
 

Red kite chicks born during droughts are
scarred for life: The hidden threat of climate
change to wildlife conservation
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Take a drive down England's M40 motorway and chances are you'll see a
large bird with a forked tail overhead searching for roadkill: the red kite.

The conservation status of this species has looked promising in recent
years. Assessments made between 2005 and 2019 classified red kites as
"near threatened" on the IUCN Red List, a global system for classifying
each species' extinction risk. Population growth throughout large swathes
of the red kite's range meant that the species was bumped up to "least
concern" in 2020.

The U.K.'s growing population of red kites is largely a result of their 
reintroduction to parts of England and Scotland beginning in 1989. This
is often hailed as a conservation success story. And rightly so. The
number of red kites has soared (pun intended) by a whopping 1,935%
between 1995 and 2020 across the U.K.

While things are generally looking up for the species at a global level,
populations in some countries, including Spain, France, Portugal and
Slovakia are declining. Some of the causes of these declines have existed
for centuries, such as hunting.

But a new study has revealed how climate change poses a hidden threat
by permanently damaging the development of chicks born during
droughts. This could undermine the recovery of the species and is a
sobering reminder of the challenges that a warming world will confront
species with, even those which seem to be doing well for the time being.
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https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/22695072/181651010
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/conservation-and-sustainability/safeguarding-species/case-studies/red-kite/
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2020/07/21/a-conservation-success-story-the-reintroduction-of-red-kites-30-years-ago/
https://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/publications/bbs_report_2021.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/wildbirds/action_plans/docs/milvus_milvus.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-022-33011-7


 

  

Young red kites hunker down in a Berlin nest. Credit: Accipiter/Wikipedia, CC
BY-SA

A hidden threat

Some of the effects of drought on wildlife are predictable. Drought
conditions restrict water and food and hence, nutrition, forcing animals
to work harder to meet their basic needs and remain healthy. Other
effects can take years to become apparent.

In the new study, researchers used data from as far back as 1970 to
assess how red kites hatched during a drought fared in later life. The
authors tagged nestlings with a unique leg ring and monitored their
survival over many years.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_kite#/media/File:Milmil_njg_980613.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


 

The authors concluded that some chicks born during a drought year, like
2022 in England and Wales, continued to face the consequences as
adults. This might be because their development is permanently
impaired due to a failure to meet their nutritional needs in early life;
potentially making them smaller, more vulnerable to disease, and less
capable of hunting.

Mounting threats put pressure on populations over time. As these
populations begin to shrink due to the death rate exceeding the number
of births, they can eventually enter a vortex: the population continues to
decline until it goes extinct. This has happened once before with the
British population.

Beginning in the 16th century, legal and illegal killings reduced red kite
numbers. The bird's increasing rarity made it a prime target for
taxidermists and egg collectors, particularly in the Victorian era. By the
late 1980s, red kites were extinct in England and Scotland. This
highlights how older threats may conspire with new ones to reverse
recent progress.
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-62298430
https://phys.org/tags/population/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/advice/wildlife-and-the-law/wild-bird-crime/egg-collecting/


 

  

Red kite eggs in a German natural history museum collection. Credit: Klaus
Rassinger & Gerhard Cammerer/Museum Wiesbaden, CC BY-SA

Helping species adapt

Red kites were considered vermin across Britain and Ireland during the
16th century and their numbers were rigorously controlled. While public
perceptions have changed, gamekeepers and farmers still illegally shoot,
poison and trap red kites for the perceived harm they cause to livestock
and game. In 2020 alone, 20 red kites were confirmed to have been 
killed this way in the U.K. (and those are just the ones we know about).

As well as being efficient hunters, red kites feed on animal carcasses.
This leaves them vulnerable to secondary poisoning: they may scavenge
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_kite#/media/File:Milvus_milvus_MWNH_0750.JPG
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_kite#/media/File:Milvus_milvus_MWNH_0750.JPG
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20764411#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://phys.org/tags/public+perceptions/
https://phys.org/tags/public+perceptions/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/birdcrime-2020/
https://pbms.ceh.ac.uk/sites/default/files/PBMS_Rodenticide_Red_Kite_2016_FINAL.pdf


 

an animal killed using toxic substances, such as a mouse or rat, which
pass to the predator.

Like other birds of prey, red kites have been known to fatally collide
with wind turbines, which may affect populations on a local level. As
large-bodied birds that glide while scouring the ground for prey, red
kites may fail to spot the blades before it is too late.

As the climate changes, new threats are emerging that scientists are only
beginning to understand, such as more frequent and severe droughts. The
findings of this study highlight the importance of being proactive when
approaching a species' conservation.

But there is hope that some measures, such as providing shade over nests
to protect young from severe heat and providing extra water when rain is
scarce can help life partially adapt to the upheaval wrought by climate
change.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S000632071200290X?casa_token=oiLHhY3WxdcAAAAA:ArPfTVdg6qL82wSC3WuL8pQJnwo6N0up2rMb9RxaNUbqTgU9Dnzf3gLaEAnsXR-N53ajHmK5iHU
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