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SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

SAC Chough Conservation Paper 

Purpose 

The Scottish population of red-billed chough is in a perilous state and SNH have been actively 
supporting emergency interventions to conserve the population on Islay, which holds the bulk 
of the remaining birds, since 2010. This work was assessed in a recent report to SNH and a 
decision is now required on options presented for a way forward to conserve the species in 
Scotland. This paper provides a brief background and explores four potential future 
management scenarios, as set out in the recommendations of the report.  

Action 

The Committee is asked to: 

1. Review the evidence available, as summarised from the report in this paper; 
2. Consider the options presented; 
3. Provide comment on the specific topics/questions presented. 

Preparation of paper 

This paper was prepared by Jessica Shaw, with input from Mairi Cole and support from staff 
at the Islay office. 

Background 

Red-billed chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorrax have suffered historic range and population 
declines in the UK, likely due to climatic and agricultural changes, as well as persecution 
(McKay, 2007). The species is listed on Annex 1 of the Birds Directive and Schedule 1 of the 
W&CA, but is Green listed by Birds of Conservation Concern (BoCC4). It was until recently 
Amber listed, and has been down-graded due to a change in assessment criteria rather than 
any improvement in number or range (Eaton et al., 2015). The regional subspecies 
Pyrrhocorax p. pyrrhocorrax (endemic to the UK, Ireland and Britany) remains Amber listed. 
The species was classed as Vulnerable at a GB level under the IUCN criteria, because of its 
small, restricted breeding population (Stanbury et al., 2017).  

The most recent 2014 census estimated the total national chough population to be 433 
breeding pairs, with the majority in Wales and the Isle of Man (Hayhow et al., 2018). In 
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Scotland, choughs have become locally extinct from historical breeding areas on Jura and in 
Kintyre (Hayhow et al., 2018) and are now restricted to the islands of Islay and Colonsay (<50 
pairs in 2018, Fig 1.). The Scottish populations are at the edge of their range so are of 
particular conservation concern, as well as having socioeconomic value from eco-tourism and 
with links to traditional high-biodiversity value pastoral farming systems. 

Chough in Scotland are currently threatened by lack of food (principally affecting first year 
survival), parasite burdens and low genetic diversity (resulting in the emergence of a lethal 
blindness condition in nestlings). The impacts of these are compounded by the critically small 
residual population. An emergency supplementary feeding programme was initiated in 2010 
at three sites on Islay (with treatment of parasites from 2014) to arrest the population decline 
and prevent their extinction in Scotland in the short term. A comprehensive report submitted 
to SNH summarises this work (2010-2019), which was led by the local Chough Study Group 
and the University of Aberdeen (Trask et al., unpublished). It also uses models to assess 
ecological and genetic threats to the chough, and evaluates the outcomes of future 
management strategies. This latter section was published in the Journal of Applied Ecology 
(Trask et al. 2019) and is appended to the report and this paper as Annex 1.   

 

 
Figure 1. Number of breeding pairs of choughs on Islay (black circles), Colonsay (grey 
triangles), Jura (open diamonds) and Kintyre (star) in years where full censuses of the 

Scottish chough population were carried out.  

 
The main findings of the report are: 

 Supplementary feeding successfully increased key demographic rates (including first 
year survival), and birds treated for parasites recovered after 2-3 days. The programme 
therefore provided an effective short-term conservation intervention to prevent further 
large population declines. 

 Population viability analysis suggests that these feeding measures (or the alternative 
of providing equivalent natural food) will not maintain a stable population size by itself, 
but ceasing the intervention will result in a rapid decrease in the population, with 
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extinction predicted within 50 years. The ecological threats of food shortage and 
parasite burdens are currently the main limitation. 

 SRDP grassland management measures taken up on Islay have so far not been 
effective in improving natural food supplies for chough. 

 Reinforcement of the chough population, using other populations of this subspecies, 
in addition to feeding could stabilise the Scottish population.  

 Recommends that supplementary feeding and parasite treatment should continue until 
habitat management can be improved, and a programme of translocation be urgently 
developed for the medium-term to ensure chough do not go extinct in Scotland. 

We have invested considerable funds in chough conservation to date; two CASE PhD 
studentships (one currently ongoing focussing on the effects of supplementary feeding), 
SRDP funds and associated staff time (there are approximately 1,800ha under chough options 
on Islay and Colonsay, at payment rates of £88-£225/ha), as well as around £173k since 2016 
on population modelling, monitoring and supplementary feeding work. Going forward, the main 
roost at Ardnave is a silage pit shed which is nearing the end of its useful life; SNH may need 
to contribute in the near future if we wish to see it maintained. A bid for £35k has been 
submitted for interim supplementary feeding in 20/21 (the Chough Study Group took this on 
unfunded in 19/20). This investment has maintained the population to date, and generated a 
very detailed demographic dataset with which to develop detailed population models of the 
interplay between the ecological and genetic threats (Annex 1). The report assessing the 
success of this work is due to be published following identification of a credible future option. 

Policy context 

Scottish Government have an obligation under CBD Aichi targets C12 (preventing extinction) 
and C13 (maintaining genetic diversity) to conserve Scotland’s biodiversity. The SNH 
Corporate Plan 2018-2022 places great emphasis on the importance of biodiversity, with ‘the 
health and resilience of Scotland’s nature is improved’ as one of the four key outcomes, and 
there is renewed impetus for addressing biodiversity loss and climate change, with the Scottish 
Biodiversity Programme (led by SG & SNH) overseeing current activity on biodiversity. 

Future options 

The recommendations set out in the report present clear support for combined supplementary 
feeding, parasite treatment and re-stocking as the only way to retain the Scottish chough 
population (Annex 1). There are, however, underlying questions and areas where we would 
welcome SAC advice in considering different management options.   

Option 1 – End intervention support 

After nine years of supplementary feeding support, the remaining Scottish chough populations 
remain extremely vulnerable. Whilst there are potential avenues to secure chough in Scotland, 
the problems facing this species are complex, farming systems have changed and the future 
of agri-environment support is not clear. Given the effort to date and timescale over which 
future action would be required, intervention costs to remedy these are likely to be high. 
Removal of the current feeding regime is predicted to see the chough population in Scotland 
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declining at c.14% per annum and to be extinct within 50 years (Annex 1). The species is, 
however, Green listed and stable at a UK scale (Hayhow et al., 2018). 

1: SAC are invited to comment on the conservation impetus which would be required 
to support developing a long-term programme of work to secure the Scottish chough 
population. 

Option 2 – Focus on habitat management, with interim feeding and parasite treatment 
intervention support 

While the supplementary feeding programme has been effective, it is not a sustainable long-
term strategy and providing natural food will be key to the future of Scottish chough. SRDP 
uptake has been relatively good in key areas on Islay, but the report suggests that the 
prescriptive nature of the options and the trade-off between options for chough and corncrake 
has limited its impact. The main issues limiting chough food are thought to be more intensive 
grassland management, impacts on semi-natural grassland through supplementary feeding of 
livestock, a lack of dung invertebrates (e.g. through the use of antihelminthic treatments and 
mechanical topping of vegetation destroying dung pats), a lack of larvae availability from 
carcasses, seaweed and natural bee colonies as well as potential disturbance from increased 
tourism. The report recommends that to make major improvements in habitat quality, a 
scheme of individual farm management agreements would therefore be needed. However, in 
the short term, it also suggests that supplementary feeding could be expanded to other areas 
of Islay (e.g. the Oa, south of the Rhinns) and Colonsay. The existing programme is already 
demanding though (farming mealworms, daily feeding and monitoring), as well as costly.  

2: Is there benefit to extending supplementary feeding to other areas of Islay (and/or 
Colonsay) to support healthier populations in these areas? 

Option 3 – Continue interim intervention support, whilst simultaneously focusing on habitat 
management and pursuing translocation to Islay 

The ecological threats to Scottish chough are immediate, but managing these will only slow 
the population decline. The report is conclusive that population reinforcement is necessary to 
address inbreeding depression and make the Scottish chough population viable. Without this, 
funds invested in feeding, parasite and habitat management may be wasted. Potential source 
populations (of the same subspecies) are wild Irish birds, and captive birds from Cornwall 
(Paradise Park Wildlife Sanctuary) or Jersey (Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust); initial 
discussions with potential partners regarding translocation have been positive. The population 
models looked at several reinforcement options of between 48 and 96 individuals (Annex 1), 
with additions in years 3 and 6, although captive breeding may also be required to acquire 
enough donor birds. If all these measures were successfully implemented, the simulations 
predict there could be a stable chough population after 50 years (although smaller 
reinforcements risk inbreeding beginning to re-accumulate after 25 years).  

3: Given the timescale over which population re-enforcement would need to take place, 
does the modelling give sufficient comfort of success to support this? 
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Option 4 – Ecological and genetic management on Islay, and establishment of stepping stone 
populations 

If action was taken to supplementary feed, manage habitat and parasite loads and undertake 
population reinforcement, the chough populations on Islay and Colonsay could in time have 
sufficient natural food, and be genetically stable. However, while the Scottish populations 
remain isolated, future genetic intervention may still be needed. A wider programme 
supporting re-establishment of stepping stone populations along the west coast of the UK (e.g. 
Jura, Kintyre, Dumfries & Galloway, Northern Ireland) would support natural gene flow. 

Climate change may also be an important consideration. Climate (mild winters), nest site 
availability and habitat (low intensity pastoral systems) are key factors associated with chough 
distribution in Scotland (MacKay, 2007, Hayhow et al., 2018). In Scotland, the breeding range 
of chough has decreased from a peak across the west and south in 1800, although four sub-
populations were still present in the 20th century (Skye, Dumfries & Galloway/Ayrshire, Kintyre 
and Islay/Colonsay/Jura/Mull), with links to Northern Ireland and the Isle of Man (MacKay, 
2007). In the 2014 UK census, regional trends were apparent, with increases in the Isle of 
Man, Cornwall and south Wales, with declines observed in Scotland and north/mid Wales. 
Some of these positive changes may be driven by warming temperatures, but projections are 
for more heavy rainfall events in Scotland which would likely be negative (Hayhow et al., 
2018). Chough have also naturally recolonised areas in the past (including Colonsay). 

4: What further work might be needed to support consideration of a wider recovery 
programme to include development of links to other populations? 
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