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Welcome to our first edition of LIFE Raft News 
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Through our newsletter, we want to share with you some stories about the project but more importantly, share our 
experiences along with images of Rathlin Island. We hope more people can come to see why we believe Rathlin is 
such a special place for the community, visitors and for the amazing nature that makes its home there.  

LIFE Raft officially started in 
September 2021. While time seems 
to be flying by, we think it is 
appropriate to take a moment to 
recognise how much our world has 
changed and is continuing to do so. 
Some welcome improvements but 
others are more difficult. 

When we reflect back to the first 
embers of a concept for the LIFE 
Raft project, we could not have 
predicted how many challenges we 
would all face. The Covid 
pandemic, where so many people 
suffered so much and kept us away 
from our friends and families; a 
tragic war in Europe; a cost of living 
crisis that is affecting all of us and 
our plans; the UK’s exit from the 
European Union; the realities of 
the climate crisis starting to be felt 
by every one of us and the nature 
around us; the closure of the 
existing ferry and appointment of a 
new operator for Rathlin Island; 
and now a new strain of Avian 
Influenza that is proving 
devastating for wild birds across 
the UK and Ireland. We don’t 
believe we could have picked a 
more challenging time to embark 
on such an ambitious project. 

However, we also could not have 
picked a time where this project 
was more needed. We must adapt 
to these significant challenges and 
we must make progress. Our 
partners and our team will work 
diligently on what we set out to 
achieve for Rathlin.  

Here are some of our highlights 
from the official start day to now.  

We have achieved: 

• A new team now in place that 
will continue to grow over the 
next few weeks and months. Five 
members of our team are 
islanders;  

• Developed a technical advisory 
group of socioeconomic and 
biodiversity experts; 

• Established a focus group to help 
our objective of making the 
heritage of Rathlin more 
accessible to a wider range of 
people; 

• Secured the support of a leading 
expert in invasive mammal 
eradications; 

• Working with an expert in 
community engagement to 
develop and understand a 
socioeconomic baseline for 
Rathlin Island; 

• Developed some of the first 
productivity estimates for key 
seabirds that nest on Rathlin;  

• Investigated the feasibility of 
using novel technologies to help 
ensure our project is both 
effective and humane;  

• Opened a new office in the 
Manor House on Rathlin Island;  

• Secured a house on island for 
some members of our team;  

..and much more besides. 

Our collective mission for Rathlin, 
that the community and natural 
environment will thrive for decades 
to come, is building towards some 
truly significant actions.  

All going well and to plan, 2023 will 
see the start of the ferret 
eradication project, a major 
milestone along the way.  

We hope you enjoy this progress 
update as much as our team enjoy 
sharing it with you. LIFE Raft has 
come a long way since we officially 
started but there is still much more 
to come.  

Please join us on this journey. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Michael Cecil, Chair of RDCA John Kelly, LIFE Raft Programme Manager 



 Rue Lighthouse, Rathlin Island  Tom McDonnell 



 

Setting up the LIFE Raft project 
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LIFE Raft has been made possible because of community support and the contributions from our funders and 
partners. We are in a very intensive planning phase in preparation for ferret eradication later this year. 

Funding for the LIFE Raft project 
has been secured from EU LIFE; 
National Lottery Heritage Fund; 
and the Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural Affairs. 
Both the Rathlin Development and 
Community Association and the 
RSPB NI are providing significant 
investment to this project through 
their core staff, volunteers and 
much more besides. 

One challenge for LIFE Raft, and 
every project like this, is the 
expectation that eradication work 
will start as soon as possible. We 
are all eager to begin and see the 
recovery of Rathlin’s nature take 
hold. Before we do, we need to 
undertake a lot of detailed 
planning; talk to islanders and learn 
from them; prepare both complex 
logistics and contracts; and manage 
priority workstreams that are 
essential for success.  

We also had to adapt to change. 
When the project was first 
presented to our funders, Steering 
Group and the community, we 
anticipated starting the ferret 
eradication project during 2022. 
However, exiting Covid lockdowns 
and a selection of other unforeseen 
circumstances led our team to 
recommend moving the ferret 
eradication project to 2023. 

This raises the question of why 
delay the start by a whole year and 
not just a few months? Well, the 
answer is the biology and ecology 
of natural environments. 
Eradication projects are more likely 
to succeed if there is less available 
natural food in the environment. 
This creates an operational window 
for the autumn, winter and spring 
months. A delay of a few months 
means we must delay an entire 
year.  

The new start date for ferret 
eradication is proving time for us to 
be better prepared and more likely 
to succeed. We have made good 
use of the time. Our team has 
grown from zero dedicated staff at 
the start of September 2021 to a 
team of 12 at the time of writing. 
We set up a new office in the 
Manor House and as space for 
islanders to visit us. We have new 
vehicles for fieldwork equipment 
and transporting our team. We 
have a new storage shed so we can 
safely keep all equipment from 
now until the end of the two 
eradication projects. We’re also 
exploring new partnerships. For 
example, we have met with groups 
that participate in the Men’s Shed 
initiative. We hope to work with 
them to build our trap boxes and 
other key items needed during the 
project. 2023 is shaping up to be a 
pivotal year for LIFE Raft.  

When designing LIFE Raft for our 
funders, our partners and the com-
munity, it quickly became clear that 
no organisation in Northern Ireland 
had the capacity to deliver this pro-
ject without creating a new team. 
We need a diverse range of exper-
tise and experience.  
An aspect of our ambition for LIFE 
Raft is to rely on talent already in 
the UK and Ireland as far as we 
possibly can. We expect to learn a 
great deal through this project and 
we want to keep that knowledge 
on our shores to benefit our wider 
society and help address other sim-
ilar environmental challenges here.  
Later this year, our team is likely to 
grow to about 15 staff. During the 
rat eradication project, we expect 
to have a team of 35. A significant 
investment in Rathlin.  

Introducing the team 
To succeed, LIFE Raft needed to create new jobs. Before the start of the project, no organisation in Northern Ireland 
had the team needed for such a complex project. Our team has grown, but this is just the start.  

John Kelly; Programme Manager 
John graduated with a degree in 
Marine Biology from National Uni-
versity of Ireland, Galway. After, he 
joined Queen’s University Belfast 
as a Research Associate. This is 
where his career began to focus on 
invasive species and their manage-
ment. John joined a small team 
working on the cross border initia-
tive, Invasive Species Ireland. He 
eventually became the Project 
Manager of ISI. 
In 2013, John left Northern Ireland 
to join the RSPB NI’s Global Conser-
vation team, where he managed 
projects on Pitcairn Islands, Gough 
Island and in Cape Verde, all work-
ing in partnership with stakehold-
ers and local groups.  
 
 

David (Dave) Tosh; Eradication 
Delivery Manager 
Dave is a conservation biologist 
with over 20 years experience of 
work on mammals in Scotland, Ire-
land and Indonesia. This isn’t the 
first time he has worked with 
Rathlin’s ferrets. Dave supported 
another PhD student, Tom Bodey, 
in his research to radio track ferrets 
18 years ago. With a PhD in antico-
agulant rodenticide use and expo-
sure of wildlife he is keen to use 
the skills learned for the first time 
in his career. 
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Kirsty Benton, Community 
Engagement Assistant  
Kirsty is a conservationist but with 
a talent for administration. A native 
to Newcastle upon Tyne, Kirsty 
previously worked as a volunteer 
and project manager at the 
Lilongwe Wildlife Trust in Malawi. 
She has also travelled extensively 
working on many conservation 
projects in Africa and in North and 
South America.  

Kirsty moved to Rathlin Island in 
2015 to work for the RSPB NI at the 
Seabird Centre. She fell in love with 
Rathlin and the people. This is now 
her home and where her heart is. 
Today, she is a mum of two and a 
valued member of the community.  

 

Charlotte (Charlie) Bosanquet, 
Community Engagement Assistant  
Charlie is an artist from both her 
passion for creativity and her 
training at the prestigious Glasgow 
School of Art. She is a mariner and 
an advocate for Rathlin Island and 
its heritage. Rathlin is now her 
home on the MV Family Pride.  
Charlie has a unique experience 
working as the Rathlin Island 
Harbour Assistant where she 
interacted with visitors and all 
harbour users. Over the last 10 
years, she also works as an artist 
that puts community at the centre 

of her practice. Charlie worked in 
collaboration with the Criminal 
Justice System, Beat Carnival, 
Belfast City Council, MAC, New 
Lodge Arts, Playhouse and Upper 
Springfield Development Trust 
amongst others. She also set up her 
own group, the “AxEhDental Art 
Club” to provide a creative club for 
the children of Rathlin.  
 

James Crymble, Conservation 
Scientist 
James has worked in the 
conservation and research of 
seabirds on islands across the 
world, most recently on Bird Island 
in the South Atlantic. James was 
also part of the project team that 
successfully completed the LIFE 
Arcipelagu Garnija project with 
BirdLife Malta.  
James loves islands. You could say 
they are in is blood. He has gained 
a strong interest and drive to see 
island biodiversity and the 
communities that are essential for 
islands, thrive.  
 
Richard (Ric) Else, Senior Research 
Assistant 
Ric is a true Rathlin Island 
biodiversity expert. He has made 
his home on Rathlin and has 
become a leading expert and 
source of information about why 
Rathlin is such a special place.  

Ric is often found roaming about 
the island looking at birds, plants, 
moths and everything in between. 
He puts his passions to good use. 
His time spent observing the 
island’s wildlife will give him a 
unique perspective that the 
positive impacts the LIFE Raft 
project will have on native species 
of Rathlin. 

 

Catherine Gleave, Junior Specialist 
for Community Engagement 
Catherine has a long association 
with Rathlin Island, regularly 
visiting the school and supporting 
Island events. 

Catherine is a leader of RSPB NI’s 
educational work in Northern 
Ireland, where she honed her skills 
to embed environmental 
conservation in educational 
systems.  

Further afield, Catherine is a co-
founder of a registered charity that 
supports the development of 
sustainable rural communities in 
Kenya 

A key skill Catherine hopes to bring 
to Rathlin is her understanding of 
conservation issues and creating 
innovative ways to interpret 
complex messages for the widest 
possible audience.  

 

Introducing the team 
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Rebecca Harris, Finance Assistant  
Rebecca has over twenty years’ 
experience covering all aspects of a 
busy finance department. Rebecca 
has extensive experience in a 
variety of roles across industries 
and has gained valuable skills in all. 
Our project finances are in safe 
hands with Rebecca working 
through the requirements and 
challenges or all our funders and all 
that LIFE Raft will bring.  
Rebecca developed a strong 
appreciation of what effective 
conservation work can achieve. 
Hearing corncrake calling on island 
(the only breeding site for this 
species in Northern Ireland) during 
2021 has inspired her to use her 
talents and expertise to support 
the LIFE Raft project.  
 
Tania McFaul, Socioeconomic 
Development Assistant 
Tania is originally from Portavogie, 
County Down, but now lives on 
Rathlin with her family. She has 
become a very active member of 
the community and is a part time 
firefighter with the Northern 
Ireland Fire and Rescue Service on 
island. Tania's professional 
background is in administration 
within the community arts sector. 

Tania has developed a wealth of 
experience working in various 

sectors active on Rathlin Island, 
including hospitality, home care 
and much more. She is very proud 
of her home island and is looking 
forward to supporting her 
community thought the LIFE Raft 
project.  

 
Rauri Morgan, Socioeconomic 
Development Assistant  
Rauri is a graduate of University of 
East London in Human Resources 
MCIPD. He is a world traveller and 
has lived and worked in various 
places, but home is Rathlin.  

Outside work, Rauri followed a 
similar path as his family in the Fire 
Service becoming a part time Fire 
Fighter on Rathlin Island with 
NIFRS. Rauri has a strong expertise 
in Emergency and Trauma 
medicine and is now a qualified 
EMT and Combat Tactical Casualty 
Care practitioner. 

Rauri inspired so many people 
recently by putting his skills to good 
use. Immediately before joining 
LIFE Raft, Rauri spent three weeks 
on the front line in Ukraine working 
as a volunteer medic. He also spent 
time in Lesvos crewing a Search 
and Rescue boat at the height of 
the Syrian refugee crisis. 

 
 
 

Irene Sabiniarz, Project Support 
Specialist 
Irene joins the LIFE Raft team from 
the RSPB NI’s Global Conservation 
Programme. Irene has substantial 
experience as an effective 
administrator in challenging 
situations and supported two RSPB 
NI directors.  
Her interests are in anything 
outdoors and has a passion for 
bats, you may see her with a head 
torch and bat detector in the 
summer.  
She gained her drive for island  
restoration projects by working on 
the Gough Island Restoration 
Programme. The combination of 
working with the RSPB NI’s systems 
and supporting complex island 
restoration projects will come in 
handy during the LIFE Raft 
programme.  
 
Biz Bell, Eradication Technical 
Expert from Wildlife Management 
International  
Bis is recognised as a leading expert 

in ground-based eradication 

techniques. Biz will help us transfer 

her knowledge built up over 

decades to our team and locally 

here to Northern Ireland. Biz has 

also brought members of her team 

to help out, Keegan Miskimmin; 

Marcia Welch and Ed Marshall.  

Rauri Morgan Irene Sabiniarz Tania McFaul 



 

Islands like Rathlin are truly special places. A unique heritage, stories and people combine to give a sense of place. 
As part of our project, we want to help Rathlin thrive and become more sustainable for years and decades to come. 

Our social and economic impact 
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One thing that is more obvious on 
islands compared to a city or town 
environment, is how dependant we 
all are on nature and our 
environment. Our communities 
and economies can only really 
thrive in a world where nature is 
secure. It could be argued, we 
would all benefit from a way of life 
with a similar deeper connection to 
nature.  

Rathlin Island already has some 
amazing initiatives that promise to 
showcase the communities 
strength and what Northern Ireland 
can do to address both the climate 
and biodiversity crises. What LIFE 
Raft aims to do is work with the 
community to add capacity and 
value. We want to help the island 
achieve more, or simply achieve 
their ambitions at a faster pace. 

 

Key initiatives  

Our team: We recently appointed 
two new members of our team, 
Tania and Rauri. Both are islanders 
and very active community 
members fully engaged in island 
life. They will be supported by the 
entire LIFE Raft team and our 
partnership.  

 

Exploring the night sky: As I write 
this article, I am sat at my desk in 
Belfast listening to BBC News 
describe how we are losing the 
night sky. I’m saddened, but not 
surprised, by the quoted statistic 
that the stars are being lost from 
view for most of humanity. If a 
child born today could look up to 
the sky at their home, and they see 
an average of 250 stars on a clear 
night, by the time they turn 18, the 
number of stars will have dropped 
to just 100. The Milky Way will dim 
from view because of our light 
pollution. Humanity and wildlife 

need our night sky, for our 
wellbeing and for wildlife to thrive.  

On Rathlin, we know the night sky 
is largely intact and free of light 
pollution. This is particularly true 
towards the north of the island. We 
have seen the work of local 
photographers in capturing the 
Northern Lights and the stars of 
our galaxy. Rathlin can become an 
example for wider society. Rathlin 
can also become a destination for 
people to experience the night sky 
in the winter time.  

As part of our efforts, we are 
starting to explore this subject with 
the community and some key 
stakeholders.  

Rauri and John recently visited Om 
Dark Sky Park and Observatory to 
learn from them. This is our 
opportunity to recommend Om 
Dark Sky Park to everyone. If you 
have not been to the park yet, then 
please seek it out. The team are so 
well informed about the beauty of 
our skies and nature around them. 
You are sure to enjoy your 
experience and time there.  

From that day and from our 
meeting with Northern Ireland 
Science Festival during 2022, we 
are setting up an event on Rathlin 
in February centred on the night 
sky. You can view the programme 
for this event later in this 
Newsletter.  

This is exciting for three key 
reasons. Firstly, February will mark 
Rathlin’s inaugural participation in 
the Northern Ireland Science 
Festival. An achievement in itself. 
Second, we are bringing experts to 
the island to share the science of 
the night sky with everyone that 
can attend. This is a key 
opportunity to share more 
information about the night sky 
with the community, hopefully 

starting a conversation on the 
topic.  

Finally, we are creating an event 
that will attract visitors to the 
island during the quieter months. 
Winter is an amazing time to visit 
the coast and any islands but often 
people are put off by the weather. 
We want to showcase Rathlin as a 
place for everyone all year round.  

If this event is successful, we will 
consult with the community and 
develop a plan on how Rathlin can 
both benefit from it’s night sky and 
help protect this threatened 
natural feature of our planet.  

 

Working with the community: A 
key part of our project is to deliver 
what the community wants us to 
work on with them (but within our 
various project constraints). For 
this reason, we will soon consult 
with the community to explore 
their ideas for how LIFE Raft can 
work both with and for them.  

To help us, we have appointed Tim 
Slack from Appreciating People and 
a team from Visual Minutes to 
work with our team to develop a 
socioeconomic baseline that works 
for the community. This project will 
really kick into action in late 
January. We can’t wait to see what 
we all learn along the way. We are 
certainly looking forward to sharing 
more of what the Rathlin 
community feels is most important 
for them and their lives.  

 

Sharing lessons and experiences: 
As the project progresses, we hope 
to share many of the lessons we 
learn. We will do this on our 
website, social media channels, this 
newsletter and seminars on and off 
Rathlin. 
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Launching the new Rathlin360.com website 

Our new website will launch on Friday 27th of January 2023 as part of the RDCA’s AGM. This will be a portal for LIFE 
Raft activities and for the community to share information about the island’s heritage and economy.  

During late January 2023, we will 
launch our new website. A project 
website is an obligatory action for 
all EU LIFE projects. Our strategy is 
to maximise the benefits of this 
requirement. We want to create a 
new way for the Rathlin 
community to encourage a vibrant 
tourism economy, share more 
information about the heritage of 
Rathlin Island and share our key 
project updates to a wider 
audience.  

This website is being designed to 
work for the project team and the 
community. Launching the site is 
just the start. We plan to update 
the site with content and new 
sections. If you have any feedback 
on our website, please email 
liferaft@RSPB NI.org.uk.  

Our new logo and identity for our team and partnership 

Thanks to Millie Eyre and Pablo Mitchel, we have a new logo to represent our ambition and our partnership 
approach to this project. We love our new logo and hope you do to. 

One of the first tasks of the project 
was to develop a logo. Our 
partners made the decision to 
develop a logo that aimed to 
represent our mission and what we 
set out to achieve by working 
together.  

LIFE Raft has four overarching 
project objectives. Namely, 

• Protect the internationally 
important breeding seabirds 
found on Rathlin Island and 
enable wider species recovery, 
by removing invasive non-native 
rats and ferrets; 

• Contribute to the recovery of the 
Rathlin economy in light of the 
Covid pandemic, and now 
through the cost of living crisis. 

• Enable the Rathlin community 

and visitors to learn about and 
take a greater sense of pride in 
the natural heritage of the island 
and play an active role in 
conserving it; and  

• Contribute to wider learning in 
island restoration by sharing the 
lessons learned during the 
project.  

But how do you go about designing 
a logo for a project with our 
objectives? Lets face it, they are 
lengthy and wordy. Well, you 
consult with some of younger 

members or the Rathlin 
community.  

Designed by Millie and Pablo, our 
new logo represents land, sea and 
sky. It is an optimistic logo and we 
are truly grateful for their talent at 
cutting through the jargon to bring 
the project identity alive.  

We’re actively using the colours of 
the logo in our team coats and 
hats. We are particularly proud of 
our hats. These hats were designed 
and made by the talented Patsy 
from “Hooked on RATHLIN”.  
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Preparing Rathlin Island 

Every island needs a lot of work and effort to prepare for an invasive mammal eradication project. These are 
complex endeavours that are usually years in the making. Rathlin is no different.  

A key task that LIFE Raft is working 
to deliver is the reduction of 
harbourage for both rats and 
ferrets. Rats in particular, love to 
live near buildings or where we 
keep items outside.  

Rathlin Islanders are very proud of 
their island and work hard to keep 
the island clean and tidy. However, 
unlike on the mainland, there is no 
nearby recycling centre and it can 
become costly or difficult to 
remove items of rubbish, especially 
larger items.  

Supported by Causeway Coast and 
Glens Borough Council; Hamish the 
helpful but professional truck 
driver; and the RDCA, LIFE Raft 
organised a skip for the island. This 
was our first ever “Pop-up Skip”. All 
items collected were later sorted 
for recycling. We learnt a lot from 

this and put in place some key 
documentation needed for our 
team. We’re getting ready for our 
next skip days over the coming 
weeks and months. We also want 
to reach out to any community 
member that might not have been 
able to take things to the skip at 

the Harbour to see if we can help.  

Our ambition is that Rathlin will be 
ready for the start of the both the 
ferret and rat eradication projects, 
while the community will benefit 
by removing items no longer 
needed or wanted.  

Steering Group and our Technical Advisory Group 

Some of the most complex programmes and projects require the support and engagement of a wide variety of 
stakeholders and experts. As part of LIFE Raft, we have two key groups that help guide the project. 

Steering Group 

LIFE Raft is a partnership between 
RSPB NI and Rathlin Development 
and Community Association. These 
two organisations are working 
together to deliver our agreements 
with our funders. However, we are 
not working alone. We have 
formed a Steering Group as part of 
our approach. This group is chaired 
by the RSPB NI with membership 
from the RDCA; Causeway Coast 
and Glens Heritage Trust; 
Causeway Coast and Glens Borough 
Council; DAERA and the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service.  

Members of this group meet at 
least twice a year to discuss 
progress and support the team 
manage any tricky issues that arise. 

The steering group is an essential 
component of our project strategy 
to ensure we meet our planned 
milestones. The Steering Groups is 
also essential to help us secure a 
lasting legacy when the project 
ends.  

 

Technical Advisory Group  

The LIFE Raft project is a 
challenging proposition. With the 
right advice and support, we will 
ensure that we make the best 
decisions to build success. We also 
know that the project could be a 
model for other similar projects in 
the UK, Ireland and further afield.  

We therefore took the decision to 
form a Technical Advisory Group to 
help us cut through the most 

difficult challenges and inform 
project strategy and plans. This 
group has now met twice. 
Membership is drawn from the 
following institutions and 
organisations:  

Queen’s University Belfast; Ulster 
University; Aberdeen University, 
Waterford Institute of Technology; 
Atlantic Technical University; 
Exeter University; Tourism NI; 
RSPB; and the Wellbeing Economic 
Alliance.  
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Hamish the truck driver at LIFE Raft Pop-up Skip Day 



 

Every eradication project team must work tirelessly and diligently to ensure every individual can successfully be put 

in range of the methods and techniques. Put simply, our team must go where every ferret and rat can go.  

Eradication planning and the awe inspiring cliffs 
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As part of the upcoming 
eradication projects, we must work 
on all of the coastal cliffs and 
slopes. These are extensive, 
beautiful and dramatic, to say the 
least. Home to breeding seabirds 
during the summer months but 
also designated as a Special Area of 
Conservation for the important, 
but little studied vegetation.  
On Rathlin, we work closely with 
community members - families, 
individuals, farmers, business 
owners, school kids, visitors to the 
island, and everyone in between.  
Rathlin Islanders have told us about 
how they would regularly explore 
much of the coastal cliffs. They also 
told us their accounts of islanders 
helping those in need. In March of 
1930, islanders mounted a brave 
and difficult rescue of the wrecked 
ship SFV Shakelton along the 
northern cliffs. This was without 

any modern safety equipment. The 
crew of 14 were all saved during a 
rescue which lasted nearly 12 
hours. 
Today, our team must learn from 
islanders and listen to their 
experiences. We must also 
recognise our requirements under 
health and safety legislation here in 
Northern Ireland.  
During the summer, Liam McFaul, a 
native Rathlin Islander and RSPB NI 
Warden, accompanied our team 
and rope access specialists around 
Rathlin Island. This was a great 
opportunity to see first hand the 
damage ferrets and rats have done 
to Rathlin’s seabirds.  
From the information gathered, we 
have now successfully zoned the 
island. These zones include the 
community areas with homes 
farms and road network; the 
coastal areas that we know are safe 

to walk in easily; the slope zones 
that we expect will require a safety 
rope and harness system; and 
areas that we know will require full 
rope access by specially trained 
staff.  
Ferret home range size is much 
larger than a rats. A rat can also 
potentially live in more of the 
steepest cliff habitats, compared to 
ferrets. The zones are different for 
both species. We know we will 
require more rope access support 
for rats than we will for ferrets. 
Both will require intensive planning 
and talks with landowners.  
This is perhaps one of the most 
complex parts of our project. We 
have started a tender process for 
support in accessing the cliffs. We 
are looking forward to sharing with 
you how this will develop.  

The field of island restoration, eradicating invasive non-native species from islands to save species and important 
biodiversity features, is constantly changing and evolving.  

Bringing new technology and approaches to Rathlin 

Each invasive mammal eradication 
project brings a new set of 
challenges that have never been 
encountered before. What is clear 
is that no two islands are alike. 
Sometimes these challenges are 
entirely new. For others, local 
circumstances make a task that 
first seemed easily achievable, 
much harder than expected.  
As part of LIFE Raft, we are looking 
to new technologies and 
techniques that will make our 
mission efficient, while providing 
some amazing learning 
opportunities for future projects. 
We want to showcase conservation 
in Northern Ireland at its best. Here 
are two examples. 
 

Camera trapping 
Camera traps are nothing new in 
the field of conservation. As part of 
our preparations, we have now set 
a network of camera traps across 
Rathlin in a grid format. These will 
help us estimate how many ferrets 
are living on the island. A series of 
test images collected over the 
summer months got us very 
excited. We can't wait to see what 
pictures the December and January 
deployment will bring us. But what 
is really exciting is a new approach 
to analysing the images. We hope 
to work with artificial intelligence 
software and an online volunteer 
network known as Zooniverse to 
work through all the images we will 
collect.  

Internet of Things and LoRaWAN 
You might have heard about 
“Internet of Things”. We’re 
exploring using this and 
“LoRaWAN” technology as part of 
the ferret eradication project. Our 
approach is a combination of 
devices that can send signals that 
can be picked up on a long range 
network. Instead of manually 
checking traps to see if they have 
caught anything, the technology 
will let us know if the trap has been 
activated. This will help us to be 
more sensitive and reactive to 
what is going on. We hope to use 
the existing mobile phone 
networks and LoRaWAN gateway 
devices around the island to cover 
reception black spots.  



 Dave Tosh and Marcia Welch setting up a camera trap on Rathlin Island 

Liam McFaul, Biz Bell, Keegan Miskimmin and Marcia Welch with rope access specialists. 

Keegan Miskimmin  

Dave Tosh 



 

Collecting important information about Rathlin’s seabirds 
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In the image, can you make out where seabirds, are nesting and where they are not? We expect seabird will 
recolonise more of the extensive cliffs of Rathlin Island after ferrets and rats have been eradicated.  

There is so much available habitat 
for seabirds on Rathlin. Once the 
island is safe from ferrets and rats 
again, we expect the species that 
make Rathlin home to rebound and 
take advantage of the newly safe 
habitats. But before that happens 
and before we start the eradication 
projects, we need to understand 
the “baseline” - what the situation 
is like today.  

This is a task easier said than done. 
Wildlife is far from predictable, 
especially in a complex habitat such 
as the cliffs of Rathlin Island. This is 
especially true when you consider 
the  chaotic comings and goings of 
the seabirds that live and breed 
here. 

If you have not yet visited Rathlin 
Island and the Seabird Centre, you 
are missing out on the sounds, 
smells and the experience of a 
vibrant colony. For a seabird 
scientist however, this is a treasure 

trove of data that we can use to 
work out how these birds are 
faring, how they’re using the 
available habitats, and what 
pressures they could be facing on 
the island and out at sea. 

During the first two years of the 
project, James and Ric have been 
tasked with capturing this data to 
establish what we are calling a 
“biodiversity baseline” - a starting 
point with which to compare the 
years to follow and measure the 
ecological impact of the project.  

During the summer of 2022, they 
spent early mornings and some 
very, very late evenings finding out 
exactly where certain species are 
found, how many eggs they lay, 
how many chicks are hatched and 
how many survive to fledge. All this 
information is being used to create 
a dataset unique for Rathlin – and 
one of very few for the whole of 
Northern Ireland.  

Some of the most important 
information has come from the 
islanders themselves. Local 
knowledge on where the birds are 
breeding and how we might get to 
them has been essential for their 
work. Islander memories of Rathlin 
from before official bird 
observation records began have 
given our team insight into what 
the island used to be like. Birds like 
Manx shearwater were breeding 
close to Church Bay, puffins could 
be found near the cliff tops, eider 
ducks nested in amongst the 
houses and other birds like lapwing 
bred in the fields and on the 
heaths. There are many factors 
which will have contributed to the 
changes Rathlin has witnessed, and 
only time will tell if the removal of 
rats and ferrets will help reinstate 
such experiences. But we hope that 
the project will make a significant 
step towards enabling Rathlin’s 
wildlife to rediscover lost habits. 

Nature is not always predictable. While some species can return to the same sites every year to breed, they never 
encounter the exact same conditions as in previous years. This is why we will carry out monitoring on Rathlin Island.  

Some seabird and biodiversity highlights from 2022 

The greatest highlight of 2022 for 
the team was re-discovering Manx 
shearwater as a (probable) 
breeding species after being 
classified as locally extinct. We say 
probable as although we were able 
to film them flying, calling and 
entering cliff-side burrows, they 
remain inaccessible to us without 
rope access. This inaccessibility is 
probably what has allowed them to 
remain breeding and undetected 
on the island for so long.  

James has been busy reviewing all 
the data collected during the 
summer. When the results were 
analysed, they showed a mixed 
message. Many of the cliff-nesting 

species fared well, better than the 
5-year national average. This is 
most likely due to their nests being 
so inaccessible to both rats and 
ferrets. However, the most 
vulnerable species – those that 
breed in burrows or on the ground, 
had the lowest productivity. Rats 
were regularly seen within their 
colonies, moving from one burrow 
to the next searching for 
unattended eggs and chicks. 
Ferrets were encountered 
frequently at night, the damage 
they have caused is most telling 
from the vast empty sections of 
cliffs that they can access. Sections 
of cliff that should be full of birds. 

Additionally, we looked at how 
many corvids, waders and raptors 
there are on the island and where 
they are distributed. Using the 
public road, we are able to build an 
idea of exactly which areas these 
species favour. Repeating this 
survey in future years will allow us 
to record any changes in their 
presence over time. 

With spring just around the corner, 
James and Ric are gearing up for 
another busy season. This year 
some exciting new monitoring is 
being planned so watch this space. 



 The cliffs on the north of Rathlin Island. John Kelly 



 

Avian flu is a new and emerging threat for bird populations (not known to affect people). It has had a devasting toll 
on so many birds all around the UK and Ireland. The true impact is still very uncertain for many species.  

Avian flu and the impact on Rathlin 
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The new strain of highly pathogenic 
avian flu outbreak in 2022 reached 
Rathlin in late-June. A small 
number (5-10) of dead adult auks 
(species such as razorbills or 
guillemot) and a few dead chicks 
were noted at the bottom of the 
West Lighthouse colony on the 
23rd June. By the 28th of June, 
numbers of dead auks had 
increased to 20 adults and 25 
chicks.  

Behaviours consistent with avian 
flu, e.g. head rolling and loss of 
coordination, were observed in 
adult common guillemots. Daily 
counts of dead birds were started 
from the 28th June. Peak numbers 
of dead auks inside the colony 
were 50 adults and 160 chicks. 
Meanwhile, dead and very sick 
auks were appearing in the island’s 
harbour and along the shore from 

Church Bay to Mill Bay. Unusual 
mortality of adult and juvenile 
kittiwake was also observed but no 
carcasses could be obtained for 
testing.  

Subsequent testing by DAERA 
confirmed the strain of avian flu in 
three common guillemots found in 
the harbour on 06th July.  

It is difficult to estimate the 
number of birds that would have 
succumbed to avian flu. Wave 
action carried away carcasses, gulls 
scavenged other sick or dead birds, 
while more are suspected of dying 
at sea. Recorded mortality 
decreased rapidly as guillemots 
dispersed from the colony during 
their fledging period in July. 
However, visiting boat-owners and 
the island’s ferry crew reported 
seeing large rafts of dead birds, 

mostly auks, in the sea between 
Rathlin and the Mull of Kintyre. 
Dead birds that washed up on the 
Mull of Kintyre are likely to 
originate from Rathlin. These 
events indicate that mortality 
continued even after birds had left 
the colony. 

Over the coming years, estimating 
the impact of the outbreak could 
be achieved through counting 
sections of the island using the 
same methodology as the 2021 
census. This could provide a fuller 
assessment the impact of avian flu. 

Despite the outbreak, productivity 
largely remained high for the 
species observed during 2022. 
There is a lot of uncertainty right 
now and a sense of nervousness for 
the upcoming season but we 
remain hopeful for the year ahead.  

The balance between nature and our society is not always harmonious. Issues and challenges arise everywhere, 
that take effort, time and consensus to resolve. 

Supporting solutions to some tricky issues 

Ferrets are believed to have been 
introduced to control rabbit 
numbers on Rathlin. As our team 
has met islanders and introduced 
ourselves, some have asked, “what 
will happen to rabbit numbers 
when ferrets are removed?”. This is 
a very reasonable and fair 
question.  

Predator and prey populations are 
highly dependent on one another 
but in the case of ferrets and 
rabbits, ferrets are not necessarily 
driving the rabbit population size. 

Studies from New Zealand, where 
ferrets are a major problem, show 
that when rabbit numbers go up, 
ferret numbers follow, and when 
rabbit numbers crash ferret 
numbers respond and go down. 
Another real challenge is the 

myxomatosis virus and the 
possibility that a new rabbit 
haemorrhagic disease is already on 
Rathlin, or will soon spread from 
the mainland to rabbits on island.  

We have a situation where the prey 
(rabbits) controls the predator 
(ferrets) and things like food 
availability or disease have a bigger 
impact on rabbit numbers than 
predation by ferrets. We therefore 
expect eradication of the ferrets 
from Rathlin to have little impact 
on the rabbit population. However, 
we will be recording rabbit 
numbers as the project unfolds.  

Another topic is the impact feral 
greylag geese can have on 
agricultural interests. Feral greylag 
geese have arisen from 
domesticated farmyard geese. 

However, there is also an Icelandic-
breeding population of Greylag 
Geese that winters almost 
exclusively in Britain and Ireland 
between November and April.  

Feral geese are present on the 
mainland and also in nearby 
Scotland. Some populations of 
greylag geese have also been 
impacted by the recent Avian flu 
outbreak. The situation is far from 
predictable.  

Causeway Coast and Glens Heritage 
Trust have led efforts to find viable 
solutions for the feral population 
by working with interested people. 

Over the coming weeks and 
months, all partners are exploring 
these issues to find long-term 
solutions. Discussions with farmers 
to find a consensus will continue.  



 Razorbills on Rathlin Island. James Crymble 



 

A weekend introduction to the night skies from Rathlin Island, with telescopes and tales. Led by Terry Mosely and 
Simon Hearne from the Irish Astronomical Society 

Rathlin Island celebrating Northern Ireland Science Festival 
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Are you searching for a family getaway during the half-term break but don’t want the stress of too much travel? 

Would you like an informal but educational event in a friendly and atmospheric place?  

Then look no further. Rathlin Island is participating in Northern Ireland Science Festival 2023.  

Join us to learn about Dark Skies and why these are important for us and for the environment.  

 

For younger members, and the child in us all, the weekend will include an introduction to Jill Tomlinson’s captivating 
story of Plop, “The owl who was afraid of the dark” with readings each evening and Sunday morning and a closing 
craft activity. 

 

With expert guidance, (weather permitting) the weekend will include an opportunity for a night walk to explore 
some of the wildlife that is not afraid of the dark, and how the stars and the planets aid their navigation. Fun and 
learning for all ages.  

Date: 17 – 19th February 2023 

Time: First event Friday 17th February, 18.15. Morning and evening, Saturday 18th, closing activities Sunday 10.00 

Admission Price: No charge. Non-residents must book accommodation and ferry tickets in advance.  

Capacity: Maximum 30 

Alternative venue: If overcast on the night, the Manor House will host our events 

Friday 
18:15 Introduction to weekend 
 
18:30 Fireside reading for all the 
family hosted by Rathlin Islanders - 
“Plop – the owl who was afraid of 
the dark”, by Jill Tomlinson 
 
19:30 Night watch – West Light 
Visitor Centre  
 

Saturday  
11.00 Exhibition in the Manor 
House and demonstration of a so-
lar telescope to safely observe the 
sun. 
 
Afternoon  
13:00 A talk by James Crymble on 
The Effects of Light Pollution on 
Breeding Sea Birds. ( Manor House) 
14:00 Boat house Exhibition & 
Museum space open  
 
Evening 
18:00  Children’s story (Plop) con-
tinued  
19:00 Night walk: Darkness, stars 
and wildlife  
20:00 Night watch at West Light  

Sunday 
10.00 Children/families activity – 
Plop concludes – related art activi-
ties  
 
The Next Star: what to see when 
you go home, feedback from the 
weekend. 
 
Close 
 

Where to stay on Rathlin? The following venues are opening especially for this event 

• Rathlin Glamping Pods: https://rathlinglamping.co.uk/  

• Manor House: http://www.manorhouserathlin.com/ 

• Druim apartments: https://www.druim.org/ 



 East Lighthouse and the Northern Lights on Rathlin Island  Tom McDonnell 



 

Katherine Booth Jones is a scientist for the British Trust for Ornithology in Northern Ireland. The BTO is a charity 
that champions impartial science to answer the most pressing questions about our birds.  

Remote sensing for seabird predators 

In 2021, Katherine was part of a 
team that carried out a seabird 
census of Rathlin. Her team 
counted an astonishing 149,510 
Guillemots and 22,421 Razorbills, 
making it the UK’s largest 
Guillemot colony and third largest 
Razorbill colony. However, well-
loved favourites such as Puffins and 
Black Guillemots appeared to be in 
steep decline since the last big 
seabird census in the year 2000. 

Rathlin is internationally important 
for seabirds, but the presence of 
non-native predators such as rats 
and ferrets pose a real problem to 
species such as Puffins and Black 
Guillemots, who prefer to nest in 
burrows or crevices and are 
therefore easy prey. Non-native 
predators are one of the biggest 
threats to seabirds globally, and 
therefore the ongoing LIFE Raft 

project on Rathlin presents an ideal 
opportunity to test new ways we 
can monitor predators on seabird 
islands, helping us to provide early 
warning systems for other places. 

Our project tests two ‘remote 
sensing’ technologies for detecting 
predators. The first involves 
sensors which pick up sounds high 
above human hearing that small 
mammals such as rats make. It is 
hoped we can find out whether 
‘listening’ for rats with this 
technology could help in future 
eradications and biosecurity plans.  

Our other project builds on camera 
trapping work conducted on the 
Copeland Islands. We will train 
cameras on Black Guillemot nests 
to discover what predators may be 
visiting them, and whether 
predation is influencing their 
breeding success on Rathlin. 

These projects aim to be 

complimentary to LIFE Raft and we 

are working with the team on 

Rathlin to make sure fieldwork for 

these is sensitive to the needs of 

the community.  

 

 

 

Hi, my name is Alusia and I am a PhD student at the University of Queen's Belfast. I am planning to come to Rathlin 
to do some research on the upcoming eradication alongside LIFE Raft.  

Queen’s University and Aberdeen University PhD student 

Before starting my PhD I used to 
live on a small island in Orkney with 
a population of around 70 people 
called Papa Westray and worked as 
the warden there monitoring 
seabirds and waders. I am excited 
to come live and do my research in 
another small community, 
especially one with a pub and 
chippy. In my spare time I enjoy 
hiking, taking photos and sea 
swimming, so I hope to join the 
wild swimming group on Rathlin. 

My PhD aims to investigate what 
changes the removal of non-native 
species over a short time frame 
causes across a whole island 
ecosystem. I plan to use remote 
sensing technology such as camera 
traps to monitor changes in rabbit 

and hare populations as well as 
monitoring the hatching success of 
nesting eider ducks to see if it 
improves post trapping/
eradication. I hope to spend the 
next three summers conducting 
fieldwork on Rathlin as well as 
regularly visiting throughout the 
year. I'd love to spend as much 
time on Rathlin as possible and get 
to meet everyone. 

I am looking for accommodation on 
the island from mid-April to the 
end of June in order to conduct my 
fieldwork. I am looking for 
somewhere affordable, therefore 
any basic accommodation is fine - I 
am happy as long as I have a roof 
over my head.  

Maximising the benefits | 19 

Katherine Booth-Jones, BTO 

Alusia Malinowska, QUB 



 Acoustic sensor for rats and other small mammals set up at East Lighthouse  Katherine Booth-Jones 



 

The Project Timeline 2023 

We are at the start of what promises to be a very busy year. Our planning efforts will start to materialise into 
concrete action, from our first event to extend the tourist season during February, to the start of the ferret 
eradication project in the last six months of 2023. There is much work to do to achieve our ambitions.  

January 

• January is a busy month with 
highlights such as launching the 
new rathlin360.com website as 
part of the RDCA’s AGM.  

• LIFE Raft will participate in the 
AGM and hold an information 
day in the Manor House the 
following day. 

• We will have our second 
community meeting with 
Appreciating People as part of 
our work to develop a 
socioeconomic baseline that 
represents the community.  

• Rauri and Tania joined the team 
during January.  

 

February  

• This is an exciting month for us 
with Rathlin’s first ever 
participation in Northern Ireland 
Science Festival. We hope the 
community and visitors alike will 
enjoy this event.  

• Kirsty and Charlie will begin 
gathering information from 
islanders on what we need to do 
to help make the island ready for 
the two eradication projects. We 
have much to explore and 
discuss.  

• We expect to finish the first 
round of camera trap 
deployment during February. We 
will post images on the 
Zooniverse platform and ask 
volunteer users to identify 
animals. This will help improve 
the Artificial Intelligence models 
that we will use to identify 
animals in the thousands of 
photos being collected during 
deployments. 

• Interviews for the ferret 
eradication coordinator will be 
held on Rathlin Island.  

March 

• James and Ric will start their 
preparations and fieldwork for 
summer season. It is a very busy 
time, but enhancing our 
understanding of Rathlin’s 
important biodiversity is an 
important part of LIFE Raft.  

• During March, we will join the 
Biosecurity For LIFE project for 
their end of project conference. 

• We reach a key milestone for 
LIFE Raft where National Lottery 
Heritage Fund finalise their 
consideration of our proposal for 
the next phase of the project, a 
crucial time.  

• Biz Bell will travel to Rathlin to 
work with our team to refine the 
ferret eradication plan and make 
progress towards the 2024 rat 
eradication.  

 

April 

• At the time of writing, we are 
beginning to explore 
International Dark Sky Week 
2023, and how Rathlin might be 
part of this. More updates via 
website and social media.  

• Our Steering Group will meet 
during April to discuss progress 
made over the previous six 
months and plan ahead.  

 

May 

• We expect the Rathlin Sound 
Maritime Festival to be held at 
the end of May and the start of 
June. All going well, we will again 
support community events such 
as the BBQ, like we did in 2022. 

• For eradication planning, we 
hope to have a final agreed plan 
for the cliff and coastal areas. 
This will involve rope access and 
mountaineering aspects.  

June, July and August 

• Summer is usually a very busy 
period on Rathlin so our 
community engagement events 
will take a back seat (but we are 
always available to talk with any 
community member).  

• Our planning efforts and logistics 
preparations will continue at 
pace. Team training will ramp up 
during this time as well.  

 

September 

• Ric and James will finish their 
fieldwork season.  

• With the summer season 
drawing to a close, our team will 
really get to grips for the final 
push towards starting the 
eradication project. All the 
planning and community 
engagement work will start to 
materialise into setting up 
trapping network on island. 
Traps will not be set fully but will 
be placed in the landscape for 
ferrets to get used to them.  

• A particular focus will be the 
coastal and cliff areas. We know 
this will be very challenging work 
so we hope to start this early to 
provide time for any unforeseen 
circumstances and extra days 
where poor weather stops our 
fieldwork.   

 

October, November and December  

• During this time, the trapping 
network will be live across the 
island. We expect the majority of 
ferrets to captured within a few 
weeks after opening of traps but 
the effort will continue into 
2024. 
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 Irish hare on Rathlin Island Tom McDonnell 
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Contact 

Website: https://rathlin360.com/ 

Facebook: facebook.com/LIFERathlin 

Twitter: twitter.com/LIFERathlin 

Email: liferaft@rspb.org.uk  

 
LIFE Raft is a partnership between RSPB NI; Rathlin Development and Community Association; Causeway Coast 
and Glens Borough Council; National Parks and Wildlife Service; Causeway Coast and Glens Heritage Trust; and 
the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs.  

 
This project is funded by EU LIFE [LIFE20 NAT/UK/000349]; National Lottery Heritage Fund; and DAERA. 
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