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Flying colours – Using colour-ringing on birds to improve our 
understanding of the impact of offshore wind developments on 
kittiwakes 
 
A feasibility study to better understand how Black-legged Kittiwake populations will 
respond to potential mortality induced by offshore windfarms will kick-off this 
autumn. 
 
The project, funded by the offshore wind developer Vattenfall and delivered by JNCC, was 
identified as a priority by the Offshore Wind Strategic Monitoring and Research Forum 
(OWSMRF) Pilot Year, an industry-led collaborative partnership developing research on the 
effects of offshore wind development on marine birds. 
 
Kittiwakes are a long-lived species, spending most of their time foraging at sea and nesting 
on steep coastal cliffs. This means that acquiring sufficient knowledge on how their colonies 
and populations are faring can be challenging. Our poor understanding of the life of 
individuals is limiting our ability to predict how resilient kittiwake populations might be to any 
additional mortality caused by offshore windfarms.  
 
Dr Helen Baker, JNCC Marine Species Team Leader, said: “This is an exciting project, that 
would not have been possible without the positive collaboration between industry, 
government advisers and academic partners through OWSMRF. It’s great to see Vattenfall 
fund the research and we are delighted to help them secure high quality, independent 
science. We hope that other research projects identified by OWSMRF will be taken forwards 
by industry in future.” 
 
Following individual birds throughout their life cycle using a conspicuous marking system 
helps record information of where kittiwakes nest, what colonies they visit during the 
breeding season, whether they have survived or not from one year to the next. Colour-
ringing, which is safe for the birds, offers a useful approach to address these questions: 
birds are equipped with a rigid colour ring that has a unique combination of letters and 
numbers and can be viewed at a distance with binoculars or a telescope, enabling that bird 
to be identified without recapturing it.  
 
Dr Lise Ruffino, JNCC project manager, said: “While colour-ringing is commonly used in the 
UK and elsewhere to learn about kittiwake biology and movements, it remains unknown how 
much ringing and re-sighting effort needs to be deployed at the breeding colonies in order to 
obtain robust demographic information on UK kittiwake populations. This project will 



specifically address these questions by bringing in the best knowledge and expertise in the 
field.” 
 
 

 
Red ring with a unique white alpha-numeric code mounted on the right leg of a kittiwake 
ringed in Norway (https://www.cr-birding.org/da/node/3618) 
 
This project is a desk-based feasibility study to inform kittiwake researchers and reserve 
managers on how many kittiwakes need to be ringed and re-sighted, how often and where, 
in order to improve our confidence in understanding the possible impact of offshore 
windfarms on kittiwake populations.  
 
Jesper Kyed Larsen, Vattenfall project manager, said: “A solid and up to date understanding 
of how kittiwake populations work is crucial to assessing the potential impacts of offshore 
wind development. It is our hope this study can help pave the way for a better evidence base 
for decision making to the benefit of both offshore wind development and kittiwakes.” 
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Notes to editors 
 

1. The kittiwake colour-ringing feasibility study project will run from November 2020 to 
March 2021. 
 

2. OWSMRF is led by six offshore wind developers: EDF-Renewables, Equinor, RWE, 
Ørsted, ScottishPower Renewables, and Vattenfall, and is being delivered by JNCC.  
 

3. OWSMRF Stakeholders who identify critical knowledge gaps include Natural 
England, Scottish Natural Heritage, Natural Resources Wales, Council for Nature 



Conservation and the Countryside, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 
and Marine Scotland Science. 

 
4. The wider OWSMRF stakeholders include ORJIP (Offshore Renewable Joint 

Industry Project, run by The Carbon Trust), The Crown Estate, Crown Estate 
Scotland, Marine Scotland, Marine Management Organisation and the Department 
for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy. 

 
5. The OWSMRF Pilot Year delivered three reports identifying a list of research 

opportunities addressing key knowledge gaps in the context of marine birds and 
offshore windfarms. The reports can be accessed here: https://jncc.gov.uk/our-
work/owsmrf/ 
 

6. The Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) is the public body that advises the 
UK Government and devolved administrations on UK-wide and international nature 
conservation. 

 
 
For further information contact: 
 
JNCC: communications@jncc.gov.uk Tel: 01733 866839 
Twitter: @JNCC_UK 
Facebook: @JNCCUK 
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/JNCC 
 
Vattenfall:  vattenfall.com/uk 
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