


Introduction to the
species

The aquatic warbler is a tiny bird that weighs
no more than 15 grams and measures 12
centimeters long. It is a migratory bird with
quiet habits that is found associated to a
specific type of plant communities: low-
growing marsh meadows. These characters
makes the aquatic warbler a rare and little
known species for the people, but not for the
researches who have studied deeply.

It is estimated that until nineties the population
of the aquatic warbler has decreased by 40%
due to loss of the habitat it needs for its life
cycle. As a result, nowadays there are only

50 breeding sites in seven countries with

an area of occupied habitat less than

1000 km?. Its conservation status is so
unfavorable that has raised concern about
its survival and actually is strictly protected
by European laws, and an Action Plan has
been developed for its conservation in the
European Union.



Consequently, despite being a small and
unobtrusive species, it is the target of
the same sort of protection measures as
other, equally endangered species like
the black stork, the lammergeier, or the
imperial eagle.

Even more some well know species
which are considered very endangered
like great bustards have more individuals
than this species.




Worldwide distribution

The breeding areas of the aquatic warbler are located

in Eastern Europe, where it is found from Germany

to the Central Ukraine. At present, there are breeding
populations in Belarus, Poland, Ukraine, Hungary,
Lithuania, Russia, Germany and Siberia. Throughout

the twentieth century until the nineties, the area of
distribution of the aquatic warbler diminished and the
species became extinct in France, Belgium, Holland,
western Germany, Austria, Italy, and the former republics
of Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia.

It is believed that its winter quarters, which are not
clearly known, are in western Africa, probably in the
Niger floodplain.

The aquatic warbler uses migratory routes that pass
through many western European countries on its way to the
wintering areas and to come back to the breeding areas.




Population

In the most recent calculation of the number of
aquatic warblers in 2005, the males defending their
territory in breeding areas was estimated to be around
17,000.

More than 90% of the breeding population is found in
just three countries: Belarus, Poland and Ukraine. Other
countries have isolated populations that are at high risk
of extinction due to their small size and isolation.

The population in Russia is most likely extinct, but a small
nomadic nucleus was found in Siberia during an Aquatic
Warbler Conservation Team (AWCT) expedition in 2004,
and it is likely to disappear, as there is no confirmed
records since 2004.

The 60% of the global population is in Belarus and up to
45% in one single mire (Zvanets, Belarus)
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Breeding habitat of the aquatic warbler in Biebrza (Poland)
Biology and habitat

The aquatic warbler requires a very specific habitat. Its breeding
areas are located in wetlands with marsh vegetation and shallow
waters. During the breeding season occurs mainly in sedge

fen mires of medium height and similar habitats with a water
depht from 0-10 cm. In primeval landscapes it depends on
mesotrophic or poor eutrophic floodplain fen mires oscilating
according to the river water table.

Some typical species are Menaganthes trifoliata, Lysimanchia
thrysiflora, Conarum palustre, Eriphorum angustifolium and sedges
like Carex lasiocarpa, C. elata, C. appopinquata and C. rostrata.




The nest is located close to the ground, hidden in
dense vegetation. The female usually chooses the
location of the nest and it is constructed as a cup
of grasses, leaves, and spider webs, with grasses
sometimes arranged over the nest like a roof.
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Breeding habitat of the aquatic warbler in Hortébagy (Hungal




Breeding ecology

The aquatic warbler has complex
reproductive behaviour involving polygamy
and promiscuity. It is estimated that more
than 60% of clutches are fathered by two
to four different males.

Females care and feed the young alone,
so breeding sites must have abundant
invertebrate populations, especially
arachnids, to ensure successful breeding.




The aquatic warbler lays four to five eggs
and the incubation period is twelve to
fifteen days. The fleeding period of the
chiks is thirteen to fourteen days. The
estimated success rate of breeding is
about 65%, although there are important
yearly variations and variations dependent
on habitat.

The aquatic warbler searches for its prey
on the ground or by climbing plants. Its
diet consists exclusively of invertebrates,
although a variety of groups are included,
such as dragonflies, grasshoppers,
spiders, flies, mosquitoes, and beetles.

Breeding habitat of the aquatic warbler in Biebrza (Poland)




Korientze lake (Niger floodplain, Mali)

Migration and wintering areas

During migration, the aquatic warbler is also
found in wetlands with low-growing helophytic
vegetation and along riverbanks with marsh
and bushes, which often are very similar to
breeding areas.

The aquatic warbler is a long distance migratory
species whose autumn migratory routes
apparently cross the countries of northern,
central and south western Europe. Its presence
is regularly recorded in Germany, Netherlands,
Belgium, France and the United Kingdom.

The aquatic warbler is sighted in the Iberian
Peninsula in two seasons, spring and summerfall.




"

Little information is available on its
winter quarters, although it is known that
it must be located in an extensive area
of western Africa south of the Sahara
desert. The habitat in these areas might
be different from the breeding area as
the small number of sightings in large
cattail stands.

Studies show that the aquatic warbler
appears in Spain from late July to early
October, when it is migrating to its African
wintering areas. In spring, when it returns
to its breeding areas, it has sometimes
been sighted in April.

Mopti (Niger floodplain, Mali)




Conservation and threats

In Europe, the Action Plan for the aquatic warbler has
identified the following threats in breeding areas:

¢ | oss of habitat due to drainage of wetlands

e Deterioration of wetland water quality

¢ Modification of habitat structure as a result of farming
practices like grazing and harvesting marsh vegetation

¢ Problems caused by humans

e Uncontrolled fires



In Spain, the threats to this passeriform bird are related
to:

¢ Destruction or modification of wetland areas
¢ Intensive farming around wetlands

¢ Erroneous wetland management that tend to
eliminate areas of marsh vegetation

¢ | ack of knowledge about migratory habits and
stop-over sites during migration




The aquatic warbler in La Nava

The aquatic warbler was first sighted

in La Nava in 1998. Since then, it has
been monitored and its presence has
influenced much of the management

of the wetland. The main management
and research actions are related with a
LIFE project, the success of it lies in the
fact that measures designed to enlarge
and improve the habitat of the aquatic
warbler are perfectly compatible with
maintaining the parameters of diversity
and abundance that characterize La
Nava. The initial monitoring results seem
to indicate that the aquatic warbler uses
a very specific habitat of bulrushes,
meadows with puddles, with ground
moisture during its stopover time in

La Nava. These conditions favor the
existence of the insects that it feeds on.

Sedges in summer in La Nava wetlands




Aerial view of La Nava wetlands

Throughout the period of migratory
passage, we use a monitoring system
adapted to the species. It consists of
weekly transects and biweekly censuses,
taking into account new conditions
created in the wetland basin as a result
of increases in surface area and changes
in the structure of the vegetation due to
management actions.

Banding efforts have allowed the
capture of 650 aquatic warblers to date
and are providing valuable information
about migratory habits, phenology,
estimated migratory population and
productivity. Banded birds have been
recovered in countries such as Poland,
France and Belarus.




LIFE PROJECT

NATURA 2000

In 2002, the European Union approved a project
for the conservation of the aquatic warbler in the
Nava-Campos Special Protection Area as part
of the LIFE-Nature program. The Project was
endowed with a budget of 1,217,240 €, of which
75% was financed by the European Union.

In this project, the Office of the Environment
of the Regional Executive of Castile-Leon is
the beneficiary and the Fundacion Global
Nature and town council of Fuentes de Nava
participate as partners.

|

e




oy

Aquatic warbler radio-tracking

The main line of work of the LIFE Project
is to recover new wetland areas and
prepare them for use by migrating aquatic
warblers. This work is complemented by
actions to improve existing wetland areas.
Sixty-eight hectares of land have been
leased to enlarge the area suitable for the
species, and more than 40 hectares have
been purchased to create buffer zones.
Efforts have been made to improve water
quality and the flooding system.

Other goals of the project are to learn
more about the migratory habits of the
aquatic warbler in La Nava wetlands

and to use this knowledge to design
strategies and management measures
that favor the species in its natural habitat
and are compatible with other wetland
management goals.




Horses grazing to control vegetation in the La Nava wetlands

LIFE project actions

"Biotope management” refers to one group
of actions that are carried out periodically
in the wetland as part of the project. The
aim of these measures is to control of the
production of vegetation. In the absence
of animals that consume it, vegetation
accumulates progressively, causing
problems of sediment accumulation,
eutrophication and loss of biodiversity due
to excessive uniformity of the ecosystem.

As part of the LIFE Project, four different
management methods are being tested
and monitored: cutting, mechanical
removal of plant biomass, controlled
grazing by horses and controlled burning.
When the project concludes, the results
of monitoring the plant and animal life
will help us identify which of these four
methods are most effective and viable for
managing wetland vegetation.




Reaping and removing of organical materia in La Nava wetlands

Ond 1l 30 e smprsame i 20055
Pl 1

‘ p 2

23

oGRS “nnm
.

carricerin cejudo
-

Another important part of the project

is a study of where the aquatic warbler
stays in the wetland. The species is being
carefully monitored to learn about its
layover habits, its abundance and habitat
selection in the wetland using census trails,
scientific banding and radio tracking.

Banding campaigns involve capturing
more than 10,000 birds of more than 60
species every year. The data obtained
inform us about the trends, layover
habits, productivity, longevity and other
parameters of a numerous and little
known group of birds that visit the La
Nava wetlands. An interesting aspect of
this part of the project is the participation
of environmental volunteers from

Spain and other countries in banding
campaigns.
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Finally, efforts have been made to improve
the recreational use of wetland nature
trails by preparing material like t-shirts,
stickers, pins and pamphlets.




