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Background

2.1

Kersal Wetlands is a new 28 ha flood basin that lies within a meander of the River
Irwell. It includes 5 ha of urban wetland habitat. Construction started in 2015 and
completed in Spring 2018.

Photo 1 – Kersal Wetlands

2.2

Volunteers have been systematically counting water birds for several winters on this
part of the River Irwell. This report will use that data to see what impact the flood
basin has had upon winter water birds using this section of the river.

2.3

The volunteer bird counting started at this location in the winter of 2001-2002 as
part of the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS). Then there was a break and the next survey
occurred during the winter of 2008-2009.

2.4

WeBS is a partnership scheme of the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), the Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Joint Nature Conservation
Committee (JNCC) (the last on behalf of the statutory nature conservation bodies:
Natural England, Natural Resources Wales and Scottish Natural Heritage and the
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs, Northern Ireland) in
association with the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust (WWT).

2.5

There was another break until a volunteer began ongoing counts during the winter
of 2015, supported by and mentoring additional volunteers recruited as part of the
Winter Wetland Bird Blitz or WeBS. https://www.bto.org/ourscience/projects/wetland-bird-survey

2.6

The Winter Wetland Bird Blitz (WWBB) is a Natural Course collaboration between
the BTO, Greater Manchester Ecology Unit (GMEU), and Greater Manchester
Combined Authority (GMCA). Covering about 40km of the River Irwell and the
confluence with the River Croal, it closely follows the WeBS survey method, including
using the BTO’s online data entry and database. The difference is that it is just for
the month of January rather than each month September to March. The reduction
in commitment makes it easier to recruit volunteers. This is useful because WeBS
coverage of the River Irwell has been patchy over the years despite it having been
flagged as ‘medium high priority’ for the WeBS survey. The reduced data collected
by WWBB is still of use to the BTO for their monitoring of national bird trends
because January is the peak time for winter birds in the UK.
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Photo 2 – The River Irwell with Kersal Wetlands on the right and Cormorants drying their wings midriver

2.7

Part of the survey method includes noting if factors have led to an undercount of the
birds present. Examples of possible causes include bad weather, disturbance, or not
having access to view some of the river. When this occurs, the count is ignored for
statistical purposes unless the dataset is over enough years to be able to apply an
average value for that year. In the case of this analysis there is not enough data to
be able to apply the average solution.

2.8

The WeBS / WWBB surveys have split the River Irwell into survey sections. This
report will also present data for the sections upstream and downstream the one
around Kersal Wetland. This allows us to consider changes in the section of interest
while also considering the wider bird population.

4

3

Location maps and diagrams

Map 1: WeBS count site River Irwell – Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge

Map 2: WeBS count site – River Irwell – Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge
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Map 3: WeBS count site – River Irwell – Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge

Map 4: New WeBS count site – Kersal Wetlands.
The rest of the flood basin can also be seen to the south.
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Methodology

4.1

The lower reaches of the River Irwell were selected for WWBB because the habitat is
suitable for regionally important species of wintering duck: tufted duck and
goldeneye.

4.2

For WWBB, 11 WeBS Sites were arranged into 15 sections of suitable length to assign
to the WWBB volunteers. During the survey, counts are split or combined as
necessary for data entry into the WeBS database.

4.3

Of these WeBS sites, ‘Cromwell Road Bridge to Ashcroft Bridge’ is the focus of this
study because it includes the stretch of the River Irwell that flows around Kersal
Wetlands. To provide a basis for comparison, the neighboring WeBS sections have
been included in the analysis, namely ‘Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge’ is
upstream, and ‘Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge’ is downstream.

4.4

Another basis of comparison will be the annual WeBS Summary Report that is
published by the BTO. This will enable local bird population trends to be compared
with national trends. The lastest edition is: Frost, T.M., Calbrade, N.A., Birtles, G.A.,
Hall, C., Robinson, A.E., Wotton, S.R., Balmer, D.E. & Austin, G.E. 2021. Waterbirds in
the UK 2019/20: The Wetland Bird Survey. BTO, RSPB and JNCC, in association with
WWT. British Trust for Ornithology, Thetford. On page 12 ‘Table 2 Population trends
of non-breeding waterbirds in the constituent countries’ provides an England 10year population trend (2008/09–2018/19) for each species.

4.5

Essentially, the survey involves walking along the riverbank counting all water birds
that are seen using the river. Birds that are only heard are not included.

4.6

All waterbirds are counted, which includes ducks, geese, swans, cormorants, herons,
crakes and rails, waders, and Kingfishers. The counting of gulls and terns is optional
and so have been excluded from our analysis.

4.7

The survey does not include very young birds.

4.8

During a WeBS or WWBB survey it is occasionally the case that the accuracy of the
counts for all or one particular species may be considered low. This might be for
several reasons, including poor visibility due to fog or heavy rain, high disturbance
levels causing birds to fly around, or because access to all of the usual count area
was not possible on a particular date. In this case the count is ignored in our
analysis, though it should be noted that the BTO are able to use statistical methods
to average out these gaps in their larger dataset.

4.9

In 2016 ‘Cromwell Road Bridge to Ashcroft Bridge’ was flagged as an undercount and
hence not included in our charts.

4.10

‘Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge’ was not counted in 2017. However, since it
is only being used as a comparison site, we have included 2017 in our analysis of the
other two sites.
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4.11

Kersal Wetlands have recently been assigned as a WeBS count site. However, there
is no historical data available for the site so it has not been analysed in this report.

4.12

Species with extremely low counts or only seen a few times have not been given
individual charts because they will not show a trend.

4.13

Full details of the WeBS survey method are available here https://www.bto.org/ourscience/projects/wetland-bird-survey/about
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Results

5.1

Total Count

5.1.1 The total number of waterbirds counted across the three sites varied greatly. It
began at 909 in 2002 and experienced a big drop to 454 in 2009. One section was
not counted in 2017 so we will not consider the total count for that year. By 2018
numbers had risen to 542 and rose significantly in 2019 to 857. Finally total count
returned to a number close to 2018 with 542.
5.1.2 Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge has had a changeable total number of
waterbirds counted. It dropped from 322 in 2002 to 207 in 2009. It was not counted
in 2017. By 2018 it had dropped to 86 before recovering to 220 in 2019, which is a
similar level to 2009. Finally, in 2020 the count fell back to 111.
5.1.3 The total waterbird count for Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge initially fell
from 492 in 2002, to 209 in 2009, and bottomed out at 147 in 2017. It then climbed
back to 329 in 2018, 570 in 2019, before falling again to 296 in 2020.
5.1.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge saw wide changes in its total count of
waterbirds when seen as a proportion of counts for the other years. The figure was
95 in 2002, fell to 38 in 2009, by 2017 it was much higher at 143, fell slightly in 2018
to 127, crashed to 67 in 2019, and shot up to 166 in 2020.

Chart 1: Total number of birds counted by site and year

9

5.2

Number of species

5.2.1 Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge has experienced changes in the number of
waterbird species recorded. During the early years of the survey there were 12
species in 2002 and 2009 respectively. We have not included 2017 in this analysis
but there were 5, 10, and 5 again in the years 2018, 2019 and 2020 respectively.
This short peak in numbers for just one year suggests temporary factors influenced
this count or the preceding and subsequent low counts.
5.2.2 Of the three sections, Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge has the highest number
of waterbird species recorded, with 15 spotted in 2019. When seen across the years
being analysed, it is also the section with the most diversity of waterbird species
recorded. The species count for this section has varied considerably between 15 in
2019 and 6 in 2017. It is possible that seeing just 6 in 2017 is for some reason an
outlier and may not be a true reflection of the situation at the time.
5.2.3 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge had the most consistent number of
species counted, ranging from 5 in 2009 to 9 in 2002 and 2018.

Chart 2: Total number of species counted by site and year
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5.3

Canada goose

5.3.1 The ten-year population trend for Canada geese (2008/09– 2018/19) for England
from Frost et al. (2021) is 100% growth.
5.3.2 Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge has had negligible numbers of Canada geese.
5.3.3 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge has had considerable fluctuation in counts
of Canada geese. There were 4 birds in 2002, rising to 59 in 2009, back down to 8
birds in 2017, then two high counts of 191 in 2018 and 196 birds in 2019, before a
big drop to 95 in 2020.
5.3.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge had none of this species counted in
2002 and 2009, relatively low counts of 29, 34 and 33 in 2017, 2018 and 2019
respectively, before a steep rise to 111 in 2020.
5.3.5 The 2020 drop of Canada geese at Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge was not
matched by the increase at Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge. Therefore,
their combined count was 229 in 2019 and 206 in 2020.

Chart 3: Number of Canada Geese counted by site and year
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5.4

Cormorant

5.4.1 The ten-year population trend for Cormorant (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 40% growth.
5.4.2 Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge experienced a continuous drop from 4 birds
in 2002 to 1 bird in 2018, back up to 2 in 2019. None were seen in 2020.
5.4.3 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge has oscillated between 1 and 2 Cormorants
over the years that have been recorded.
5.4.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge only had one individual counted in
2019, none were seen in the other years.
5.4.5 For some reason, no Cormorants were logged in 2017 in either of the two sections
surveyed that year.
5.4.6 There is a Cormorant roost 2 – 3 km away, and probably others in the area, so the
low numbers seem a bit surprising. However, there plenty of other waterbodies
within flight range of these large birds.

Chart 4: Number of Cormorants counted by site and year

12

5.5

Goldeneye

5.5.1 The ten-year population trend for Goldeneye (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 22% reduction.
4.5.2 Goldeneye were not seen on Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge in both 2002
and 2020. However, there were 12 in 2009, 1 in 2018, and 10 in 2019.
5.5.3 Only Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge held Goldeneye in 2002, with a very
significant count of 110. By 2009 this had dropped to 19. Numbers recovered to 48
by 2018 and just 27 in 2019. In 2020 there were just 5 Goldeneye on this section.
5.5.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge also did not see any Goldeneye in both
2002 and 2020. On the other hand, there were 2 in 2009, 2 again in 2018, and 9 in
2019.
5.5.5 It is noteworthy that no Goldeneye were seen during the survey in 2017.

Chart 5: Number of Goldeneye counted by site and year
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5.6

Goosander

5.6.1 The ten-year population trend for Goosander (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 1% reduction.
5.6.2 No Goosander were recorded in the three survey sections in 2017.
5.6.3 There is a clear upward trend of Goosander seen at Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road
Bridge. It starts in 2002 with 5 and by 2020 has reached 15.
5.6.4 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge has an overall slight upward trend from 5
in 2002 and 2009 to 7 in both 2019 and 2020. There was a slight dip to 3 in 2018.
5.6.5 Goosander were absent from Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge in 2018.
Ones and twos were seen in 2002, 2009, 2019, and 2020.

Chart 6: Number of Goosander counted by site and year
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5.7

Grey Heron

5.7.1 The ten-year population trend for Grey Heron (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 6% reduction.
5.7.2 A single Grey Heron was only sporadically seen at Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road
Bridge in the years 2002, 2009, and 2019.
5.7.3 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge has a more consistent record of containing
Grey Heron, but generally only 1 bird with the exceptions being 2 in 2017 and 6 in
2019.
5.7.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge has a poor record regarding Grey
Heron, with only 1 recorded during these surveys, in 2018.

Chart 7: Number of Grey Heron counted by site and year
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5.8

Little Grebe

5.8.1 The ten-year population trend for Little Grebe (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 10% reduction.
5.8.2 The surveys began well for Little Grebe at Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge,
where sixteen were seen in 2002. Numbers dropped to 5 by 2009. Things were not
so good in the more recent surveys, which mostly blanked apart from 1 bird being
seen in 2019.
5.8.3 Little Grebe were frequently seen at Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge and
numbers varied quite widely. The highest number was 8 in 2009, closely matched by
2019 with 7. 2018 only saw 1, and 2 for 2002 and 2020.
5.8.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge contained low numbers of Little Grebe
most years of the survey. There were 3 in 2002 and 2018, 2 in 2019, and 1 in 2017
and 2020.

Chart 8: Number of Little Grebe counted by site and year
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5.9

Mallard

5.9.1 The ten-year population trend for Mallard (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 16% reduction.
5.9.2 Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge has had a major reduction in Mallard
numbers. There were 205 in 2002. In 2009 they had already dropped to 118. Things
begin to level out with 72 in 2018 and 85 in 2019. But the downward trend maybe
continuing, evidenced by 65 in 2020.
5.9.3 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge has suffered a similar steep decline in
numbers of Mallard. The highest count was 169 in 2002. They had dwindled to 101
by 2009, and even further in later years with just 42 and 30 in 2017 and 2018
respectively. Numbers have begun to recover though because 96 were seen in 2019
and 93 in 2020.
5.9.4 The scale of the graph makes it look like Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge
has had a more steady trend, but in terms of proportion it has also seen a sharp drop
followed by some recovery. Again, the best count is from 2002 with 47. The drop
off means only 10 in 2009 and going right down to just 2 in 2017. Then the recovery
comes with 16, 19, and 21 in 2018, 2019, and 2020 respectively.

Chart 9: Number of Mallard counted by site and year
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5.10

Moorhen

5.10.1 The ten-year population trend for Moorhen (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 28% reduction.
5.10.2 Moorhen are another example of decline since 2002. At that time Agecroft Bridge to
Ringley Road Bridge had 26 before only 5 were logged in 2009. We did not count
this count section for 2017 so the next statistic is just 2 birds in 2018 and a sudden
increase to 12 in 2019. In 2020 we were back down to 3.
5.10.3 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge presents a much smoother graph ranging
between 6 and 9, with one blip of 2 for 2017.
5.10.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge also has quite a smooth graph, but with
very low numbers including blanks for 2002 and 2009, and switching between 2 and
1 between 2017 and 2020.

Chart 10: Number of Moorhen counted by site and year
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5.11

Mute Swan

5.11.1 The ten-year population trend for Mute Swan (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 9% reduction.
5.11.2 There used to be a healthy population of Mute Swan in these three stretches of river
in 2002. Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge was populated by 11 swan,
Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge 21, and 17 at Hough Lane Bridge to
Cromwell Road Bridge. Then, going by the snap-shot from these surveys, the swans
pretty much vacated this part of the River Irwell. Our only subsequent survey year
to spot any was 2 birds in 2009 at Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge.

Chart 11: Number of Mute Swan counted by site and year
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5.12

Teal

5.12.1 The ten-year population trend for Teal (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from Frost et
al. (2021) is 2% growth.
5.12.2 Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge presents a mixed picture of Teal presence. In
2002 there was an equal highest count of 22, then a drop to 16 in 2009. 2017 was
not counted but there is also a zero count for 2018. Then numbers return to equal
the top count of 22 in 2019 before just 8 being seen in 2020.
5.12.3 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge seems to have become less popular for
Teal. In 2002 there were 27. Then 2009 had 7, the count for 2017 was 3, back up to
7 for 2018, followed by a drop to 2 for 2019. None were seen in 2020.
5.12.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge is clearly not favoured by Teal. The only
time they have been recorded on the survey visits being examined was when 2 were
seen in 2002.

Chart 12: Number of Teal counted by site and year
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5.13

Tufted Duck

5.13.1 The ten-year population trend for Tufted Duck (2008/09– 2018/19) for England from
Frost et al. (2021) is 5% reduction.
5.13.2 Tufted Duck were sporadically recorded at Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge.
None were seen in 2002, 16 in 2008, blank again in 2018, 7 in 2019, and another zero
count in 2020.
5.13.3 Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge was slightly less patchy with an impressive
41 Tufted Duck seen in 2002 but followed by 0 in 2009. Subsequent counts were less
impressive with none see in 2017, 5 in 2018, 6 in 2019, and only 1 in 2010.
5.13.4 Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge begins well with 13 birds seen in 2002
and 20 in 2009. Unfortunately, no birds are seen in the subsequent years 2017-2020.
5.13.5 Tufted Duck are another species where no birds were recorded in 2017.

Chart 13: Number of Tufted Duck counted by site and year
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Limitations of the survey

6.1

Surveyors sometimes changed between survey days, meaning that their number and
skill varied. More eyes see more birds.

6.2

Not all surveyors were counting at the same time during the survey days so birds will
move. They might be double counted or entirely missed despite using the river on
that day.

6.3

This study has not taken into account the weather conditions on the survey days.
Difficult to know what effect there would be anyway. Perhaps when very cold the
birds would prefer moving water to frozen over still water? However, the survey is
cancelled during severe weather conditions to prevent disturbing the birds when
they will be struggling to survive.

6.4

Each survey is just a snapshot of one point in time of highly mobile creatures.
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Discussion

7.1

What happened in 2017? No Goldeneye, no Goosander, Cormorant, and Tufted
Duck. Also, a big drop in species and total birds counted. Some of the total count
difference would be due to ‘Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road Bridge’ not being
counted in that year but there remains a significant decrease compared to most
other years. Was it because of a certain stage in wetland construction or weather?
Change of surveyors? In that year the Kersal Wetland section (Cromwell Road Bridge
to Agecroft Bridge) was an outlier low point in Total Count and Number of Species.

7.2

Hough Lane Bridge to Cromwell Road Bridge was included in this study to act as a
control but seems to have seen a large drop in some species. Total Count and
Number of Species seems comparatively constant though.

7.3

The grand total count is highly variable between years. For instance, 2018 had 542,
2019 was 857 (+58%), 2020 back down to 573 (-33%). Not necessarily because of the
work happening in the Wetlands either because 2002 had 909 and 2009 was 454.

7.4

The number of species is also highly variable but showing a pattern similar to Total
Count.

7.5

There clearly has been an increase in the population of Canada Geese during the
survey period, from 15 to 206. Agecroft Bridge to Ringely Road Bridge generally has
very low numbers so no need to worry about it not being counted in 2017.
Therefore, there was a big leap from 47 total Canada Geese in 2017 to 225 in 2018
and similarly high numbers thereafter. The Wetlands were constructed between
2015 and Spring 2018, and up until 2020 the bulk of these additional birds were in
that proximity. So, this increase in Canada Geese could correlate with the Wetlands,
but is that causation?
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7.6

The reduction of Goldeneye at Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge, the area of
Kersal Wetlands, came before the Wetlands were constructed. It exceeds the
national downward trend of 22%.

7.7

Grey Heron numbers generally seem low on the river, especially considering that
personal experience on the wetlands is that there are always multiple Heron to be
seen there. So, the river may simply not have enough suitable places for a Heron to
settle and fish, perhaps due to disturbance. Likewise, the outlier peak count on
Cromwell Road to Agecroft Bridge may be due to disturbance on the Wetlands
temporarily displacing the birds onto the adjacent river.

7.8

The count for Mallard at Cromwell Road Bridge to Agecroft Bridge hit a low point
during the years of construction of the Kersal Wetlands (2015-2018). However, the
decline started before those dates and is mirrored by the other count sections. The
decline also exceeds the national trend of -16%.
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Conclusions

8.1

This study could benefit from more knowledge of the stages of the Wetland
construction and how they match up with the surveys. Likewise, what was
happening to the river at these times? Weather conditions may have had an
influence too.

8.2

Some of the WWBB surveyors are now counting monthly as WeBS surveyors. This
means that the data is becoming less of a snapshot and is more consistent because it
is the same surveyor(s).

8.3

Only a few species have shown clear trends.

8.4

The steep decline in Mute Swans between 2002 and 2009 is before work started on
the Irwell Wetlands.

8.5

There is a clear upward trend of Goosander seen at Agecroft Bridge to Ringley Road
Bridge. It starts in 2002 with 5 and by 2020 has reached 15. This is not the count
section adjacent to Kersal Wetlands but still good to see.

8.6

The significant increase in Canada Geese between Cromwell Bridge and Agecroft
bridge is adjacent to Kersal Wetlands and coincides with their construction. The
growth in population of 232% between 2009 and 2019 far exceeds the national
trend of 100% for that period. The neighbouring two counts sections saw no growth
during this time.

8.7

Future analysis of this kind will benefit from more data. Perhaps include other
nearby waterbodies, still and moving.
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