WARDENS REPORT 2008
2008 was probably the most uneventful year I have known in the Backwaters. The early part of the year was relatively mild and although we had all of our winter species in residence, numbers were normal to low and there were no notable oddities. The Grey seal produced another pup at the turn of the year, this did well as usual.
The spring changeover of birds happened as usual with the winter visitors leaving and the summer visitors passing through or coming to breed. There was a very good passage of Sandwich Terns noted with a flock of over 100 seen on one day, unfortunately none stopped to breed. Good numbers of Common Terns were seen and three pairs stayed and bred successfully on the sand on the north shore of Horsey. These were again joined by the Little Terns during May, although numbers were not very good and we only had approximately forty five pairs this year, but they did manage to raise at least fifteen young. Again, strangely around the end of July they all disappeared for a few days then reappeared in greater numbers, as has been the case for the last three years and we still have no explanation. Stone Point was roped off again at the beginning of May and some Little Terns did show an interest in using part of the area to nest, but eventually they all went onto the Horsey sand. A number of the resident Ringed Plovers and Oystercatcher pairs and one pair of Lapwings did however make use of the undisturbed area and produced young, some of which I managed to find and ring. The Black Headed Gulls had a much better year and raised young, enabling us to go out and ring 400. The Med Gull count increased to 7 pairs being identified this year, mostly on the Horsey saltings, these also raised young but none were rung. Again I assisted the wildfowlers with the egg pricking of the large gulls on Hedge End and Three Corner Marshes, we seem to have stopped 95% of them from raising any young but numbers have stayed the same for the last couple of years. Hopefully we will soon start to see a noticeable decline. 
Mr Backhouse has reported that Horsey had a good breeding season once again with the Avocets being very successful. There were also good numbers of Oystercatchers, although unfortunately one of the resident Marsh Harriers decided these were a good food source and took a good proportion of the young, along with a few Pheasant chicks. We had two pairs of Harriers breed on Bramble Island again and I very nearly rung two of them, they sat and watched me wade out to their nest and just as the water went over my waders they flew off, a few days too late getting there it would seem. The Barn Owl boxes around the Backwaters produced well this year with 27 young rung, the best being a box at Walton Hall with 5 inside.
The Common seal numbers were up to 85 this summer and they produced 22+ young, these did not do as well as they have in the past. I had 5 that needed rescuing, these were just under weight and dehydrated, I either took or sent them via BDMLR up to the RSPCA Centre at East Winch, all have now recovered and have been released off the Norfolk coast. The Grey seal had another pup at the beginning of December, this is the tenth year we have recorded a Grey pup in the Backwaters and we regularly see 6 adults around, surely we must get more than one pup a year soon.

This summer the human usage of the Backwaters was also lower than we have become used to in the past few years. The weather was not great and on the days that we did have unbroken sunshine we also seemed to have a strong cold easterly wind. This may have been one reason for the lower numbers. We still encountered the same problems though, a number of people were unaware of the speed limits, but all were fine after a word or two from us. We had some breakdowns that we towed back to the Marina and as usual a number of boats that ran aground and needed assistance getting refloated. One Sunday morning we were greeted with the sight of 12 yachts aground, this was due to a high tide in the early hours accompanied by a strong south-westerly wind. Two of these vessels were laying alongside each other on Stone Point and we spent a couple of hours keeping them apart so that they did not damage each other as the tide came in. To add to the mayhem, a gentleman and his son ran aground on Pye sand, and after unsuccessfully trying to get off, the father took out an anchor in a dinghy and lost both oars and was being blown out to sea. We collected him and reunited him with his yacht. While this was going on another yacht went aground on the Pewit shore, unfortunately we could not get near it and there was much arm waving and shouting. The Harwich inshore lifeboat that had been called to the drifting man commandeered a dinghy from a passing yacht and rescued the two people from the yacht. They were then passed to us to so that we could take them back to the Marina. It turned out the gent had bought the boat the previous day and with no knowledge of sailing or boats at all, he had decided to come out for the day. Needless to say we had a chat with him and passed him to the Coastguards who also gave him some well needed advice. We collected him and a friend with some knowledge, and at high tide we returned him to his boat so he could take it back to the Marina.
This winter has seen much colder weather and this has been reflected in the bird numbers. We are again seeing large flocks of Golden Plover, Grey Plover, Knot, Bar and Black tailed Godwits, Avocets, Oystercatcher, Redshank, Wigeon and Teal. The Brent Geese numbers also seem to be up and there have been reports of one Light Bellied Brent and one Black Brant amongst them. There are good numbers of Little Grebes but Little Egret numbers are down as too are Dunlin and Curlew. The lagoon on Stone Point has a number of Shovelor and Gadwall and Coles Creek is home to 150 Pintail. There is also a Kingfisher living in and around the Marina.
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