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Natural England Evidence 
Statement Regarding Kittiwake 
Count Data Used to Classify the 
Flamborough Head & Bempton 
Cliffs SPA
This briefing note provides evidence relating to the 1987 count of breeding seabirds at 
Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs. The 1987 count of breeding black-legged 
kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) at Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs underpins both the 
original SPA designation for Flamborough and Bempton Cliffs SPA and also the baseline 
population size and Supplementary Advice on Conservation Objectives for the kittiwake 
feature at Flamborough and Filey Coast SPA (Natural England 2014). It is also an 
important part of the evidence base that Natural England uses when advising on 
potential impacts on the kittiwake feature of the SPA e.g. from offshore windfarm 
developments. 

Natural England’s position on the validity of the 1987 count of breeding kittiwake at 
Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs has been challenged on several occasions in 
recent years. This document sets out Natural England’s position regarding the 1987 
count data and the evidence base that supports this position and its continued use.  

Background 
The site is located on the Yorkshire coast between Bridlington and Scarborough. The original 
Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs SPA (FHBC SPA) was classified in 1993, and broadly aligned 
with the existing Flamborough Head SSSI, running from Speeton in the north to South Landing in the 
south, but excluding a short stretch between Black Cliff and Reighton Gap in the north and the stretch 
between South Landing and Bridlington in the south (see Figure 1). The Flamborough and Filey Coast 
SPA (FFC SPA) was classified in 2018 and encompasses the original SPA as well as a section of 
coastline covering the peninsula of Filey Brigg and the coast extending north-westwards to Cunstone 
Nab. The Flamborough and Filey Coast SPA also includes a marine section adjacent to the coastal strip. 

http://www.gov.uk/natural-england
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Whole colony counts of kittiwake breeding at Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs have been 
undertaken at intervals since the 1950’s. Several of these counts were formally undertaken as part of 
national seabird censuses: Operation Seafarer (1969-70); Seabird Colony Register (SCR) Census 
(1985-88), Seabird 2000 (1998-2002) and Seabirds Count (2015-present). Other counts were 
undertaken as part of single species surveys (e.g. the British Trust For Ornithology (BTO) Kittiwake 
Survey in 1979), or as part of the monitoring work at the colony by the Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds (RSPB) and Natural England (e.g. Madge 1975; Babcock et al. 2016; Aitken et al. 2017). 

The validity of the counts undertaken between 1979 and 1987 has been questioned in Coulson (2011) 
and Coulson (2017), on the basis that they suggest a doubling and then halving of the colony numbers of 
kittiwake between 1969 and 2000. 

The 1987 Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs count in particular represents an important data-point 
for the colony, as it is the count that underpins the designation of the original Flamborough Head and 
Bempton Cliffs SPA in 1993, with the SPA citation including the 1987 counts for kittiwake, common 
guillemot (Uria aalge), razorbill (Alca torda) and Atlantic puffin (Fratercula arctica) (Appendix 1). The 
1987 count also informs the baseline population size for kittiwake at the more recently designated 
Flamborough and Filey Coast SPA which encompasses the original SPA (2018 FFC SPA citation, 
Appendix 2). 

Counts undertaken between Cayton Bay and Filey1 that fall outside of the original Flamborough Head 
and Bempton Cliffs SPA site boundary are outside the scope of this paper. 

The 1979 kittiwake count 
The 1979 count was undertaken as part of the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) national kittiwake 
survey, organised and run by John Coulson as a BTO volunteer (see Appendix 3, BTO 1979; Coulson 
1983). The survey was a repeat of a 1959 BTO survey, also organised by Coulson, (BTO 1959; Coulson 
1963) that aimed to cover all kittiwake colonies in Great Britain and Ireland (although complete coverage 
was not achieved in either 1959 or 1979).  

The 1979 survey achieved almost complete coverage in England, Wales and the Isle of Man, but areas 
counted in Ireland and northern Scotland could only be considered samples (BTO 1979; Coulson 1983). 
The survey followed the same survey methodology for kittiwake as the 1959 BTO survey and the 
Operation Seafarer national census in 1969, with Apparently Occupied Nests (AON) counted at colonies 
in June and July (BTO 1979). 

83,000 nests (AON) were counted at the Bempton and Flamborough colony in 1979, a large increase 
from the 1969 Operation Seafarer count of 30,800 pairs (Cramp et al. 1974; BTO 1979; Coulson 1983; 
Lloyd et al. 1991).  

                                                
 
 
1 SMP count units Filey 1, Filey 2, Filey 3 are not within original Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs SPA but 
are within the boundary of the Flamborough and Filey Coast SPA which was designated in 2018 and which 
encompasses the boundary of the original SPA. There are no data on kittiwake numbers at Filey for 1979 or 1987.  

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/4690761199386624
https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u31/downloads/details/kittiwake1979.pdf
https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u31/downloads/details/kittiwake1959.pdf
https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u31/downloads/details/kittiwake1979.pdf
https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u31/downloads/details/kittiwake1979.pdf
https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u31/downloads/details/kittiwake1979.pdf
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Unfortunately, no raw data from the 1979 survey are held in the BTO archives, and the data and 
correspondence relating to the survey were lost many years ago, as were the electronic files when 
Durham University’s computer systems were upgraded. The only record of the counts are as reported in 
Coulson (1983) and the BTO survey record (BTO 1979). 

The 1979 count data are not held in the Seabird Monitoring Programme database that is maintained by 
the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) (SMP). 

Seabird Colony Register (SCR) Census 1985-88 

This national survey sought complete coverage for all seabird species for the whole coastline of Britain 
and Ireland, and was undertaken between 1985 and 1988 (the majority of counts being in 1985-87) with 
the results reported in Lloyd et al. (1991). The survey was organised by the Seabird Group and Nature 
Conservancy Council, and standardised methods, instructions to counters, and three recording forms 
(Ten km Square Summary, Colony Register Form and Data Sheets) were used. The instructions for 
kittiwake counts stated that counts should be of apparently occupied nests (AON), and that counts 
should be undertaken during the late incubation to early nestling period, early to mid-June (Lloyd et al. 
1991). 

Count in 1986 
A count, covering all seabird species, was undertaken at Bempton Cliffs (between Speeton Cliff and Gull 
Nook, Grid References: TA153750 to TA222727) in 1986. The Data Sheet form, which was used to 
record the actual count data, indicates that the date of the kittiwake counts in 1986 was early June 
(Appendix 4). The Data Sheet also indicates that in 1986 no accurate count of kittiwake was made, and 
that only an estimate of between 50,000 and 70,000 pairs was recorded. The unit for this estimate is 
stated as “2” which is “Apparently Occupied Nest” and the breeding status is recorded as “16” which is 
“Nest + young”. On the reverse of the form it indicates that kittiwake were “Not counted, or really 
assessed in ’86: Figure is from previous colony estimates”. 

The Colony Register Form, completed in August 1986, contains background information about the 
colony, and specific information relating to the 1986 count. Under the heading “Counting Problems”, the 
form states: “Large parts of colony visible only from boat….Unprotected counter can see about 40-60% 
of cliff from top….Also sheer numbers of kittiwake….”.  

There are no data for Bempton Cliffs or Flamborough Head from the 1986 SCR record in the Seabird 
Monitoring Programme database, or in the Seabird Colony Register Dataset (SCR Census Data; SMP 
Database). 

Count in 1987 
As a result of the clear inadequacy of the 1986 SCR counts for Bempton Cliffs and Flamborough Head, 
the colony census was repeated in 1987 (Phillips 1987).   

There are two Ten Km Square Summary forms that cover the colony as counted in 1987. These 
include maps that indicate that the area surveyed in 1987 included the Bempton RSPB reserve, North 
Cliff, South Landing and Speeton Cliffs (Appendices 4 & 5).  

https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u31/downloads/details/kittiwake1979.pdf
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/seabird-monitoring-programme/
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20190301135521/http:/jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-4460-theme=default
https://app.bto.org/seabirds/public/index.jsp
https://app.bto.org/seabirds/public/index.jsp
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The actual counts obtained in 1987 are recorded on four separate Data Sheets: one for Bempton 
Reserve, one for North Cliff, one for South Landing and one for Speeton Cliffs (Appendices 4 & 5).  

Clearly defined colony boundaries with Ordnance Survey National Grid References and maps are 
provided on the relevant recording forms (Appendices 4 & 5). 

The number of kittiwake counted in each area are summarised in Table 1. 

Further information about the 1987 counts for the Bempton RSPB Reserve part of the colony (75,000 
AON) is provided in the Bempton Cliffs Annual Report 1987 (Phillips 1987; see also Appendix 6).  

Section 2.3 of the report addresses a number of concerns raised about validity of the 1986 count and the 
methodology used for the 1987 counts: 

• Validity of the 1986 count – paragraph one states that the 1986 counts conducted for the SCR 
“were less than adequate” and hence there was a requirement to carry out another survey in 1987; 

• Count method: reliance on land-based counts – paragraph two states counts in 1987 were 
undertaken from both cliff and boat. This is not clear from the SCR recording forms for 1987, which 
indicate on the Data Sheets that counts were “From Land”. However, paragraph four of Phillips 
(1987) provides further information, stating that five boat based surveys were undertaken – two 
focusing on gannet and the other three surveys concentrated on the remaining species. Phillips 
(1987) goes on to state that the kittiwake counts derived from the boat surveys were considered 
acceptable, but “yielded up to 20% lower figures than the clifftop counts. This was taken into 
consideration when estimating the number on the sections of the cliff which could not be counted 
from the clifftops”; 

• Count method: accuracy and checking - the summary report also includes an explanation of how 
the counters attained and checked the accuracy of their counts in 1987 (see paragraphs three and 
four): a) counts of the same sections were undertaken from land by different observers to reach 
consensus; b) counts of some sections were undertaken from land and sea to derive a correction 
factor for those sections surveyed only from the sea (counts from boat are generally less accurate 
as they are not stable platforms) and c) estimates of accuracy given for the land-based and sea-
based counts given these checks. The accuracy of the 75,000 AON for kittiwake is given as “of the 
order of 10%”. This assessment was on the basis that “The accuracy of the clifftop counts were of 
the order of 5%, but the boat based counts would have reduced this accuracy”. Unfortunately there 
is no breakdown of which sections were counted from land and which from sea – or which were 
estimated and of how such estimates were made; 
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• Count date – paragraph two states kittiwakes were counted from mid-June in 1987, the optimum 
time for counting kittiwakes2; 

• Count units – Phillips (1987) unequivocally states that 75,000 refers to the number of nests, not 
individuals. 

Phillips (1987) states that the 75,000 AON are only for the RSPB reserve and that areas outside of this 
were being surveyed separately by others (see Appendix 6). 

Status of 1987 count for use in advice and reporting by Natural 
England 

The 1987 Seabird Colony Register (SCR) counts for Bempton Cliffs and Flamborough Head are collated 
within the Seabird Monitoring Programme (SMP) database, and represent the earliest count data 
available within the SMP database for the colony (noting that the 1986 count from South Landing is 
included as part of the 1987 count). The 1987 count for the Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs 
colony in the SMP database is 85,395 AON. This figure represents the sum of the counts in Table 1. 

The Seabird Monitoring Programme (SMP) is an ongoing annual monitoring programme, established in 
1986, covering 25 seabird species that regularly breed in Britain and Ireland.  It aims to ensure that data 
on breeding numbers and breeding success of seabirds are collected to a common standard, to enable 
their conservation status to be assessed.  

The SMP is led and co-ordinated by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) in partnership 
with 19 other organisations. Data are collated and held centrally within the Seabird Monitoring 
Programme database. 

Data from the Seabird Monitoring Programme are used by UK government, Statutory Nature 
Conservation Bodies (SNCBs) and others to inform conservation assessments and actions, such as 
implementation of the EC Birds Directive (e.g. SPA designation and monitoring, Article 12 reporting), and 
to underpin indicators and assessments (e.g. OSPAR Convention reporting and EC Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive (MSFD) and UK Marine Strategy seabird indicators and Good Environmental 
Status assessments). They are also used to provide advice on the wider ecological effects of various 
human activities including commercial fishing, offshore infrastructure developments and the effects of 
climate change. 

During the examination of the Hornsea One Offshore Windfarm in 2014, the Applicant disputed the 
validity of the 1979, 1986 and 1987 Bempton Cliffs and Flamborough Head counts (SMartWind 2014).  
Given that the 1987 count is held within the SMP database, JNCC provided a written statement 
                                                
 
 
2 While it is noted that the dates entered on the Ten km square summary and Colony Register forms relate to dates 
that are from August 1987, these are understood to be the dates that the data were transcribed onto the colony 
information forms and are not the dates of the actual counts, which are indicated as being in June, either against 
the actual count data on the Data Sheet form (for North Landing and Speeton Cliffs) or in the accompanying notes 
in the 1987 Bempton Cliffs Annual Report (for the Bempton Reserve counts) (Phillips 1987). 
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confirming that the 1987 SMP database count for Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs SPA was 
correct and should be used. This statement was submitted into the Hornsea Project One examination 
(Appendix 7). 

Conclusions 
On the basis of the evidence and information available on the 1979, 1986 and 1987 counts presented 
above, Natural England’s position is that the 1987 count of 85,395 AON kittiwake at Bempton Cliffs and 
Flamborough Head is accurate and valid, and Natural England will use this figure as the basis of advice 
on the population status of kittiwake at the colony and at a regional and national level. 

Natural England consider that the 1986 figure is an estimated value and therefore should not be used 
quantitatively in any assessments. 

In the absence of the original count data or forms and /or details of the methods used, Natural England 
are unable to verify the accuracy of the 1979 count. This is an issue for all the counts at the colony prior 
to the SCR counts in 1986 and 1987, but this is not a reason to doubt these counts, and they are an 
important element in the history of kittiwake at the site, in England, the UK and Europe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Natural England Evidence Information Notes are available to download from the Natural England Access 
to Evidence Catalogue  http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/ For information on Natural England 
contact the Natural England Enquiry Service on 0300 060 3900 or e-mail 
enquiries@naturalengland.org.uk. 

Copyright 
This note is published by Natural England under the Open Government Licence - OGLv3.0 for public sector 
information. You are encouraged to use, and reuse, information subject to certain conditions. For details of the 
licence visit Copyright. Natural England photographs are only available for non commercial purposes. If any other 
information such as maps or data cannot be used commercially this will be made clear within the report.  

ISBN 978-1-78354-674-9 

© Natural England 2020 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/
mailto:enquiries@naturalengland.org.uk
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/copyright


 

 
 

Page 7 
 

Natural England Evidence Statement Regarding Kittiwake 
Count Data Used to Classify the Flamborough Head & 
Bempton Cliffs SPA 

References 
AITKEN, D., BABCOCK, M., BARRATT, A., CLARKSON, C. & PRETTYMAN, S. 2017. Flamborough 
and Filey Coast pSPA Seabird Monitoring Programme. 2017 Report. RSPB. 

BABCOCK, M., AITKEN, D., KITE, K. & CLARKSON, K. 2016. Flamborough and Filey Coast pSPA 
Seabird Monitoring Programme. 2016 Report. RSPB. 

COULSON, J. C. 1963. The status of the Kittiwake in the British Isles. Bird Study, 10(3), 147-179. 

COULSON, J.C., 1983. The changing status of the kittiwake Rissa tridactyla in the British Isles, 1969-
1979. Bird Study 30, 9-16. 

COULSON, J.C., 2011. The Kittiwake. T. & A.D. Poyser, London. 

COULSON, J.C., 2017. Productivity of the Black-legged kittiwake Rissa Tridactyla required to maintain 
numbers. Bird Study 64(1), 84-89. 

CRAMP, S, BOURNE, W.R.P. & SAUNDERS, D. 1974. The Seabirds of Britain and Ireland. Collins.  
London. 

EC Directive 2009/147/EC on the Conservation of Wild Birds Special Protection Area (SPA). 
Flamborough and Filey Coast SPA Citation (August 2018). 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/4690761199386624 

LLOYD, C., TASKER, M. L., & PARTRIDGE, K. 1991. The Status of Seabirds in Britain and Ireland. T. 
and A.D. Poyser, London. 

MADGE, S. 1975.  Bempton Cliffs Annual Report 1975. RSPB. 

NATURAL ENGLAND. 2014. Directive 2009/147/EC on the Conservation of Wild Birds potential Special 
Protection Area (pSPA): Flamborough and Filey Coast pSPA citation, 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/5153687664066560 

PHILLIPS, P. 1987. Bempton Cliffs Annual Report 1987. (see also Appendix 6). 

SMARTWIND. 2014. Hornsea Offshore Wind Farm Project One. The Applicant’s response to EO18, 
Appendix P to the Response submitted for Deadline IV. Application Reference: EN010033. 22 April 
2014. 

 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/4690761199386624
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/5153687664066560


 

 
 

Page 8 
 

Natural England Evidence Statement Regarding Kittiwake 
Count Data Used to Classify the Flamborough Head & 
Bempton Cliffs SPA 

 
Figure 1. Map showing location of site in relation to Seabird Monitoring Programme sites and SPA boundaries.
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Figure 2. Whole colony counts of kittiwake (Apparently Occupied Nests - AON) 
recorded at Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs 1969-2017 with national 
census counts3 indicated. 

                                                
 
 
3 1969: Operation Seafarer; 1975: RSPB; 1979: BTO; 1987: SCR; 2000: Seabird Census; 2008, 2016, 
2017: RSPB.  



 

 
 

Page 10 
 

Natural England Evidence Statement Regarding Kittiwake 
Count Data Used to Classify the Flamborough Head & 
Bempton Cliffs SPA 

Table 1. Counts for kittiwake at Flamborough, Bempton and Speeton taken from the 1987 count forms 

Site Count 
(AON) Date of Count Notes 

Bempton 
Reserve 75,000 

No specific date recorded on Data Sheet form, although notes 
attached to form indicate that the rest of the Flamborough 
Headland colony was being counted by a member of the local 
Members Group and the date of these counts was in mid-June. 
Additionally Phillips (1987) indicates that the kittiwake count at 
Bempton Reserve was undertaken in mid-June (see main text). 

Count is entered under “ACCURATE COUNT” column. “Unit” clearly 
marked as “2” = Apparently occupied nest. “Method” stated as “1” = From 
land. Breeding Status recorded as “13” = Occupied nest. Notes attached to 
the form indicate that 3 counters covered the site, and counts were 
repeated where the three values varied by more than 5% for a particular 
section. 

North 
Cliff 8,368 15/06/87 

Count is entered under “ACCURATE COUNT” column. “Unit” clearly 
marked as “2” = Apparently occupied nest. “Method” stated as “1” = From 
land. Breeding Status recorded as “13” = Occupied nest. 

South 
Landing 300 A count from 2 colonies covered in 1986 is used for this 

section. 

Note the 300 pairs figure is attributed to a count made in 1986 rather than 
being a new count for 1987, but is used to derive the 83,700 pairs figure 
used in the FHBC SPA citation. 

Speeton 
Cliffs 1,727 07/06/87 

Count is entered under “ACCURATE COUNT” column. “Unit” clearly 
marked as “2” = Apparently occupied nest. “Method” stated as “1” = From 
land. Breeding Status recorded as “13” = Occupied nest. The Colony 
Register form suggests count was undertaken from both below and above 
cliffs. These birds are erroneously omitted from the original total for the 
FHBC SPA citation. 

TOTAL  85,395  This total relates to the original FHBC SPA boundary and does not include 
the Filey birds that are now included in the FFC SPA. 

Note all these individual counts are also in the JNCC Seabird Colony Register dataset (SCR Census Data), and the Seabird Monitoring Programme 
database contains the figure of 85,395 pairs as the total (SMP Database) 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20190301135521/http:/jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-4460-theme=default
https://app.bto.org/seabirds/public/index.jsp


 

 
 

Page 11 
 

Natural England Evidence Statement Regarding Kittiwake 
Count Data Used to Classify the Flamborough Head & 
Bempton Cliffs SPA 

Appendix 1. Citation for Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliff SPA (original 
SPA) 
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Appendix 2. Citation for the Flamborough Head and Filey Coast SPA. 
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Appendix 3. Details of the 1979 kittiwake count as held by BTO  
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Appendix 4. SCR Count forms for 1986 and 1987 for Bempton Cliffs and 
Flamborough Head 
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Appendix 5. SCR Count forms for 1987 for Speeton 
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Appendix 5. SCR Count forms for 1987 for Speeton 
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Appendix 6. Summary of 1987 SCR counts from Bempton Annual Report 
(Phillips 1987).  
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Appendix 7. Statement from JNCC on the 1987 Kittiwake Count Data from 
Flamborough Head and Bempton Cliffs SPA (provided 28/05/2014) 
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