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This is not a newsletter I ever envisaged  
being sent out to FOFI members. 
 
The fire that broke out at the Obs on 10th 
March 2019 completely razed the building to 
the ground with the complete loss of every-
thing that was in it. So from the White’s 
Thrush in its box, to all the original archival 
bird records, to the library, all has  
unfortunately been destroyed. 
 
Fortunately, and most importantly, David, 
Susannah, Grace and Freyja were not in the 
building at the time of the fire and so were 
all safe. They are now all ensconced in the 
School House where they are settling in. Or 
as Freyja so quaintly put it "it is now five 
steps for Grace and eight for me to get to 
school"! 
 
We are currently working with the Insurance 
company and our claim is being processed. 
The Forensic Investigator and the Loss  
Adjuster have been to the Obs in connection 
with their investigations and only got stuck 
for one night! The matter is now in the hands 
of the Underwriters and we hope to get their 
decision in the next few months. 
 
In the meantime we are trying to get  

approval to have the site cleared, which we 
realise will only be the first step in what will 
be a long process in rebuilding the Obs. 
 
It is fully intended to rebuild the Obs with a 
provisional reopening date of Spring 2021. It 
is hoped that the new building will be 
broadly similar to that which we lost albeit 
with some improvements of course! 
 
All our normal ornithological work will  
continue meantime. We realise the  
importance of the continuity of this building 
upon the decades of recording you have all 
contributed to in the past. 
 
Meanwhile, meetings will be undertaken 
with representatives of the Scottish and UK 
government and Shetland Island Council to 
see what, if any, emergency funding can be 
accessed at present and to see if future 
funding would be available to assist in the 
rebuilding. 
 
Throughout the process of the rebuild we 
intend to keep you fully informed by further 
newsletters as and when there are  
important developments and the Obs web-
site will also host regular updates. Your  
support to us during this period will be  
invaluable. 
 
We are currently not making an appeal for 
donations whilst we await the  decision from 
the insurers, but we will keep FOFI updated 
if there are specific donations we require, 
either financial or to replace items we have 
lost. I would like to thank all those of you 
who have already sent donations in, we are 
very grateful, thank you.  
 
And of course we look forward to seeing you 
all again in 2021! 
 
Douglas Barr 
 
Chair of the Fair Isle Bird Observatory Trust 
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It has been around six weeks now since the fire that destroyed the Obs, as well as our home 

and most of our possessions, and things are still sinking in. We are, however, incredibly grateful 

for all the help we have received from so many people. The messages of support from FOFI 

members and Obs guests have been really helpful in enabling us to try to maintain a positive 

outlook during some of the worst times. There are so many people to thank, including the fire 

crews of Fair Isle and Shetland who battled for hours in extremely difficult conditions to try to 

save the Obs, Shetland Islands Council for their help in the immediate aftermath of the fire and 

continued support, the FIBOT directors, all those who have sent us donations of clothes, toys, 

money and other items, our families and, of course, the community of Fair Isle who have taken 

care of us from the moment the fire was noticed and continue to do so. There will be difficult 

times ahead, and most days include a reminder of something we have lost, but we want to repay 

the kindness and support shown to us by being part of the effort to rebuild the Obs, and we want 

to be here in 2021 to welcome you back to FIBO. 

It is now spring on Fair Isle and it is hard not to be lifted by the signs of renewal that are all 

around us; lambs, flowers, returning seabirds and passage migrants. Life goes on, we will count 

our blessings, move on and try to look forward as much as we can to the next chapter. 

David, Susannah, Grace and Freyja  

Spring sightings 

Although there was inevitably some disruption to 

our work programme, census began on 4th April 

and has carried on through the spring, with  

Richard Cope returning as Assistant Warden for 

his fifth season and previous FIBO vols Nina 

O’Hanlon and Max Hellicar returning to provide 

help with census, ringing and day-to-day tasks 

during April. It’s been a good start to the year, 

with some spells of south-easterly winds in April 

bringing highlights including Black Kite (third Fair 

Isle record), Little Ringed Plover (7th record), ‘White-spotted Bluethroat’ (10th record), ’Northern 

Treecreeper’ (11th record), ’Black-bellied Dipper’ (40th record), Hoopoe, Great Grey Shrike, two 

Shorelarks and five Hawfinches. The year list has been ticking along nicely as migrants arrive, 

some slightly earlier than usual, although there have been no new records set yet. The seabird 

season is getting going as well, with Shags on eggs and several other species displaying.  

Hoopoe, Max Hellicar 


