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Provisional 3D visualisa�ons of the new Obs from Colin 
Armstrong Architects.

I am delighted to inform everyone that we 
have now secured a builder that allows us 
to proceed with the building of Obs 5. 
Coupled with us now having been 
awarded substan�al funding from the 
Sco�sh Government and Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise we will now be able to 
rebuild the Observatory next year.

We have appointed a company called 
IDMH from England to undertake the 
rebuild. They have been awarded the 
contract a�er a lengthy and rigorous 
tender process and we are pleased to 
welcome them on board for the Obs 5 
project.

They have already visited the Isle for 
several days to start all the necessary 
preliminary works and we have a 
comple�on date of October 2022. 

The building will again be of a modular 
construc�on being of a similar size to Obs 
4 with a number of enhancements and 
improvements. We will post regular 

updates of our progress on our website to keep 
everyone informed of how the actual rebuild is 
proceeding.

The importance of the Obs both in conserva�on 
terms and its posi�on within the Fair Isle 
community was clearly demonstrated by the 
funding we were able to obtain from several 
major funders.  Can I par�cularly thank all those 
who assisted us in, and contributed to, our Public 
Appeal which has now reached our target of 
£650,000. Without this money we would have 
been unable to proceed at present.

It is envisaged that we will reopen to guests in 
the spring of 2023 when we will then have all the 
relevant staff in place. 

I look forward to welcoming you all back then.

Douglas Barr, FIBOT Chairman



Wardening team in 2021

The Obs site in September 2021

The 2021 wardening and ranger team (le� to right): Dan Gornall, 
Alex Penn and Georgia Pla�, September 2021. © Ian Andrews
Max Hellicar also volunteered during the spring and summer.

Would you prefer your newsle�ers to be emailed or posted?

We are keen to increase the number of Friends of Fair Isle who we correspond with by 
email rather than by post and to distribute the digital Annual Report later this year 
(see page 6).

If you received this newsle�er by post, it means that we don't hold a current email 
address for you. If you would like to rec�fy this, please contact 
info@fairislebirdobs.co.uk. Your details will be protected and not shared.

If you received this newsle�er by email and you'd prefer a printed copy, please contact 
us using the same email address.

mailto:info@fairislebirdobs.co.uk
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2021 seabird summary
by Alex Penn
2021 was a mixed season for Fair Isle's 
seabirds. The extended cold spring set 
many species back, with Arc�c Terns and 
Arc�c Skuas par�cularly late to return this 
year, but most species managed 
reasonable breeding success a�er a late 
start. 

Popula�on counts for most species 
were similar to 2020, with Great Skuas 
showing the largest increase to 535 
AONs, a record count for the isle. A�er 
signs of growth in 2020, Ki�wake 
numbers reduced in the monitoring 
plots, and a whole-island count for this 
species of just 448 AONs made for grim 
reading, a further drop since the last 
count of 859 in 2015. The peak isle 
count of 19,340 AONs in 1988 seems 
unimaginable now. The rapid increase 
in Fulmar numbers seems to have now 
levelled off, with a whole-island count 
showing just a slight increase on the 
previous count in 2016. A first whole-
island count of Black Guillemot since 
1999 also showed the popula�on to be 
stable, with 285 adults counted around 
the coast. Arc�c Skuas dropped to just 
20 AONs this year, with adults 
reappearing later than usual and taking 
a long �me to se�le to breed. 

Produc�vity in most species showed 
decreases this year but remained 
generally reasonable. Arc�c Skuas fared 
well despite their low numbers, 
producing 10 fledged chicks. Despite 
this being a decrease on 2020, mul�ple 
recent years have had just one or two 
chicks fledging, so double figures of 
fledged chicks is excellent to see. Ki�wake 
produc�vity in the monitoring plots also 

fell since 2020 but remained fairly 
successful at 0.51 chicks per AON. Fulmar 
and Guillemot showed increases in 
produc�vity on 2020, most significantly in 
Guillemot.

A significant outbreak of avian influenza 
occurred in Great Skuas on Fair Isle this 

year (the first �me that the disease has 
been found in this species), with dead 
adults noted in unusual numbers from 
early July. It quickly became apparent that 

Fledged Arc�c Skua on 
the Airstrip by Alex Penn
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Puffin (plot)
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12.94% since 2019
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the disease was having a significant effect 
on breeding success, with colony areas 
feeling quiet by late July, and a very poor 

produc�vity of just 42 chicks from 535 
nests. The spread of disease seemed to 
be catalysed by shared bathing sites, with 

many dead adults found 
around communal areas. 
Rings collected from 
carcasses showed a range 
of ages of bird to be 
affected, and the knock-on 
effects of this die-off will 
be interes�ng to see over 
the next few breeding 
seasons.  

In more posi�ve news, 
2021 saw the deployment 
of leg-mounted GLS tags to 
20 of our breeding Puffins 
as part of the SeaTRACK 
project*, mapping 
wintering distribu�ons of 
seabirds across Europe. 
These will be retrieved 
next year, when we look 
forward to seeing where 
our birds have spent their 
winters. 

GLS-tagged Puffin on 
Buness by Alex Penn

Summary

* h�ps://seapop.no/seatrack/about-seatrack/
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Fair Isle: long-term seabird population trends
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Building a digital archive

by Ian Andrews

Sadly, we lost all our paper archives in the 
Obs fire. Our history is important and 
documen�ng that history is something 
FIBOT aims to work on over the coming 
years.

The plan is to build a digital archive of FIBO-
related items which we envisage will be 
predominantly photographs. Work had 
begun before the fire with the scanning of, 
for example, George Waterston's 35mm 
slides. We have also processed several 
dona�ons of slides and digital images 
following informal requests, and these are 
stored in a virtual archive in the 'cloud'. The 
long-term aim is to make a selec�on of 
these available online and to use them in 
future publica�ons.

Would you be willing to add any FIBO-
related photos that you might have to the 
ever-growing collec�on? We are looking for 
photos of people, places and events – as 
well as birds. To make things easier for 
donors and to keep things consistent, we 
would prefer to borrow the slides and 
prints, scan then, and then return them 
(together with the jpgs). If you have digital 
images or would prefer to scan items 
yourself, please provide unedited, high-
resolu�on files (jpg or similar) which are 
normally several or many megabytes in size. 
We also need to have as full a cap�on (or file 
name) as possible which includes a date 
(however accurate or approximate), place (if 
possible) and the name of the person to 
credit.

By making these dona�ons, you will be 
contribu�ng to a valuable archive of the 
history of FIBO.

Many thanks

Ian Andrews ijandrews@live.com 

Annual Report – pdf rather than 
printed

In order to make savings, the forthcoming 
2020 Annual Report will only be produced in 
digital format. The pdf file will be compiled, 
edited and designed by volunteers (Ian 
Andrews, Barry Nigh�ngale and Harry Sco�). 
It will follow the same design as previous 
years and will be freely available. We 
apologise to anyone who is unable to access 
the report in this format. All op�ons will be 
le� open such that it could be printed in 
some format in the future. 

It is an�cipated that the report will be 
available during November.

The replacement of the 
Observatory library

by John Ginnever

In this modern age of the internet it may 
seem to be an anachronism to replace the 
library at the Observatory, but anyone who 
has stayed there will have seen how much 
the old one was used and valued by visi�ng 
birders and others.

A small group of volunteers has worked 
towards the replacement of the library and 
has iden�fied a wish-list of about 350 books 
and journals. That is a lot more than 350 
volumes as some journals have runs of many 
years and some publica�ons are mul�-
volume such as Del Hoyo's 17 volume 
Handbook of the Birds of the World. The 
good news is that we have already been 
offered most of them. In fact, we have been 
offered several thousands of books but we 
cannot accept them all. This is because of 
the common duplica�on of �tles offered 
although we do want mul�ple copies of 
some books, the fact that we only want 
bound copies of journals, the sad 
recogni�on that some are so out of date 
they are not useful and ul�mately, that the 

mailto:ijandrews@live.com


room we have to house them has limits. 
Also, because of security issues, we are not 
gathering valuable an�quarian books. We 
had wondered about the possibility of 
selling the surplus books but we are advised 
that there is li�le or no market at the 
moment. 

I am now collec�ng together the books that 
have been kindly stored by the donors. We 
used the Covid-�me to clear a space at 
home to store them and now, as I travel the 
Country, I am gradually picking them up. 
Some are already stored in Shetland and the 
next big challenge will be to get them to Fair 
Isle once the new Observatory is ready.

Many, but not all, of the books have come 
from the estates of deceased birders 
through the generosity of their spouses or 
legal executors. This is wonderful and we are 
very grateful but it does mean that, with 
some excep�ons, we are missing some 
recent publica�ons, for example the 2nd 
edi�on of Moult and Ageing by Jenni and 
Winkler or the Handbook of Western 
Palaearc�c Birds by Shirahai and Svensson. 
We are also missing non-bird guides such as 
those for moths and micromoths, sea 
mammals and mosses and liverworts which 
are needed for reference in the survey work 
of the Observatory.

However, I remain op�mis�c that the library 
will recover its former glory, if not be�er! 
Should you wish to contact me with any 
ques�ons about the library please do not 
hesitate to email me at 
jginnever@outlook.com.

In memory of…

Angela Davis, who ran the Obs with her husband 
Peter from 1957 to 1963, died aged 89 years in 
January 2021.

Brian Skinner, Obs cook in 1997-98 and 
'creator' of the Chalet garden, 
unfortunately died in a caravan fire in 
Norfolk in November 2020. Photo credit: 
Roger Riddington

Peter Hope Jones, assistant warden in 
1957-58, died aged 85 in July 2020.

Dougal Andrew, a FIBOT director from 1963 
to 1989, died in March 2021 aged 94. As an 
Edinburgh lawyer, he provided FIBOT with 
legal advice for over 30 years.

mailto:jginnever@outlook.com
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