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Conservation of Europe’s rarest
songbird – Aquatic warbler
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Stepping stones towards ensuring long-term favourable
conservation status of Aquatic warbler in Lithuania
The most threatened passerine bird of continental Europe
• The total population of Aquatic Warbler (Acrocephalus paludicola) is considered to be 11 000
singing males. From 2014 Aquatic Warblers only breed in 4 countries in the world – in Belarus,
Ukraine, Poland and Lithuania. The IUCN has classified Aquatic Warbler for the category vulnerable
A2c. The species is also protected under Annex I of the Birds Directive, Bern and Bonn conventions.
The main reasons of Aquatic Warbler population decline are following:
•

Damaged hydrological regime of habitats that are suitable for breeding (mainly due to the
drainage);

•

Abandonment or intensive farming in breeding habitats;

•

Eutrophication;

•

High fragmentation of local populations;

•

Low breeding success in territories of intensive farming.
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Aquatic warbler

• Habitat - huge open fen mires or wet meadows: mesotrophic
and slightly eutrophic wetlands predominated by sedges;
• It is a habitat specialist and can only survive in particular
conditions;
• Usually two broods per season. Only female involved in
feeding of chicks.
• Requires a lot of food (insects, spiders etc.) in a small territory
(~30 m from nest);
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Stepping stones towards ensuring long-term favourable
conservation status of Aquatic warbler in Lithuania
OBJECTIVES & SCOPE
• Reduce fragmentation of aquatic
warbler breeding habitats and stimulate
connectivity between isolated populations
(habitat restoration and management,
stepping stone habitats);
• Develop and apply new conservation
measures (AW translocation);

• Setting up long-term socioeconomic
preconditions to maintain AW breeding
habitats (agri-environmental measures,
late-cut biomass pelleting facility);
Project area coverage: 20 509 ha
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Stepping stones towards ensuring long-term favourable
conservation status of Aquatic warbler in Lithuania
EXPECTED IMPACTS
• Habitat restoration: bush removal (992 ha), reed elimination (232 ha),
controlled burning (605 ha), water management level (16 824 ha);
• Rehabilitation of exploited peatland (1029 ha);
• Development and testing conservation translocation of AW (never been
done before!);
• Functioning bussiness sollution for late-cut biomass use;
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Major project achievements so far
• Increasing aquatic warbler population in LT;
• Well managed water level in Zvanets and Zuvintas, which is very important in severe weather
conditions in the region in 2020;
• Translocation results are exceeding expectations;
• Good start with biomass pelleting facility;
• Very good visibility and awareness raising, generally maintaining good image of the Aquatic
warbler conservation;
Dynamics of abundance of Aquatic
Warbler populations in Lithuania
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79% of AW singing in the areas declared for AW agri-env.
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Identifying potential stepping stone habitat network
• Potential
stepping
stone
areas
candidate list is identified (Top 100);
• Individual site visits are done;
• Analytical report is under preparation.
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Habitat restoration
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Habitat restoration
• Most of the area is declared under agri-env.
measures and mowing is performed by the
farmers;
• The project acts in most extreme areas, which
are not declared.
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Implementation of the technical project for BY/05-Dokudovskoe

Preparation for rewetting and seeding sedges
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Area prepared for seeding sedges (177 ha)

Seed collection

Raising water level (800 ha)

Mowing of reeds (500 ha)
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Conservation actions in Zvanets BY/07
• Mowing performed in 500 ha
• Prescribed burning 700 ha in 2019, 3000
ha in 2020
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Restoration of the hydrological regime in Zvanec
fen mire
• Technical project is successfully implemented;
• Rules of the water level management are
defined;
• Water level is management is operating resulting
optimal conditions.
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Maintaining optimal water level in flooded polders of Nemunas river delta.

• Water channel sluice is setup;
• Update for water regulation rules are prepared and
submitted for approval for municipality;
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Implementation of pilot conservation method of Aquatic warbler
translocation in Žuvintas Biosphere Reserve
Why translocation?
•

Fragmentation of populations increases the risk of Aquatic Warbler’s extinction. Aquatic Warblers
disappeared (so far irreversibly) in several highly isolated populations (e.g. in 2011 in Hungary).

•

To restore extinct populations that cannot recolonize themselves naturally despite of good quality
habitats, translocation of individuals may be implemented.

•

Elaboration of translocation methodology is very important in the global context of decreasing
trend of Aquatic Warbler population.

•

In the case of Aquatic Warbler conservation, translocation has never been tested in a full scale
until 2018. The Project aims to prove if translocation could be a mechanism to re-establish
Aquatic Warbler in parts of its former range.

• Special challenges of the experiment:
•

Insectivorous species;

•

Long distance migrant (migration distance app. 6000 km), which cause high natural mortality
rate;

•

Conditions of wintering sites are not known in details and cannot be controlled.
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Implementation of pilot conservation method of Aquatic warbler translocation

Source site – Zvanets mire:
•
14 000 ha;
•
The largest Aquatic Warbler population
globally (2-4 thousand singing males);
•
„Acrola“ project contributes to improvement
of habitat conditions in breeding grounds.

Release site - Žuvintas biosphere reserve:
• Compact site (>200 ha) – easy to monitor return
of translocated birds;
• Local population gradually decreased from 25
singing males in 1986 to 4 singing males in 2016
• Sufficient amount of good quality habitat
restored.
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Principal stages of translocation
Stage 1: Search of nests and pick up
The nest with whole
brood were picked
up from the field
when chicks were at
7-10 days of age.
Feeding interval –
every 20 min.
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Principal stages of translocation
Stage 2: Transfer of the nestlings
Transport distance ~500
km during night when
birds are asleep. Crossing
of Belarus-Lithuania
border required long
preparations.
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Principal stages of translocation
Stage 3: Rearing young birds in cages
Feeding frequency
gradually got longer from
the interval of 20 min. to 1
hour. Birds were kept in
the cages until they were
able to feed themselves
independently.
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Principal stages of translocation
Stage 4: Moving to field aviaries and soft release
Wild insects were
constantly dropped to
the aviaries. Birds were
released after they were
observed being able to
hunt wild insects
themselves. Observations
and food supply to the
aviaries continued to
ensure soft-release.
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Implementation of pilot conservation method of
Aquatic warbler translocation in Žuvintas
Biosphere Reserve
Two rounds of translocation were successfully
implemented in years 2018 - 2019

Results of 2018 translocation:
• 50 birds from Belarus to Lithuania were brought in summer
2018. The 49 birds were successfully released;
• 98% of birds, successfully released (target – at least 75%);
• For easier identification during the monitoring of translocation
results, each released bird was marked with the colored ring
with a unique combination of one number and one letter.
• 11 birds (22.5%) successfully returned and breed in Žuvintas
(target was set at at least 1 bird) in 2019;
• 3 returned birds observed in 2020
2019 translocation:
• 50 birds successfully transported from BY to LT;
• All birds are successfully released to the wild.
• 7 birds (3 of them translocated in 2018) returned in 2020.
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Implementation of pilot conservation method of aquatic warbler
translocation
• The highest increase of local population in Žuvintas ever recorded
35

Aquatic Warbler population structure and dynamics in Žuvintas
Biosphere Reserve
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Dynamics of abundance of Aquatic Warbler populations in Lithuania and
Žuvintas Biosphere reserve
350

35

31633

310

300

30

Lithuania

190

20

190

180

200

172

150

15

250

180
150
130

13

148

138

127

150

15

106
90

100

3
1

2009

2008

2006

2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

2000

0

1

50

4

1

0

2020

3

8

2019

2

4

7

2018

5

2015

5

2011

5

5

7

50

2017

60

2016

8

2014

10

2013

15

247

240

2012

25

Žuvintas BR

24

Translocation of Aquatic warbler - long distant migrant - concludes to be successful, fully
meeting its success criteria, and could be further applied in conservation practice. It might
be a new cornerstone in Aquatic warbler conservation strategy. Some countries, such as
Germany are currently planning to replicate this conservation approach.
• Some (not all) highlights:
• 22 % of released birds returned to the release/breeding site after first winter;
• 100 % of translocated birds successfully released to the wild in year 2019;
• Observations of released birds confirmed good acclimatization and ability of
independent survival in the wild;
• A team of nearly 60 highly committed people was involved in translocation activities.
Management of team requires special attention in the process (coordination of shifts,
management of expectations, balancing emotional exhaustion etc.);
• Constant supply and backup of food for birds is crucial part of the process, requires
good planning, big efforts and consideration of different climate conditions in source &
release sites.
• Second translocation attempt was implemented in summer 2019, and went more
smoothly. Planing and implementing of all the activities was done based on the
experience of previous year.
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THANK YOU
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https://meldine.lt/en/
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