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Introduction
In the last three decades, UK little tern populations have declined 

by 37% (Wilson et al., 2020). As the UK’s second rarest seabird, 

numerous conservation actions have been employed to increase 

their population sizes (Smart and Amar, 2018). Despite annual 

employment of  electric fencing, signage, wardens, and predator 

control measures, UK little tern populations are projected to 

continue declining (Wilson et al., 2020). 

Results
• International conservation status of  little terns (least concern, 

(Birdlife International, 2019)) inconsistent with intensity of  

conservation work in UK.

• Current conservation practices successfully slow population 

decline but are insufficient in restoring little tern populations to 

stable levels.

• Most predators of  the little tern are opportunistic, facultative 

scavengers, for example: red foxes (Vulpes vulpes), various gull 

species, and carrion crows (Corvus corone) (Catry and Granadeiro, 

2006; Ratcliffe et al., 2008).

• Urban development is a driver of  habitat loss. Consequently, 

little terns are concentrated into fewer, larger colonies that are 

more vulnerable to stochastic events (Rowell, 2020; Wilson et 

al., 2020).

Conclusions
Ultimately, the cause of  little tern population declines cannot be 

pinpointed to one threat. Underlying threats such as climate 

change and urban development exacerbate more obvious threats 

such as predation, human disturbance, and coastal flooding. 

Balancing funding, species priority, public interest, and 

practicality of  conservation work is extremely difficult to 

achieve. Despite this, little tern conservation efforts have trebled 

breeding success (Wilson et al., 2020). 

Whilst little tern populations may remain in decline, it is clear 

conservation efforts are working to stabilise their UK 

populations.
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