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Creating a
duck paradise
One Cumbrian wildfowling club is being recognised
for its results in conservation, achieved through
collaborative endeavour, as Kim Forrester discovers
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programmes, with more than 18,000
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BASC’s Stanley Duncan Conservation
Wetland creation
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meets once a month, self-funds most of
its work. It holds estuary leases
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2008, under new
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chairman Mark Shaw,
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the WWA came up with a plan to
Interest (SSSI). A picturesque
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the South Lakeland Fells to the
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I had to do a hell of a lot of networking
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But, as WWA secretary Andy Stott points
out, this corner of the north-west coast
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— including vermin control, new signage
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and the creation of artificial nesting sites
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for mallard duck (see box, p.16) — the
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THE CLUB’S PHILOSOPHY
While primarily a wildfowling club, the
WWA also runs a driven game syndicate,
and an inland roughshoot. It also hosts
four inland duck flighting syndicates
and has a trout fishing syndicate on one
of its owned assets. Founded in March
1950 by a group of 30 conservationminded men, it has grown to more than
100 members, from juniors through to
seniors and honorary members, some
of whom have been associated with the
WWA for more than 50 years.

It strives to “put something back” by
focusing on six key areas:
■ Working with stakeholders and

regulators
■ Creating new wetland habitat
■ Tackling disturbance and creating

wildlife sanctuaries
■ Improving wild stocks with artificial

nests
■ Diversifying by purchasing land
■ Actively promoting wildfowling

and conservation

MAIN PICTURE: New wetlands provide corridors
between the inland wetlands and the saltmarshes
LEFT: WWA members clearing the wetlands after
the nesting season. ABOVE: Ringing the mallard

and flightlines from the inland wetlands
to the saltmarshes and vice versa.
“With Natural England’s (NE) consent
and approval from the landlord, three
shallow flashes were opened up on the
north-west side of the Kent estuary,”
explains Andy. “The vegetation within
the flashes is allowed to regrow each
summer to provide nest sites, a source of
insects and cover for wader chicks. It is
then scythed back every August to create
open water in readiness for the migrating
winter wildfowl.
“Our ungrazed marsh on the east
side was a featureless dry saltmarsh, but
we created two more wetlands in this
zone following discussions with an NE

biodiversity advisor at a local estuary
partnership meeting. We reacted quickly
and submitted a plan of our proposed
wetland scrapes to NE. Our chairman,
Mark, then met with the local NE officer
and the landlord, gave them both a tour
of the proposed site and then got the final
seal of approval from the tenant farmer.
The project was off the ground and took
less than four months from getting the
SSSI consent through to completing
the scrapes.”
Andy believes the deal was sealed
by the creation of a sanctuary scrape,
which is not shot over, in an existing
refuge. “We also tapped into the North
West Environment Agency conservation
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policy through a committee member,
Dave Coward, who worked for them,”
he says. “They allowed him use of an
excavator with diesel for two days, which
was enough time to complete the two
scrapes. So the end products were a
network of wetlands on two sides of the
estuary, which immediately benefited us
as wildfowlers and also the wildlife of
the estuary.”  

Wildfowl refuges

The WWA has created a mix of five
permanent and semi-permanent refuges
in the seven-mile long estuary, too.
“Wildfowl, in particular, need safe places
to rest, where they can preen and have a
snooze or even feed, which is particularly
important in colder weather,” says Andy.
“Three of the refuges are the main
greylag and Canada roosts, which have
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been in place since the 1960s. The
others are fairly modern refuges and
give the wildfowl safe places to feed at
high water. On their dispersal across
the estuary from here, they then give
the wildfowlers their chances. The
boundaries of these refuge areas are
clearly marked upon all our club maps
and we’ve marked out many with painted
white posts so that club members know
exactly where they are.”

Working with others

There’s no doubt that the new wetlands
and refuge areas have been a massive
achievement given the logistical,
political and regulatory hoops that
had to be jumped through to make
this a reality. Mark says it was not easily
achievable “for a small club without a
concerted conservation plan in mind.
It also required dedicating many hours

Through installing duck tubes, the WWA has
forged links with conservation organisations

of behind-the-scenes meetings with
stakeholders to achieve our goals.”
These stakeholders included the
local Cumbria Wildlife Trust, Natural
England, the RSPB, the National
Trust, Dallam Towers, Morecambe
Bay Partnership and numerous tenant
farmers. “Obviously, we worked with
BASC, which assisted us with Crown
estate management plans and Natural
England consents,” explains Andy,
“as well as opening our eyes to better

“WILDFOWL NEED
SAFE PLACES TO REST,
WHERE THEY CAN
PREEN AND HAVE A
SNOOZE OR EVEN FEED”
16 • 5 AUGUST 2015

MARK SHAW ON BUILDING ARTIFICIAL NESTING
Our breeding mallard population is fairly
sedentary, so we decided to improve the
nesting sites for them around the estuary.
We were tired of seeing their natural nests
being raided by vermin even before the mallard
had a chance to hatch their clutches off. We
organised many club work parties to install
artificial nesting sites in areas where mallard
can be found in the spring.
We dug more than 40 barrel nests into the
inland drainage banks. These barrels were dug
in to the bank above the maximum flood line,
pointing downwards at a shallow angle and
filled with hay
— the bankside
vegetation grows
around them,
creating a hollow
space in which
the female can
form her nest.
Do they
work? We
maintain them
each year and
many are filled
PLACED OVER WATER,
with the evidence
TUBES PROVIDE SECURITY
of a successful
FOR THE FEMALE
hatch, but being
on the ground
some are raided by ground predators and
sharp-eyed corvids.
So, in 2010, we decided to experiment with
off-ground nest structures. The Americans
had been using these structures since 1991
to boost mallard numbers and this lead
Andy Stott, WWA secretary, to contact Delta
Waterfowl’s biologist Matt Chouinard, in the
US, who gave us the encouragement to set up
our own project. These are just modifications of
the “Dutch baskets” that were being promoted
in the 1960s and 70s by WAGBI and are still
being used in Holland today. We build tubes
from wire and hay (see How to boost wild
mallard brood success, 22 April).
When placed over water, the tubes provide
security for the incubating female and her
investment of club funds into land
purchase. We’ve also used Government
bodies, such as the Environment Agency,
public bodies and local conservation
groups to assist us with our conservation
work as well as counteracting disturbance
on the estuary.”
He adds: “We’ve made concerted
efforts to get to know all the tenant
farmers and landowners in our area,
many of whom we rely upon for shooting
leases. One thing our club never loses
sight of when working with others is
SHOOTING TIMES & COUNTRY MAGAZINE

clutch from aerial and ground predators. Every
season since we’ve been putting these tubes
out, Andy’s been doing the rounds with his
binos, notepad and camera, checking up on
what’s happening with them.
Our first flagship site was on the Cumbria
Wildlife Trust land, a newly created wetland over
which we own the sporting rights. The reserves
manager used to say the site was always littered
with raided duck eggs before we started putting
the artificial nests out.
The total number of eggs hatched in one
wetland containing 16 tubes over the last
three full nesting
seasons was
434. Out of
these, 309
ducklings
hatched, which
was a 71.3 per
cent success
rate — just
imagine what
duckling
production
would be like if
every suitable
wetland in the
UK had these
tubes installed
on them and people willing to maintain them.
Following the successful relationship
we’ve built up with the Cumbria Wildlife Trust
wardens, we have used conservation as a
strategy to forge links with other conservation
and protectionist organisations in our area
— nest tubes have been the key tool for
demonstrating this. In 2014, we installed
two hen houses on a National Trust site 40
miles away from our own patch and installed
three tubes on the local RSPB reserve with its
assistant warden. Both site wardens now allow
us on to their sites unsupervised to maintain
these nest tubes. The National Trust is delighted
as it had a barn owl, of all things, using one as a
winter roost: this was a first in the UK and good
publicity for wildfowlers doing good things.
that we are stakeholders on the estuary,
and we shouldn’t be afraid to speak up
against movements that impact upon our
sport. At the end of the day we have the
legal right to wildfowl through approved
consents and management plans. We
should be promoting shooting, not
defending it! We have a long history of
estuary use and a proven track record of
conservation management.”
For more information about WWA, visit www.
westmorlandwildfowlersassociation.co.uk.

