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This evidence then needs to be translated 
into user-friendly tools that owners can use 
to change their behaviour and veterinary 
professionals can use to support owners in 
this journey. 
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RUSSELL failed to show up when he 
was expected to. He hasn’t been 
sighted in his usual haunts and 
his absence has passed largely 
unnoticed. So, what if Russell is 
missing? We don’t know Russell. Who 
is Russell anyway? What is he to us? 
Why should we care? (Figure 1).

The last time any of us saw a missing 
persons poster, we are likely to have 
read it, and felt sad perhaps for the 
person involved and their family. How 
long did that last, however? For many 
of us, our thoughts and cares would 
have moved on. 

This sad state of affairs re�ects 
the fact our understanding of family 
membership, and of connection, 
is limited. This is, in no small part, 
due to what is now called the 

“compassion bias”. To what extent do 
we (and can we) know and care for 
our long lost cousins? 

If we fail to meet and have little 
opportunity to observe, listen to 
and get to know each other, it is 
hardly surprising that they do not 
�gure in our concerns and prayers 

– and if this is true for our human 
cousins, how much more so for our 
non-human cousins?

If we were to let slip that Russell 
is not a human, but a thrush, 
would that matter any more or 
less? Well, in this time of growing 
ecological consciousness, we are 
increasingly starting to recognise 
and acknowledge that we are not 
apart from nature, but a part of 
nature – and so, Russell’s concerns 
are our concerns. 

We just don’t necessarily 
appreciate what we hold in common 
and that we are inextricably 
connected – that Russell’s fate is, 
in more ways than we can possibly 
imagine, our fate.  

Overcoming our compassion bias 
is not easy for, as the philosopher 
Timothy Morton wrote in 2018: “The 
impulse behind racism..., is also what 
empowers a thin and rigid distinction 
between humans and non-humans.” 
It is with such overcoming in 
mind that you are invited to spare 
a few thoughts for our thrushy 
friend, Russell.

Searching for ‘Russell’: 
the blackbird’s long-lost 
mountain cousin
There can barely be a reader among 
us who is unfamiliar with the 
blackbird (Turdus merula), but how 

Russell is missing?

many of us know of the blackbird’s 
mountain cousin, a hardy and elusive 
bird who replaces the blackbird as 
the last trees and hedgerows peter 
out, giving way to the open expanse 
of moor, hill and mountain?

So, who is this mountain cousin 
of the blackbird and why are we 
so unfamiliar with this remarkable 
member of the thrush family? 

Well, part of the reason is that, 
unlike the blackbird, they live far 
from human habitation and are 
only likely to be seen in the more 
mountainous parts of the British 
Isles. As such, they are specialists 

who have evolved to cope with a 
unique ecological niche; indeed, they 
are supremely well adapted to the 
mountain environment. 

But even those of us who are at 
home in the mountains are largely 
unfamiliar with this secretive thrush. 
It does not help that non-birders 
might mistake them for a blackbird 
or a corvid. 

Encounters are �eeting and there 
is often little but an impression to 
go on – an awareness that the �ight 
feathers have a little frosting to their 
edges, and that the �uting song and 
stony chacking 
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Figure 1. Can you see Russell?

Figure 2. The two ring ouzels pictured here among the cones of this spruce tree 
have not long returned to the Alps, from their wintering grounds in Morocco. 
Perhaps they still had further to go, who knows?

September 13, 2022

In-person and remote delegate tickets on sale now - 

Save up to £142 with our super-early tickets. Go to www.bvna.org.uk/events

Congress will be Covid-safe

CONGRESS

2022
Friday 7 October to 
Sunday 9 October

Telford International 
Centre

Platinum 
Partner

Media Partner

Veterinary Nurse Leadership
Summit - 1 day

Student Veterinary Nurse
Symposium - 1 day

VN Educators Conference - 1 day

Nursing the Feline
Patient - ½ day

Caring for the Geriatric
Patient - ½ day

Applied Nutrition - 1 day

Anaesthesia & Analgesia - 1 day

Special EventsTickets Include*
Entry to all lectures & seminars on the day

Attendance at the special events

Hot or cold lunch & refreshments

Access to the virtual platform

Access to on-demand content for 6 months

Admission to the Exhibition Hall

Have great fun at the social events

Dinner Dance & 
Awards Evening

Pub Quiz Night

Happy Hour

* Tickets vary for in-person and remote delegate tickets

congress-2022-A4 advert.indd   1 11/01/2022   15:06:40

In-person and remote delegate tickets on sale now
Go to www.bvnacongress.co.uk

Webb.indd   19 09/09/2022   17:15



CONSERVATION TURDIDAE20

sound emitted as they � y is most 
un-blackbird like – an awareness that 
might only be accessible to those 
with suf� cient bird sense, perhaps. 

Nor does it help that they have 
suffered a population collapse, with 
the number of breeding pairs falling 
by between 44 per cent and 100 
per cent in 13 study areas (1979 to 
2009), and a reduction in the size of 
their range of 43 per cent in the past 
40 years. We can, therefore, perhaps 
be forgiven for not knowing the ring 
ouzel (Turdus torquatus).

As someone who has spent much 
of the past 10 years living and 
working in Morocco, I am fortunate 
to have seen them in both their 
summer breeding territories and 
their wintering grounds. 

Sadly, I have seen far more ring 
ouzels in the mountains of Morocco 
and France, and have only ever had 
� eeting encounters with them in 
different parts of the UK. 

My most memorable encounter 
was with a group of ring ouzels 
as they arrived in their summer 
breeding grounds in France’s Vanoise 
National Park (Figure 2) and gave 
voice, rejoicing perhaps at their 
safe arrival, from the tops of the 
spruce trees.

I now look forward to such 
encounters as a highlight of any 
snowshoeing trip into the Vanoise, 
France’s � rst national park (Figures 3 
and 4), and have learned to tell them 
apart from the mistle thrush, who 
will often be present in this habitat 
(Figure 5).

Having introduced Russell, the ring 
ouzel, this article will explore some 
of the challenges associated with 
not knowing this secretive thrush, 
their ecology and the reasons for 
their status as a species “of high 
conservation concern (according to 
the Ring Ouzel Study Group – see 
references and further reading) in 
the UK. 

We will start by saying a few words 
about their distribution and popular 
culture, before exploring certain 
key aspects of their ecology. This 
allows us then to comment on their 
conservation status – especially 
here in the British Isles – before 
concluding with an overview of 
the work being conducted by the 
Ring Ouzel Study Group to try to 
understand the reasons behind this 
bird’s decline.

Distribution
The ring ouzel’s distribution is 
limited to Europe and North Africa 
and, because of their adaptation 
to mountain habitats, mapping 
their distribution produces what 
looks like a series of islands on 
the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
map (Figure 6).

Popular culture
The ring ouzel is often called rouzel 
by birders and this has, for the 
purposes of this feature’s title, 
become Russell. After all, how can 
cousins who rarely meet remember 
what they are called, let alone what 
they look like? 

Cocker and Mabey (2005), in 
Birds Brittanica, list a host of old 
vernacular names, including heath 
throstle, tor ouzel, hill chack, fell 
blackbird and mountain colley. These 

rightly re� ect the places that ring 
ouzels have historically called home 
– from the tors of Dartmoor to the 
fells, hills, mountains and heaths of 
upland Britain, and the country folk 
who have known them. 

Mabey goes on to tell an anecdote 
about Gilbert White’s desire to 
have a specimen procured for him 
that was frustrated by the bird’s 
unapproachable and unpredictable 
character, suggesting that the ring 
ouzel’s wariness and “susceptibility 
to modern disturbance from hill 
walkers and even hang-gliders” may 
have been “instrumental in their 
disappearance from old strongholds 
across the entire Celtic fringe and 
northern England”. 

They are still clinging on and one 
individual known as “super ouzel” 
has been coming back to Glen 
Cluanie in Aberdeenshire for the past 
10 years (2008-18). 

You can � nd a link to his story in 
the further reading section at the 
end of this article.

Ecology
The ring ouzel is one of a small, elite 
group of passerines able to breed at 
altitudes exceeding 1,000m. As such, 
they are true specialists well adapted 
to the milieu and what it offers in 
terms of food sources and shelter. 

In their wintering grounds, they are 
able to take advantage of the berry 
crops of the high altitude juniper 
forests (Arthur et al, 2000). These 
ancient trees are, in many cases, 
centuries old and it is likely that the 
ring ouzel has evolved in harmony 
with these trees and their berry 
crops (Figure 7) over a considerable 
period of time. 

While the juniper forests are greatly 
reduced following their exploitation 
as a source of � rewood and for 
grazing, there is also a suggestion 
that berry crops may be negatively 
affected by heavy rain at the time of 
pollination (Beale et al, 2006). This 
is an example of how one variable 
can affect winter food supply, which 
in turn correlates with negative 
effects on territory occupancy in the 
summers that follow.

In the UK, ring ouzels are 
similarly dependent on berry crops 
– speci� cally bilberry and rowan 
– before migrating south. When 
raising young ring ouzels, one of 
the key food items are earthworms 
(Lumbricidae) and the impact of 
weather on their availability is 
suggested as a likely cause of poor 
breeding success (that is, survival 
of nestlings), and poor survival of 
young birds post-� edging.

Food availability is, therefore, a 
key element of this bird’s ecology 
to understand if we are to have any 
chance of understanding changes in 
populations whether locally in the UK 
or more globally. 

Other factors to consider include 
breeding biology and the availability 
of suitable breeding territories, the 
density of territories as well as other 
factors such as brood size, time of 
nesting, number of clutches per year 
and so on.

The RSPB’s most recent research 
suggests that ring ouzel breeding 
areas are associated with a mix of 
heather, burnt heather and grass 
within a 100m radius of nest sites. 
More information is, however, 
needed if we are to better interpret 
such � ndings.
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We do, therefore, care about the 
Russells of this world – even if we 
do not know how best to help. Let’s 
hope we start realising this before it 
is too late, for once we start caring 
again, actions follow.
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Figure 5. Mistle thrushes and ring 
ouzels are two thrushes commonly 

seen at high altitude (here at nearly 
2000m in the French Alps). The 

former (on the right in this image) is 
the larger of the two, with a length 

of 27cm and a wingspan of 42cm 
to 48cm. By contrast, the ring ouzel 

measures 23cm to 24cm in length and 
has a wingspan of 38cm to 42cm. The 

blackbird is similar in length to the 
ring ouzel (24cm to 25cm), but has a 

shorter wingspan (34cm to 38cm).

Figures 3 and 4. The trained eye can often detect the telltale white bib of the 
ring ouzel, whether perched or in � ight, but it helps to be familiar with their calls, 
too. A trained ear and eye is, therefore, very helpful in identifying the ring ouzel.

Conservation status
While the IUCN does not consider 
the ring ouzel to be in danger, 
designating this bird as of Least 
Concern (see references and further 
reading), considerable concern exists 
over this bird’s status in the UK, 
where the population has crashed. 

The ring ouzel is, therefore, viewed 
as a Red-listed UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan priority species (Sim et 
al, 2010).

Conservation priorities
It is clear that our understanding 
of the reasons for biodiversity 
loss (generally speaking) and of 
the impact on specialist birds such 
as the ring ouzel is de� cient, and 
that much work is still needed to 
better untangle the interplay of 
factors involved. 

As Beale et al (2006) point 
out, there are many gaps in our 
understanding of ring ouzel ecology 
and how their survival is impacted on 
by the complex interplay of a range 
of variables.

The Ring Ouzel Study Group has 
worked hard to plug some of these 
gaps. They have, for example, sought 
to standardise surveying techniques 
so that the data about population 
numbers is increasingly reliable (Sim 
et al, 2010). 

At the same time, work is ongoing 
to better understand the negative 
effect of warm summers and how 
climate change, more generally, is 
affecting these upland thrushes. 
We now know that their breeding 
sites are increasingly restricted to 
higher altitudes (Sim et al, 2010), 
with greater heather cover and no 
conifer plantations. 

We also know that climate change 
and shifting weather patterns are 
impacting on these birds. Sudden 
changes can severely impact 
specialist birds – especially if these 
species are left struggling to adapt to 
the changes they increasingly face. 

Teasing out the factors that impact 
on British ring ouzels in the UK from 
those they are exposed to in their 
wintering grounds, and indeed on 
migration, is tough and remains an 
ongoing priority.

A signi� cant number of adult 
breeding birds from Glen Cluanie 
have been � tted with lightweight 
GPS tags since 2015. These can 
provide a single daily GPS � x over a 
12-month period, providing the tags 
can be retrieved. 

When birds are recovered and the 
tags retrieved, data from the tags 
can be downloaded and this will 
help develop our understanding of 
these birds’ key migration routes, 
and where they stop off as they 
travel between their breeding and 
overwintering grounds. 

This has the potential to allow 
conservation efforts to be better 
targeted. With more birds tagged 
each year, this will further aid the 
piecing together of this jigsaw.

Conclusion
This feature has introduced us to 
Russell, the rouzel or the ring ouzel 
– a cousin of our garden blackbird. 

This thrush is very special and, 
yet, largely unknown to us. The 
fact that they are threatened and 
� gure among the many creatures 
that we risk losing over the years 
ahead as the anthropogenic climate 
and biodiversity crises continue to 
worsen is very sad indeed. 

But there is more – for Russell is an 
example of a specialist bird; a bird on 
the margins; a little-known long-lost 
cousin whose specialist ways mean 
that he is rarely heard or seen. 

We therefore have little awareness 
of his kind and of the threats 
they face – and that, itself, is 
deeply concerning.

Perhaps it is time for us to 
realise that we are all in this 
together and that many species 
– ourselves included – are indeed 
facing extinction. 

As Timothy Morton points out 
(2018), opposing anthropocentrism 
doesn’t mean that we hate 
humans and want ourselves to go 
extinct. What it means is seeing 
how we humans are included 
in the biosphere as one being 
among others. 

⇨ page 22
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Figure 6. The ring ouzel’s distribution 
according to the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature. The
paler areas in southern Spain, 
Morocco and Iran represent
non-breeding areas. The
darker areas from
Scandinavia, the UK
and the mountains
of northern 
Europe represent
breeding areas.
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Figure 7. Trees growing at altitude, such as the juniper, are highly specialised 
and adapted to their environment. They are very slow growing and have 
been decimated by unsustainable exploitation for � rewood and grazing. 
This anthropogenic deforestation has, in turn, contributed to the process 
of deserti� cation.
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THE BVA has urged vet teams to take 
additional precautions in the wake of 
a steep rise in Brucella canis cases – 
and the first confirmed instance of 
dog-to-human transmission.

A rescue dog imported from Belarus 
in March tested positive for B canis, 
while the woman fostering it and three 
of her four dogs later contracted it. 
She was hospitalised and all the dogs 
were euthanised.

Data shows 107 cases had been 
seen in dogs that were imported, 
returning from overseas holidays or 
bred with an imported dog between 
the start of 2020 and July this year. 

Prior to 2020, the total number of 
reported cases stood at three, accord-
ing to CVO Christine Middlemiss, who 
revealed the data in a blog post.

The BVA is urging all vet teams to 
use appropriate PPE when handling 
suspected cases in all imported dogs, 
submit samples to labs for testing, 
and regularly ¡ ag risks about B canis
and other non-endemic diseases 
to clients. 

They should also encourage com-
pliance with existing best practice in 
conversations with clients and rescue 
charities planning to bring in dogs 
from abroad.

BVA president Justine Shotton said: 
“This recent case of B canis in a 
foster dog is extremely tragic, and 
highlights why vets have long raised 
concerns over the real and serious 
risks of importing ‘Trojan’ rescue 
dogs with unknown health histories 
into the UK.”

Health risk
Dr Shotton added: “We know there is 
an added public health risk, too, includ-
ing for veterinary teams who treat and 
handle these animals, from contact 
with an infected dog’s contaminated 
body tissues and ¡ uids.

“The BVA continues to call on the 
Government to take urgent action 
to introduce stricter pet import 
measures, including mandatory 
pre-import testing, so we can mini-
mise the spread of B canis and other 
emerging diseases. 

“We are also calling for the strength-
ening of enforcement provisions and 
checks on dogs brought into the coun-
try through the commercial route.”

A 2021 B canis risk view and state-
ment by Public Health England (now the 
UK Health Security Agency) features 
more information and recommenda-
tions for veterinary professionals.

BVA renews concern 
at ‘Trojan’ rescue dogs 
following B canis cases

A COURSE to help VNs and vets 
develop skills to support and super-
vise SVNs has been launched on the 
RCVS Academy, the college’s free 
digital learning platform. 

The clinical supervisor course, which 
was made available on 6 September, 
aims to enhance the ability of VNs 
and vets to guide SVNs in developing 
professional behaviours and day one 
skills they need to join the register. 

T h e  c o u r s e  i s  a v a i l a b l e  a t 
https://bit.ly/3cTvbfU

RCVS course to 
help student 
VNs launches

LONDON will now host the International Society of Feline Medicine’s 
(ISFM’s) � nal congress of 2022 this autumn.

The Feline Fine event, which takes place at the University of Westminster’s 
Church House on 26 November, will mark the 10th anniversary of the Cat 
Friendly Clinic programme and focuses on adopting its principles in practice.

The session replaces the planned congress in Hong Kong, which has been 
postponed because of ongoing travel restrictions related to coronavirus.

Several leading experts are expected to speak and ISFM head Nathalie 
Dowgray said: “This has been a really exciting programme to put together. 
Some cats can be challenging in the veterinary clinic, even when the team 
has made every effort to be cat friendly.

“We wanted to recognise that and include in our panel discussion real-
life scenarios to equip vets and nurses with the tools they need for when 
things don’t go according to plan.”

The session is open to all veterinary professionals, including nurses and 
receptionists. Learning materials from the conference will also be available 
online until 31 May next year as part of the society’s Virtual Congress.

London calling for final 
ISFM congress of 2022
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Being able to upload radiographs and get a teleradiology report, with
annotated images, all within a few hours has been an amazing advance for

our patients, our clients and for our own sanity! Our patients benefit,
our clients are impressed, and our stress levels are reduced!
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