries of the SPAs and within a 5 km buffer. 

SPAs that are not currently classified for non-breeding Hen Harrier, but where significant numbers of Hen 
Harrier (defined as having at least one 1-km square that has over 100 records of Hen Harrier in the SPA or 
within a 5 km buffer) are:

•	 Northumberland Coast (specifically at Widdrington)

•	 Gibraltar Point

•	 The Wash

•	 Great Yarmouth North Denes

•	 Foulness

•	 Medway Estuary and Marshes

•	 Nene Washes

•	 Dee Estuary

•	 Ribble & Alt Estuaries

In particular, the Dee Estuary had a higher number of high-count squares than any other SPA, followed by the 
Ribble & Alt Estuaries.
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Discussion
The results of the HHWRS over the period of interest are somewhat limited, reflecting the overall decline in 
survey coverage since its inception in the 1980s and 1990s. Initially, the HHWRS provided an assessment of 
non-breeding Hen Harrier distribution across England and Wales that covered approximately 160 sites, which 
was thought to cover 80% of all English roost sites (Clarke & Watson 1990), but the number of sites surveyed 
annually has decreased significantly. During the period of interest for this report, only around 20 sites were 
monitored each year, and a very low proportion of these were located within or near SPAs classified for non-
breeding Hen Harriers. At the time of writing, preliminary data for the 2024—2025 winter season have been 
returned for just 10 sites.

Although historical HHWRS data (i.e. pre-2006) exist for additional sites, some of which may correspond to 
SPAs and their associated buffer zones, these are not all readily accessible for detailed analysis. Further work 
would be required to digitise and standardise historical data before they could be brought into consideration. 
This might facilitate a better understanding of long-term trends and spatial patterns in Hen Harrier wintering 
distribution across England; though fluctuations in the spatial distribution of monitoring effort would have to 
be considered. 

BirdTrack records submitted during the period of interest provide additional and useful insights into the 
areas used by wintering Hen Harriers in England. These data suggest that certain areas, particularly in 
lowland coastal regions, accrue more Hen Harrier records than the majority of inland and upland locations. 
This aligns with existing knowledge about the wintering habitat preferences of this species, with favoured 
habitat types including estuaries, reedbeds, and salt marshes. However, caution is required when interpreting 
these results, as the spatial distribution of BirdTrack records is decidedly uneven. While high concentrations 
of records are likely to provide a reliable indication of areas used by Hen Harriers, an absence or paucity 
of records has to be more carefully interpreted in the context of measures of BirdTrack survey effort, such 
as the number of complete list surveys submitted within the same area. In areas where lots of BirdTrack 
surveys have been done during the autumn and winter but no Hen Harriers recorded, it is likely that usage 
by non-breeding Hen Harriers is minimal. However, where there has been little BirdTrack survey effort, an 
absence of Hen Harrier records does not mean much. Such an area could be genuinely lacking in wintering 
Hen Harriers; but it could also, equally, support significant numbers of this species. Given the attraction of 
many wetland sites for the birding community responsible for the majority of BirdTrack recording, as well as 
the inherent attraction of known concentrations of Hen Harriers to some members of this community, there is 
likely to be an element of observer bias in these opportunistic citizen science data. Additional survey effort 
to complement the understanding afforded by combining HHWRS outputs with the distribution of BirdTrack 
records would be most beneficial if it was a) targeted primarily at areas not already covered by one of these 
two survey types and b) structured so that survey findings could be relied on as being representative of the 
wider area.

There is a particular need to enhance survey effort in and around SPAs, to improve understanding of the 
distribution and habitat use of non-breeding Hen Harriers in England, and to evaluate whether there is a 
need for site protection to be extended to more areas. Additionally, and more broadly, we need to improve 
understanding of Hen Harrier wintering ecology to ensure that management of key wintering sites, as well as 
of the wider landscape, meets the conservation needs of this species.

Recommendations

Review and revitalisation of the HHWRS: Evaluate and, if necessary, redesign the methodology for this 
survey, and recruit new volunteers by engaging with local audiences. These are likely to include Raptor Study 
Groups and bird clubs, but at least in some areas it may be useful to recruit participants from the wider local 
community — both in terms of increasing available survey effort, but also to make more people feel more 
connected with and invested in conserving Hen Harriers. Provide training and collaborate with land managers 
(such as RSPB) in key roost locations.
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Exploration of additional data sources: Investigate the potential for data from the Wetland Bird Survey 
(WeBS), Raptor Study Group monitoring, and remote tracking studies to complement the understanding that can 
be gleaned from HHWRS records and BirdTrack data. Digitised data from the HHWRS are only available for 2006 
to the present. Additional paper records extend back as far as the late 1980s and may provide further insights 
into historical roost sites. However, digitising and standardising these records would require further work.

Targeted surveys for non-classified SPAs: Conduct more intensive monitoring in and around SPAs that are 
not currently classified for non-breeding Hen Harriers but where Hen Harrier activity appears to be relatively 
high. Among such sites, Gibraltar Point should be a high priority for further monitoring.

Prioritisation of key survey sites: The Dee Estuary and Ribble & Alt Estuaries should be prioritised for 
survey efforts, as neither site is currently classified for non-breeding Hen Harrier despite high recorded 
presence. Historically, the Dee Estuary was previously covered by volunteers for the HHWRS and although it 
has not been surveyed in recent years, returned positive results from 2013 to 2016.
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Hen Harrier Winter Roost Survey – Notes for observers  
 
Do please obtain permission if access to your chosen observation point is private, and take care that you do 
not end up on dangerous terrain before or after dark. Advice on Health & Safety, Access, Risks, etc can now 
be found on the BTO website (https://www.bto.org/how-you-can-help/take-part-project/health-safety) 
where there is a comprehensive page dealing with these issues and more. 
 
Adherence to the co-ordinated dates is very important, but if you are unable to do a watch on the correct 
date, please do one as close to it as possible. Nil counts are important especially with harriers now 
disappearing from many sites. 
 
Counting 
We ask that you keep at a good distance from the settling area and avoid drawing attention to the birds. In 
many circumstances, total accuracy as to the number of harriers roosting is not possible. Please make the best 
estimate you can.  Do of course beware of double counting birds flying in and out of view, settling and then 
rising again, etc.  Frequent checking of the number of birds in the air, with a sweep of the binoculars, may in 
some circumstances be a good guide.  
 
Morning Watches 
A ‘morning after’ the co-ordinated watch date is perfectly acceptable, but you must be on station at first light 
and know the exact roosting area if birds are not to be missed leaving. 
 
First Winter Males 
These brown males can be distinguished by their small size, but only for sure if other harriers are present for 
comparison. They must, however, be recorded as ‘brown’ in the count columns, etc. If you are confident of 
their identity, though, please make a note on the sheet. All older males should be recorded as ‘grey’, even if 
they have substantial amounts of brown in their plumage. Notes on particularly brown-backed males (2nd-3rd 
winter) are needed. 
 
Arrivals and Settling 
We define these as: 
 - first arriving in the vicinity of the site 
 - landing at a presumed roosting place and not immediately rising again 
Please record the times of the first and last birds arriving/settling.  
 
Site & Weather Information 
If you could give as much information on the weather and viewing conditions during your count session this 
would be useful. Columns are provided for wind force, wind direction, cloud, precipitation, temperature and 
visibility.  The amount of time spent on site is also required. 
There is a space for recording any human disturbance. This can include dog walkers, wildfowlers, foxes or 
other predators and any change to the site (e.g. mowing, fire, reed cutting, etc.). Please specify the type of 
disturbance if any. Please let us know about any serious threat to a roost. 
 
Marsh Harriers and other raptors 
Marsh Harriers have been given their own column in the forms. Counts of this species would be appreciated. 
Counts and observations of other raptor and owl species can also be recorded in notes column. 
 
Comments 
We leave behavioural notes etc. to your discretion. Notes on patterns of arrival, birds with full crops, local 
movement of the roost, displacements of settled birds by others, etc are useful. You may also like to think 
about establishing usual directions of approach/departure to see if this indicates where harriers spend the day. 
 
Thank you for your participation. 
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Appendix 3: Maps of BirdTrack winter Hen Harrier records within 5 km of 
SPA boundaries.
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Assessment of non-breeding Hen Harrier records in relation to Special Protection Areas 
in England: insights from the Hen Harrier Winter Roost Survey and BirdTrack

This study uses Hen Harrier records from the Hen Harrier Winter Roost Survey and BirdTrack to explore the distribution of wintering 
Hen Harriers in relation to the distribution of Special Protection Areas. There is a particular need to enhance survey effort in and 
around SPAs, to improve our understanding of the distribution and habitat use of non-breeding Hen Harriers in England, and to 
evaluate whether there is a need for site protection to be extended to more areas. 
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