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In memory of Peter Jones

Red Kite
Milvus milvus

Red Kites are almost entirely confined to the Western Palearctic, 
breeding from Morocco through Iberia, France and Germany to 
the Baltic, and also in the British Isles, the islands of the western 
Mediterranean, Italy and mid-eastern Europe. The world population 
numbers about 20,000 pairs.

The history of the Red Kite in Britain has been well documented. 
In brief, following centuries of persecution this formerly abundant 
bird was reduced to a handful of pairs in mid-Wales by about 1900. 
This tiny population only just survived into the 1960s, but in more 
recent decades improved adult survival and nesting success, linked to 
the reduction in persecution, have resulted in an increasingly strong 
recovery and spread. In 1989 the well-publicised reintroduction 
programme began in the Chilterns and Scotland; breeding by reintro-
duced stock was first recorded in both areas in 1992, and from these 
and other re-established nuclei there has been a steady spread into 
new areas. In 2011 the British population was estimated at about 
1,800 breeding pairs, of which half were in Wales (RSPB website, 
www.rspb.org.uk) and around 600 in the Chilterns (Chilterns AONB 
website, www.chilternsaonb.org).

Eastern European Red Kite populations are migratory, wintering 
mainly in the northern Mediterranean basin, while western birds 
are resident or undertake short-range or dispersive movements. 
Welsh adults are largely sedentary but some juveniles move further, 
and some juveniles from reintroduction schemes have undertaken 
movements as far as Iberia.

In Gloucestershire, Red Kites had disappeared from the Cotswolds 
by about 1860 and from the Forest of Dean by about 1875. Up to 
1980 there had only been seven twentieth-century records: one in 
1955, two in the 1960s and four in the 1970s. This slight increase 
was probably due partly to observer effects and partly to the gradual 
recovery of the Welsh population. Between 1980 and 1994 there 
were usually fewer than three records per year, and the species was 
still on the county rarities list until well into the 1990s, but from 
1995 to 2000 the reporting rate rose to about 20 sightings per year. 
This level was maintained until 2004, since when there has been 
very steep increase: 42 in 2005, 130 in 2008, 176 in 2010. In 2007 
it was suggested in the GBR for the first time that observers were 
no longer submitting all their sightings. The majority of records 
are in the Cotswolds, implying that most of our birds come from 
the Chilterns rather than Wales, and at the time of writing (2012) 
Red Kites are a fairly common sight along much of the Oxfordshire 
border.

Records since 1980, including the current atlas survey period, 
show a distinct peak between March and June. While this could be 
exaggerated by multiple reports of lingering individuals, sizeable 
accumulations have been a feature in south-west England in recent 
springs. In 2009, Red Kites were reported from eight Gloucestershire 
localities on a single day, May 10th, including eight birds heading 
south-west together over New Fancy in the Dean, and in 2010 eight 
flew north over Slimbridge on May 25th.

In 2003 a pair of Red Kites summered in the east of the county 
but did not breed. In 2004 and 2005 a pair was displaying in the 
same area, but breeding was not confirmed; a report of confirmed 
breeding in 2005 (Holling & RBBP 2009) is incorrect. In 2006 near 
Withington on the Cotswolds one was observed flying off a nest, 
calling, and in mid-April 2007 in the same area a male was seen 
bringing food to a female. Mating was observed and a nest located, 
but the pair apparently deserted soon afterwards. In spring 2011 
a farmer in the Blockley area reported a nest and filmed the birds 
collecting wool for nest-lining, and later in that year a family group 
was seen elsewhere. Finally in 2012 an active nest was found at this 
latter location, presumed also to have been occupied in 2011 (Terry 
Fenton). It is reasonable to assume that the Red Kite will become a 
regular breeding bird in our county.

There have been a few sightings here of wing-tagged Red Kites 
from reintroduction schemes in England and Scotland. More intrigu-
ingly perhaps, a chick ringed in June 1975 in mid-Wales was found 
dead in the county later that summer. If seen alive, this bird would 
have been an exciting find at the time.

Honey-buzzard (European Honey Buzzard)
Pernis apivorus
Although it nests in Britain only in very small numbers, the Honey-
buzzard is one of the world’s most abundant raptors, breeding in 
wooded habitats from Spain to Sweden and eastwards in a broad 
band across Europe and western Asia. It is migratory, wintering in 
equatorial Africa, and the autumn passage of thousands of birds at 
sites such as the Straits of Gibraltar is one of the most impressive 
bird migration spectacles.

At no time in written ornithological history has the Honey-
buzzard been anything but a rare summer visitor to Britain. In 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century one of the few counties 
where it was definitely recorded was Herefordshire, and some of 
the records came from areas very near the Gloucestershire border 
(1875–1900 Atlas). Mellersh suggested that Honey-buzzards bred 
in the Forest of Dean area in the late 1870s, but added that ‘it 
has been … difficult to obtain dates’. Swaine noted that ‘several 
early books and manuscripts mention specimens obtained, birds 
seen and some breeding reports’, chiefly from the Forest of Dean 
but also from several other localities, but similarly remarks that 
‘details are lacking’. Despite the anecdotal and unsubstantiated 
nature of these early reports it is probably safe to conclude that 
there were small numbers of Honey-buzzards in the county in past 
centuries, although it is impossible to be more precise about the 
species’ true historical status.

Since the Second World War most records in Gloucestershire 
have been of birds on passage. Their frequency has increased 

since the turn of the twenty-first century: of the total of about 18 
post-1970 county records, nine have been since 2000. This might 
be partly due to observer effects, but there has probably also been 
a real increase in the numbers of birds summering, if not breeding, 
fairly close by in the southern Welsh Marches and South Wales 
valleys; for example, breeding probably occurred in Gwent in 2000 
and 2002 (Venables et al. 2008). There is some uncertainty about 
the total number of birds due to the possibility of multiple obser-
vations of the same individuals, but since 1980 there have been 
13 sightings of passing migrants in Gloucestershire, of which ten 
were in autumn (between August 2nd and October 7th) and three 
in spring (April 16th to June 1st).

In addition to these migrants, birds were seen in 1976, 1979, 
1980 and 1981 in the Forest of Dean on dates and in circumstances 
which suggested that breeding may have been taking place, 
especially in 1980 and 1981. Only the 1976 record was mentioned 
by Swaine and the GBR; presumably the others were omitted in 
order to protect the birds. Since then there has been only one 
sighting in the county during the breeding season: in July 1989, 
probably a male.

During the night of August 30th 2008 a female Honey-buzzard 
that had been satellite-tagged in North Wales was tracked flying 
over Cleeve Cloud on the Cotswold scarp – the only example to 
date of a bird on the Gloucestershire rarities list being recorded in 
the county without actually having been seen!
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