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EDITORIAL 
 
Welcome to the autumn edition of The Hobby.  
Don has shared more details of upcoming indoor meetings as part of a superb Winter 16/17 program 
Also included is Barry’s comprehensive write-up of the Winter Bird Feeding Survey of 2015/16. 
Included with hard copy and available on the website are the forms for the 2016/17 survey which has 
been kindly sponsored by G&M Growers of Upper Caldecotte who would no doubt welcome your 
visit to purchase seed and other products for your feeders during this survey period. 
Good birding to all…             

Andy Grimsey 
 
JULY – AUGUST 2016 BIRD NEWS 
 
Contributors: please phone Steve Blain on 07979 606300 or email recorder@bedsbirdclub.org.uk  with 
any news or records. Records are preferred via the online system BirdTrack, using the Excel file found 
on the Bird Club Website, singly using the online form ( http://tinyurl.com/2v6oweh ), or on paper.   
 
July 2016 
 
Common Quail - Up to two were near Broom 17th-25th 
Marsh Harrier - One flew over Brogborough Tip Pools on 3rd and the pair were still present in the 
Marston Vale all month. 
Black-tailed Godwit - One was at Meadow Lane GP on 4th, one at Broom GP on 9th-10th. 
Wood Sandpiper - Two were at Broom GP 24th July-2nd August. 
Rose-ringed Parakeet - A possible nesting attempt occurred at Stopsley during the month, potentially 
the first time in Beds.  Another flew over Woburn Golf Club on 28th - please don't forget to send in 
all records for this species! 
Common Redstart - One was in a Dunstable garden on 18th and another was found in Sandy Heath 
Quarry on 31st. 
Whinchat - One was at Broom GP on 23rd. 
Siskin - A juvenile was present in a Sandy garden on 10th and 31st. 
Common Crossbill - Birds were recorded at Chicksands Wood on 13th. 
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August 2016  
 

 
 
Little Bittern - The first one for over 120 years was found on the Pillinge at MVCP on 20th by Steve 
Northwood.  The juvenile bird remained for much of the day but was incredibly elusive in the reed 
beds.  With the rise in records nationally of this species and the fact that they are now seemingly a 
regular breeder at on site in the south-west perhaps we won't have to wait another 120 years for our 
next?  Time will tell. 
 
Night Heron - One was reported at Caddington Golf Course on 23rd (RJ). 
Great White Egret - One was at Harrold and Odell CP on 15th-19th (JM et al.) 
Black-necked Grebe - Two were at Broom GP on 20th. 
Marsh Harrier - One flew over Broom GP on 9th, another over Meadow Lane GP on 27th, and 
another over Potton Wood on 30th. 
Ruff - Singles were at Broom GP on 2nd, and 11th, with another found on the pools by Brogborough 
Tip on 13th. 
Black-tailed Godwit - One was at Broom GP on 1st. 
Spotted Redshank - Two were at Brogbrough Tip pools on 28th into September. 
Wood Sandpiper - One was at Broom GP on 19th, another was on Brogborough Tip pools on 24th. 
Turnstone - One was at Broom GP on 3rd-4th. 
Mediterranean Gull - A juvenile was at MVCP on 14th. 
Common Redstart - Up to five were on Galley Hill, with others reported from Brogborough Hill, 
Pegsdon Hills, Sandy Heath Quarry, Knocking Hoe, Dunton, Blows Downs, Barton Hills. 
Whinchat - Two were near Broom South Quarry on 9th, one at Furzenhall Farm on 10th, one at 
Meadow Lane GP and another at Blows Downs on 26th, one was at Sandy Smith NR and two at 
Pegsdon Hills on 29th, and one at Henlow Grange, one on Biggleswade Common and another on 
Blows Downs all on 30th. 
Pied Flycatcher - One was found on Brogborough Hill on 17th. 
Tree Pipit - One flew over Biggleswade on 23rd, one flew over Meadow Lane GP and another was at 
Galley Hill both on 29th. 
 
Observers:   
 
RJ - Raja Nadeem; JM - Janet Monroe 
 
We thank all contributors who have submitted their records directly to the Recorder, or via Bedsbirds 
Email Group as well as other sources. 

Compiled by Steve Blain 
recorder@bedsbirdclub.org.uk 
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PROGRAMME MATTERS 
 
Bird Club Winter Programme for 2016/2017 is issued with this Hobby, either as hard copy or on line.  
It  contains details of our monthly meetings to be held in Maulden Village Hall and outdoor meetings 
both in the county and further afield.  We have tried to offer a wide variety of events and hope that all 
members can find something to attract them.  
 

  SPONSORSHIP 

 
I am delighted to confirm that Opticron will continue their support for the club’s programme for 
another year. Do have a good look at their great range of bins and scopes when you are next in the 
market. You can see their products at any of the major retailers. 
This winter I will continue to review the next couple of indoor meetings in each Hobby to add a little 
more detail than can be given in the space available in the programme. I gave some details of the first 
meeting in the last edition but just as a reminder we start with...... 
 
Tuesday, 27th September   ‘Amazing Birds’ by Chris Collins, 
followed by.... 
 
Tuesday 25th October   ‘Birdwatching in Italy and the Work of LIPU’ by David Lingard who runs the 
British branch of LIPU, the Birdlife partner in Italy. Translated, LIPU is The Italian League for Bird 
Protection. For some reason unknown to me Italy has never featured as a special country for birding as 
has Spain and France for instance. I’m sure David will remove any doubts we may have as to the 
quality of birds and birding sites to be found there,  including many reserves run by LIPU.   
This is a talk of two halves, having whetted our appetite we get the bad news. Like several other 
countries bordering on the Mediterranean,  Italy historically suffers from the popular pastime of bird 
trapping and shooting for pleasure and sometimes for the table. These practices are contrary to EU 
laws, deep rooted in the culture and very difficult to stamp out. LIPU has an uphill struggle to make 
progress in fighting the wholesale killing of both native birds and migrants, some of which should be 
heading our way. I think you will agree that LIPU deserves our support. 
 
Tuesday 29th November  ‘Fighting for Birds’ by Dr Mark 
Avery, ex Director of Conservation at RSPB, now 
campaigner-in-chief for the birding world. Since leaving 
Sandy in 2012 Mark has seldom been out of the birding, and 
sometimes national headlines.  His campaigns are well 
known.....Hen Harriers.....Grouse Moors ... you probably 
signed his petitions. To quote Chris Packham ‘he has the 
courage to tell the hard truth about the health and future 
hopes for our nation’s wildlife’.   Whether you agree with all 
of his methods you will find it difficult to argue with his 
message, so don’t miss this opportunity to hear it in person 

.  

Don Green 
 
BNHS CONFERENCE 2016 

Remember, remember the 5th of November…. is the date for the 2016 BNHS Conference 

 

Amazing Insects and Spiders in Beds - some neglected, others not: Bedfordshire Natural History 

Society Conference of interest to specialists and enthusiastic naturalists alike.  

Note that there is a reduced rate for members of BNHS or Beds Bird Club  (see below). Having 

allowed a period for members to have priority booking we will now be advertising this nationally as we 
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did in 2014. We are again limited to 100 places and with over two months to go half the places are 

already filled so we expect it to be full again this year. It promises to be a very interesting day. There 

will also be displays etc. and sales by Opticrom and On Stop Nature. 

 

The format will be much the same as in 2014 with four talks in the morning and three in the afternoon. 

There will be a coffee/tea break mid-morning and lunch will be provided. The venue will again be at 

the Marston Vale Forest Centre, which has plenty of good (free) parking and excellent facilities, as well 

as being easily accessible for those coming from distance. In 2014 we had 100 delegates, with some 

coming from as far away as Leicester, Norwich and Isle of Wight!  

 

We have another excellent line up of highly acclaimed specialists with two talks on beetles, two on 

Hymenoptera (bees, wasps, sawflies etc.), two on some interesting fly groups and one on spiders. The 

list of speakers (though not the running order) is as follows: 

 

Weevils:       Mark Gurney [The Lodge, Sandy] 

Ground Beetles (Carabidae): John Walters [Buckfastleigh, Devon] 

Bees, wasps and Ants (Aculeates):  Rosie Earwaker & Bex Cartwright [The Lodge, Sandy] 

Sawflies (Symphyta):     Andrew Halstead [Retired former Principal Entomologist for  

     the RHS] 

Robberflies (Asilidae):  Malcolm Smart [Wolverhampton] 

Soldierflies and Bee-flies  

(Stratiomyidae and Bombylidae): Martin Harvey [Bucks] 

Spiders:    Tom Thomas [Luton] 

 

Where: The Forest Centre, Millennium Country Park, Marston Moretaine, MK43 0PR  

 

When: Saturday 5th November 2016. Doors open at 09.30 for 10.00 prompt start. Finish at 16.30.  

 

Cost: £15 for BNHS and Bedfordshire Bird Club members. £20 for non-members. (This includes a 

buffet lunch as well as other light refreshments) 

 

A booking form is available via the BNHS website at http://www.bnhs.co.uk 

Posters and fliers/ booking forms are also available. Please contact me if you would like some. 
 
 
BEDFORDSHIRE BIRD CLUB TRIP TO RSPB, OTMOOR,  17 JULY 2016 
 
It had been three years since I last went on a Bird Club field meeting so when I was asked by Don to 
lead a group trip to the RSPB’s reserve at Otmoor in Oxfordshire I was quite surprised but pleasantly 
so. 
The weather forecast for the day was good and so it proved becoming very warm in the constant 
sunshine. Our target bird was the Turtle Dove. At least a pair, possibly a third, had been reported and 
one of our group boldly suggested that they were “guaranteed”. That prediction proved to be wrong 
but fortunately there were other treats in store for us.  
In all eleven of us met up for a 9am start and as we walked down by the first conservation area we 
were excited to see a distant Hobby and hear a reeling Grasshopper Warbler whilst enjoying great 
views of Linnet on the shrubs. On the feeders there were the usual finches and tits but not much else. 
Hoping to hear the purring of Turtle Doves nearby we made our way to the cattle pens where Sean 
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had already put out some seed. On previous trips the doves had been in full view on the telegraph pole 
and feeding on the ground but not on our visit. 
Hoping that we’d connect with them further down the main path we slowly made our way towards the 
hide. Quite unexpectedly we caught sight of a pair of Common Crane that flew a few metres above the 
long grass at a distance of 200m from our path. Apparently this pair had come from the Slimbridge 
captive breeding programme. They had nested and raised a chick which sadly did not survive. We all 
had good views of them even those who chose to walk on ahead! Next up was a flying Bittern making 
its way into the reeds. These too appear to be breeding on the reserve. 
The scrapes were empty apart from some families of Coots but further off on a fence post was a 
Common Snipe, for some of us, the first to be seen for many months. Moving along we’d hoped to 
connect with the ‘turtles’ in the Oak trees but they remained unseen and unheard. 
Near to the hide we scanned across the field to find Marsh Harrier and lots of Red Kite but that was 
all. From the hide there was also very little of any particular note and so we moved on down a very hot 
footpath towards the first screen hide. There were plenty of dragonflies and butterflies but not much 
that was new in the way of birds. 
From the hide we had good views of families of Tufted Duck and Mallard, with Little Grebe and Great 
Crested Grebe putting in an appearance. Reed Warblers were darting about between the reeds but 
strangely no Sedge Warblers were seen, only heard. 
By now the temperature had risen to the high 20’s and so it was decided to give the second screen a 
miss. It would have been a long hot walk for possibly little reward; besides it was lunchtime. 
After our picnic lunch we had a quick stroll down the woody, damp path in the hope of finding the 
Turtle Doves. No such luck but we heard the reeling ‘Gropper’ again and found Blackcap in full song. 
Not quite wanting to call it a day  at 2pm we agreed to head towards the small BBOWT reserve, 
Gallows Bridge Farm, which is not far off the A41 on the road towards Grendon Underwood. We 
were not expecting much to be found there and our predictions were correct but we did put up three 
Green Sandpipers and had good views of Stock Dove coming down to drink. By 3.15pm we headed 
off home. It had been a good day out but it would have been an excellent day had we seen those 
elusive ‘turtles! 
 

Mike Bird 
 
 
LITTLE BITTERN IN BEDFORDSHIRE 
 
Following the excellent find of a juvenile Little Bittern at MVCP on 20th August by Steve Northwood, 
the following history of this species in Bedfordshire has been compiled by Dave Ball, previously 
published on the yahoo group: 
 
Just for those who were asking… about previous records in the county, from Steele-Elliott, 'The 
Vertebrate Fauna of Bedfordshire', privately published 1897-1901, republished by the BNHS 1993: 
 
"We have at least one reliable record of the occurrence of this now uncommon visitor to the British 
Islands within our county. 
A female or immature specimen which was obtained in September, 1894, was shown to me by a Mr. G. 
Pestell, which some youths whilst boating down the river had shot as it sat upon the head of a 
pollarded willow near Castle Mills." 
 
The youths concerned then 'threw and kicked the bird about until it was almost valueless' on their 
return to the boathouse, before it was rescued by 'one of the hands' and was eventually obtained by 
Mr. Pestell. 
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As Steele-Elliott saw the specimen himself and believed the owner's account of its provenance, there 
seems no reason to doubt this record. Steele-Elliott also mentions two other less well-documented 
possible records, one 'said to have been obtained by Mr. G. Bennett; it was shot about 1880 where 
Gadsey Brook enters the river', and a case containing two birds sent to Mr. A. Covington [a local 
taxidermist] for repair 'upwards of thirty years ago', 'which the owner informed him had been killed in 
the county many years previously'. The birds section of the Victoria County History of Bedfordshire, 
also written by Steele-Elliott and published a few years later, is very similarly worded, and mentions the 
Castle Mill record and the case repaired by Mr. Covington, but not the Gadsey Brook record, so he 
may have found some reason to doubt that record in the meantime.  
 
Interesting to see the names of two current sites cropping up, Castle Mill and Gadsey Brook. 
Given the recent increase in records of Little Bittern in Britain, including breeding, it seems likely that 
we will have more records, so some consolation for those who missed this one. 
 
I think we should be grateful at how well the Marston Vale park is maturing and beginning to deliver 
some good birds - in addition to the species already recorded one can imagine Baillon's or Little 
Crakes*, or Savi's Warbler, which should all be nice and difficult in the middle of the wetlands.  
 
*Also with an early record, one caught by a dog at Longholm, Bedford in May 1901.  
 

Dave Ball 
 
THE GARDEN BIRD FEEDING SURVEY – WINTER 2015/2016 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
For the survey for last winter, covering the 22-week period from the beginning of October 2015 to 
early March 2016, we received returns from 82 gardens, an increase of 14 over the winter of 
2014/2015. There were three additional gardens from urban areas and 11 more from rural areas.  
 
As can be seen in Table 1 below, the average number of species recorded in the surveyed gardens was 
the highest, for both rural and urban gardens, since the winter of 2012/13. 
 
Table 1 Average number of species per garden - winters 2008/09 to 2015/16 
 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 
Rural gardens 26.9 26.5 26.8 25.6 27.2 24.3 26.1 26.3 
Urban gardens 21.7 20.6 21.4 20.1 23.3 18.1 19.1 20.1 
  
The total number of species in the gardens last winter reached 66, just one short of the record high set 
in 2010/11 and matched in 2014/15. 
 
Table 2 includes all species that have been recorded in our winter gardens since the survey began in 
1993/94. Those species with only zeros against them have not been recorded since 2008/09, but were 
recorded in at least one winter before that. As can be seen in Table 2, there were five species that were 
recorded in all participating gardens last winter – Blackbird, Blue Tit, Robin, Dunnock and Wood 
Pigeon. In addition, Wren and Magpie were reported from all rural gardens.  
 
Species that were recorded in a higher proportion of the gardens since our winter survey started in 
1993/94 included Magpie, Long-tailed Tit, Coal Tit, Jackdaw, Goldcrest and Stock Dove, whilst House 
Sparrow continues the decline, and was recorded in the lowest percentage of gardens since our survey 
started.  
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position % % % % % % % %

15/16 15/16 14/15 13/14 12/13 11/12 10/11 09/10 08/09

1st= Blackbird 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

1st= Blue Tit 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

1st= Robin 100 100 100 100 100 100 99 100

1st= Wood Pigeon 100 99 99 99 99 100 99 100

1st= Dunnock 100 97 99 99 100 99 99 97

6th Great Tit 99 97 100 99 99 100 98 100

7th= Chaffinch 96 97 94 99 95 96 97 99

7th= Wren 96 94 81 90 93 89 91 97

7th= Magpie 96 90 88 92 92 89 92 93

10th Collared Dove 94 91 93 92 92 92 93 95

11th Long-t Tit 93 84 84 92 88 90 82 86

12th Coal Tit 89 79 64 74 69 84 68 83

13th Goldfinch 88 90 91 88 89 88 84 86

14th Starling 85 84 84 91 88 92 92 92

15th Greenfinch 83 85 83 83 91 88 91 95

16th House Sparrow 77 81 79 85 84 82 81 84

17th Sparrowhawk 74 68 69 65 64 71 66 62

18th Gt Sp Woodpecker 66 60 53 66 48 59 56 53

19th Jackdaw 62 56 51 51 47 42 50 49

20th= C Crow 56 62 51 55 53 56 54 58

20th= Song Thrush 56 56 46 65 64 68 78 80

22nd Goldcrest 48 25 27 40 29 29 17 44

23rd C Pheasant 35 32 32 33 33 38 39 43

24th= Green Woodpecker 32 37 26 34 39 35 44 36

24th= Siskin 32 6 14 37 16 19 12 31

26th Blackcap 29 38 26 53 29 29 31 34

27th Pied Wagtail 27 32 23 47 39 73 57 51

28th= Redwing 24 28 30 43 53 48 61 43

28th= Jay 24 38 17 44 24 29 22 38

30th Lesser Redpoll 23 10 9 24 13 11 8 5

31st Fieldfare 22 19 16 71 41 32 49 50

32nd= Bullfinch 20 26 16 23 25 21 20 23

32nd= Mistle Thrush 20 13 20 24 20 19 24 24

32nd= Stock Dove 20 18 16 19 16 9 9 5

35th Feral Pigeon 18 10 15 19 9 15 12 10

36th= Rook 17 24 15 15 21 21 22 20

36th= Nuthatch 17 19 11 21 12 15 7 14

36th= Tawny Owl 17 16 12 13 19 11 12 13

36th= Reed Bunting 17 16 11 26 18 18 18 12

40th= Kestrel 15 7 6 9 11 8 10 13

40th= Grey Heron 15 15 10 14 12 16 21 19

42nd Grey Wagtail 13 13 11 12 11 16 6 8

43rd= Brambling 12 1 9 21 4 19 8 20

43rd= Chiffchaff 12 10 9 12 9 5 1 5

43rd= Moorhen 12 10 6 10 11 13 10 9

46th Common Buzzard 11 12 10 7 7 4 2 5

47th= Black H Gull 10 7 9 19 12 13 20 15

47th= Red Kite 10 12 6 9 5 4 4 1

49th Treecreeper 9 10 2 6 7 13 3 9

50th Y'hammer 7 12 6 15 8 8 13 14

51st Mallard 6 6 6 3 6 10 4 8

52nd= Kingfisher 4 7 4 1 1 3 2 3

52nd= Marsh Tit 4 3 1 7 4 7 7 9

54th Common Gull 2 1 1 3 0 1 3 1

55th= Common Raven 1 3 0 2 1 0 0 0

55th= Tree Sparrow 1 3 0 5 5 8 2 1

55th= Little Egret 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0

55th= Red-l Partridge 1 1 2 2 4 4 1 2

55th= Linnet 1 1 0 1 1 2 1 2

55th= Little Owl 1 1 0 1 2 0 1 1

55th= R-ringed Parakeet 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

55th= House Martin 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

55th= Barn Owl 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 1

55th= Cormorant 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0

55th= Swallow 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0

55th= Peregrine Falcon 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TABLE 2 PERCENTAGE OF GARDENS THAT EACH SPECIES WAS RECORDED IN - WINTERS 2008/09 TO 2015/16
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Table 3 shows the ‘Top 20’ species that were the most frequent in our gardens. The frequency is 
calculated by taking the total number of weeks each species is recorded in and comparing that to the 
maximum possible total (i.e. 22 weeks x 82 gardens). Of the Top 20 species, many of them occurred 
more frequently in our gardens than ever before, including the Goldfinch, Coal Tit and Long-tailed Tit, 
whilst the Chaffinch and Collared Dove were at their lowest level. Of no real surprise is that the House 
Sparrow was also at its lowest level (52% compared to a ‘high’ of 80% in 2004/05). Nineteen of the 
gardens failed to attract House Sparrows during even one week of the survey period (and 12 gardens 
failed to record Starling). The Song Thrush dropped out of the Top 20 altogether, last winter being less 
frequent in our gardens than Common Pheasant!  

Position 15/16 14/15 13/14 12/13 11/12 10/11 09/10 08/09

1st Blue Tit 91 92 89 91 91 94 94 91

2nd Wood Pigeon 90 89 87 91 87 90 91 86

3rd= Robin 88 91 84 91 86 89 93 92

3rd= Blackbird 88 91 89 94 91 93 97 95

5th Great Tit 80 81 74 77 77 82 78 76

6th Dunnock 77 79 72 77 77 81 84 82

7th Chaffinch 68 71 69 77 71 75 77 77

8th Collared Dove 63 66 64 68 69 68 76 76

9th Goldfinch 62 61 57 59 54 56 58 55

10th Magpie 61 59 51 53 51 53 59 57

11th= Coal Tit 52 36 24 32 28 42 33 44

11th= House Sparrow 52 59 55 63 61 61 60 59

13th Greenfinch 48 44 47 49 51 52 54 66

14th Starling 47 55 50 61 56 60 67 69

15th Long-tailed Tit 41 30 26 35 37 39 30 35

16th Wren 39 37 22 32 37 31 34 40

17th Jackdaw 34 32 22 24 22 21 25 21

18th G S Woodpecker 29 22 20 27 21 25 24 27

19th Carrion Crow 20 22 19 20 23 23 24 26

20th Sparrowhawk 16 11 12 12 12 11 10 11

TABLE 3 FREQUENCY OF OCCURENCE WINTERS 2008/09 TO 2015/16

 
 
THE WEATHER 
 
Across the UK, the winter of 2015/16 was remarkably mild, and in fact was the third warmest winter 
in the period since 1910: in England and Wales it was the warmest winter in that series. For East 
Anglia, during every month from October 2015 to March 2016, the average temperature was much 
higher than the average for the period 1961 to 1990, and in particular for December the average was 
5.7°C higher. By contrast, however, the winter was very wet, and was the second wettest in the period 
since 1910 (source: adapted with permission, from Crown copyright data supplied by the Met Office).   
 
THE MAIN RESULTS 
 
Waterfowl, Game Birds, Herons, Raptors and Gulls 
 
The Mallard, in five rural gardens, was the only wildfowl species reported in our survey last winter, 
whilst the Pheasant appeared in 35% of the gardens, all but one of those in rural areas, as might be 
expected. The only other game bird in the list for last winter, the Red-legged Partridge, appeared in just 
one garden. 
 
The Grey Heron appeared in 15% of gardens last winter, the same as the previous winter, whilst Stefan 
Baltruschat managed to attract a Little Egret to his Henlow garden for the third winter. 
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Sparrowhawks were recorded in 74% of the gardens, mainly from rural areas but were also well-
represented in urban sites, and moved into the ‘Top 20’ of our most frequent garden visitors. Four 
other raptors also made an appearance in Table 2 for last winter, with Kestrel, Common Buzzard and 
Red Kite now regular, plus a new-comer to our survey, with a Peregrine at Turvey Abbey, in Brother 
John Mayhead’s ‘garden’.  
 
The Black-headed Gull was found in eight gardens (five of them urban) and the Common Gull in two.    
 
Pigeons, Owls, Kingfisher, Woodpeckers and Crows 
 
The Wood Pigeon was recorded in all the gardens last winter, and was also the second most frequent 
of all our garden visitors. They were found almost as often in urban gardens (a frequency of 87%) as 
rural gardens (92%). Although Collared Doves were reported from 94% of the gardens, the frequency 
of their appearances fell to their lowest level, 63% – compare that to a high of 81% in 2004/05. The 
Stock Dove, on the other hand, appeared in 20% of the gardens, a new high, with the majority of those 
gardens in rural areas. Recovering from its poor showing in the previous winter was the Feral Pigeon, 
in 18% of gardens last winter up from 10%), and as expected, much more often to be found in urban 
gardens. 
 
Three owl species appear in the results for last winter, the Tawny in 17% of gardens, and the Little 
Owl and Barn Owl in just one each. Three lucky garden owners, all in rural areas, attracted Kingfishers 
to their survey sites. 
 
The Great Spotted Woodpecker was recorded in 66% of gardens last winter, equalling the previous 
high set in 2012/13. Most of those gardens were in rural areas (in 83% of those surveyed), but 36% of 
urban gardens also recorded this colourful visitor. The frequency of its appearances, across all gardens, 
was at its highest level since our survey began. Green Woodpeckers are much more conservative, 
appearing in 22 of the rural gardens, but only in four of those in urban areas. For the fourth 
consecutive winter the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker failed to appear in any of the winter gardens 
surveyed.  
 

 
 
The Magpie appeared in 96% of the gardens, the highest level since our survey started, with the 
frequency also at its highest level. For the first time the Jackdaw has leapfrogged Carrion Crow in 
terms of the number of gardens, appearing in 62%, compared to the 56% of the Carrion Crow. Results 
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for the Jay remain very erratic, with no obvious pattern, except that as usual they show a very strong 
preference for rural gardens, and more so than the other corvids. 
 
Goldcrest, Tits and Warblers 
 
The positive result for the Goldcrest was one of the big surprises, appearing in 48% of gardens, by far 
the highest level since our survey started. They appeared in 40% of rural gardens, and in 60% of urban 
gardens, where they presumably found the typically warmer micro-climate in those areas to their liking. 
That is a big change, however, compared to previous winter survey results.  
 

 
 
The Blue Tit remains one of our most familiar garden species, found in all surveyed gardens for the last 
nine winters. It was also, for the second winter, our most frequent garden visitor. The Great Tit was 
missing from just one urban garden, and maintained a rather high level of frequency across the board. 
Another big jump came for the Long-tailed Tit, and in 93% of gardens, reached its highest level, 
showing more or less equally in rural and urban gardens. The frequency of appearances was also at its 
highest level. Continuing with the positive theme, the Coal Tit also broke records, being recorded in 
89% of gardens, and at a far higher frequency level than before. Like the Goldcrest, the biggest single 
reason was the larger number of urban gardens that it appeared in (80% compared to 66% the previous 
winter). 
 
Typically, just two warblers appear in our winter list, with Blackcap in 29% of gardens (unusually in 
rural and urban gardens about equally), and Chiffchaff in 12% of gardens, about the recent average.  
Almost all of the records for the latter species were during October and early November. 
 
Wren, Starling and Thrushes 
 
The Wren appeared in 96% of gardens, the highest level since winter 2008/09, and at the highest 
frequency level since that winter too. 
 
The result for the Starling (in 85% of gardens) was at about the same level as the previous two winters, 
so maybe is showing signs of levelling out after the previous severe drops. They appeared in rural and 
urban gardens at the same level, although they were entirely absent from 12 of the gardens, and 
appeared during less than five of the weeks in another eight of the gardens. In my own garden in 
Woburn they remain a rarity. 
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The Song Thrush appeared in 56% of gardens, the same as the previous winter, but well below the 
peak (during our survey) of 87% in the winter of 2003/04. Although they were recorded in 75% of 
rural gardens, the biggest gap is in urban areas, where only 23% of the gardens attracted them, and in 
none of those for more than nine of the weeks.   
 
The Blackbird has been recorded in all gardens covered by our survey for the last ten winters, and last 
winter it was the third most frequent visitor (although at a level of 88% is well below that of the 97% 
in 2009/10). Having described the results for the Mistle Thrush for the previous winter as something 
of a disaster, it recovered to a more typical level last winter. Of the 16 gardens in which it appeared, 
only one was in an urban area.  
 
Statistics over the entire survey period for the two winter thrushes have been very erratic, and for both 
Redwing and Fieldfare last winter the results were on the low side, in 24% of gardens for the Redwing 
(compared to a recent high of 61% in 2009/10) and in 22% for the Fieldfare (compared to a recent 
high of 71% in 2012/13). 
                
The Robin was, once again, reported from all gardens last winter, with a typically high level of 
frequency. 
 
Dunnock, Sparrows and Wagtails 
 
The Dunnock was recorded from all gardens in the survey last winter, and at a fairly typical level of 
frequency. 
 
In the report for the previous winter (2014/15) I mentioned that the results for the House Sparrow 
seemed to have stabilised, albeit at a much lower level than before, but last winter saw another fall, to a 
new low of 77% of gardens. Consider that in the first three winters of our survey they appeared in an 
average of 99% of gardens. The frequency level hit a new low too, at 52% compared to 80% as 
recently as 2004/05. Results were fairly evenly spread across rural (in 75% of those) and urban gardens 
(in 80% of those), with frequency levels of 50% and 54% respectively. The distribution is often 
puzzling too. For example, they were totally absent from my garden in Woburn throughout the winter 
survey period, yet they are ever-present in gardens less than 100m away!   
Staying in the doom and gloom corner, the Pied Wagtail appeared in only 27% of all gardens surveyed 
(and in only one urban garden). Consider that they were in 73% of gardens as recently as 2010/11 (and 
then in 60% of urban gardens). The history has been very erratic, as the following graph shows, with 
peaks of 73% in 2010/11 and 59% in 2005/04, and lows of 23% in 2013/14 and 27% last winter. 
 

 
% of surveyed gardens holding Pied Wagtails, from 2004/05 to 2015/16 
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By comparison, the Grey Wagtail has become a more regular visitor to our winter gardens, in 13% of 
all gardens last winter, although it shows a very strong preference for rural sites. One in Mike Jones’ 
Toddington garden in October was a garden tick.  
   
Finches  
 
The most widespread finch in our gardens remains the Chaffinch, last winter occurring in 96% of the 
gardens, but the results are showing a slight decline. That is more apparent when looking at the 
frequency, which at 68% for last winter was the lowest since our survey started and compares to 79% 
as recently as 2007/08. 
 
One of the big success stories remains the Goldfinch, no doubt benefitting from the food that garden 
owners provide, although maybe the number of gardens it appears in has now levelled out. Some 
examples of the larger flocks in our gardens included at least 20 juveniles in Martin Lowe’s Cranfield 
garden in October, at least 30 roosting in Stefan Baltruschat’s Henlow garden all winter and up to 14 in 
Judith Knight’s Linslade garden in December. 
 
Prior to 2012/13 the Greenfinch appeared in more gardens than the Goldfinch, but now the positions 
have been reversed, although the results for the Greenfinch seems to have stabilized at a new, albeit 
lower level.  
 
Of our winter finches, Siskins are the most erratic, and after a very low 6% of gardens in 2014/15, they 
appeared in 32% last winter, with most of the records coming in the New Year. 
 

 
The number of gardens attracting Siskins during the first nine weeks of 2016 
 
Some gardens continued to hold Siskins well into spring and early summer (in my own garden into 
June), and we will analyse the full picture when we have received the results from the current summer 
survey. 
 
Appearances of Bramblings showed a very similar pattern, in just 1% of gardens in 2014/15 and then 
in 12% of gardens last winter. Lesser Redpolls also showed well in our gardens last winter, in 23% 
(high but not the highest), compared to 10% in 2014/15. By comparison, results for the Reed Bunting 
are fairly stable, around 16% to 18% most winters, but with a recent peak of 26% in 2012/13. 
Yellowhammers are somewhat more erratic in their appearances, in 7% of gardens last winter, 
somewhat below the recent average of 11%.  
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SUMMARY 
   
After the rather disappointing response to the winter survey in 2014/15 (which affected some of the 
statistics) the much improved situation for last winter was very welcome. The returns from the 82 
gardens covered in excess of 23,000 records, so our thanks go to all the members (and a few non 
members) who took part. We look forward to receiving your feedback for future winters. For those 
that receive The Hobby by mail the survey form for next winter will be included. Otherwise you can 
retrieve the survey form on the Bird Club website. If you have difficulty in finding it, then please 
contact me by email (barrynightingale154@btinternet.com) and I will forward a copy to you.  
 

Barry Nightingale 
 
INTRODUCING THE THAMES & CHILTERNS BIRD ATLAS 
 
A new internet based bird atlas (thamesandchilternbirdatlas.org.uk) has been launched, covering the 
counties of Bedfordshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Hertfordshire and Oxfordshire.  All of these 
counties undertook a tetrad breeding bird distribution survey during the period 1980 to 1992 (but most 
in the mid- and late 1980s) and again during the period of the most recent national BTO  Atlas (2007-
2012). In addition, Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire undertook one at the time of the first BTO 
breeding atlas in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and four of the counties (Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, 
Hertfordshire and Oxfordshire) achieved almost 100% coverage of their tetrads for timed tetrad 
counts in both the breeding season and winter during the 2007 to 2012 BTO Atlas survey period. The 
results of all of these are presented on the website. 
The area covered comprises 9276 sq km of inland southern England. From north to south it 
encompasses part of the southern Cotswolds, the vales of White Horse and Aylesbury, the chalk hills 
of the Chilterns and Berkshire Downs and valleys of the Thames and some of its southern tributaries. 
It includes substantial urban areas, such as Reading, Oxford, Luton and Milton Keynes; the outer 
metropolitan suburbs and a variety of habitat types. It is an area which has seen substantial changes in 
the 20th Century, in both rural and urban areas and these changes continue. 
Its aim is to provide a source of information for birdwatchers and naturalists interested in the wildlife 
of the area, a reference source for local policy makers assessing the species and sites whose 
conservation should be promoted and a source of information for scientists researching population 
changes and density and their relationship to habitats. 
The site enables users to compare the distribution between species and between different surveys. 
Habitat information derived from derived from 1km habitat mapping carried out by the Centre for 
Ecology and Hydrology has been used to create habitat comparison maps and overlays of habitat types 
to use with species and species comparison maps. As such it provides a unique opportunity to see 
changes over a period of 20 years, or 40 years in the case of Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire, at a much 
finer scale than the national 10km atlas, and to compare these to habitat data.  
Some well-known national trends, like the retreat of some declining farmland species, such as Grey 
Partridge and Corn Bunting, can be tracked, as can the spread of species such as Buzzard, Red Kite 
and some of the recent arrivals like Cetti's Warbler and Little Egret. There are though other changes 
that can be investigated, such as the decline of species once regarded as successful colonisers of urban 
areas, like House Sparrow and Starling, or the differing trends amongst waders, with some little-known 
changes such as Curlews starting to breed on the Berkshire Downs despite losses in the valleys of the 
Upper Thames tributaries. There are many other such stories too be investigated, and hopefully the 
information presented here will inspire some visitors to the site to use the data to investigate further 
some of the factors that may be influencing these changes. 
The project has been funded by the Bedfordshire Bird Club, Berkshire Ornithological Club, 
Buckinghamshire Bird Club, Hertfordshire Natural History Society, Oxfordshire Ornithological 
Society and  the Thames Valley Environmental Records Centre. They are grateful to all the field 
workers whose efforts produced these maps and their colleagues in the Banbury Ornithological Society 
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and Newbury District Ornithological Club for their help in organising the surveys, to the BTO whose 
generous extension of the on-line facilities set up for the 2007-2012 national atlas was an enormous 
help in realising the most recent surveys and to Garganey Consulting for designing and setting up the 
site.  
 
All data previously included in the Bedfordshire Atlas website is included in this new site and link is 
provided on the “Links” page on the Bird Club website. 
 
 
NEW MEMBERS 
 
We would like to welcome Sandra Oxley from Leighton Buzzard to the Beds Bird Club. 
 
We hope you will enjoy many years of membership with us. 
 

Mary Sheridan 
 
CAMBRIDGESHIRE BIRD CLUB/BTO/RSPB CONFERENCE –  
SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 24, 2016 
 
There is a warm welcome to Bedfordshire Birders at the forthcoming Cambs Conference to be held at  
at Cottenham Village College from 0930-1700 
 
The conference, organised by Cambridgeshire Bird Club in collaboration with BTO and RSPB, will 
provide an opportunity for everyone to learn more about rare breeding birds in East Anglia. On 
Saturday 24 September, there will be a programme of lectures and discussion, displays and stalls.  
 
Topics include the Rare Breeding Birds Panel, the Nene and Ouse Washes, use of BirdTrack  
and monitoring and changing status of rare breeding birds. Species covered include Montagu's Harrier, 
Lesser-spotted Woodpecker, Cranes, Muscovy Duck, Stone Curlew and Bittern. 
 
On Sunday 25 September, there will be an opportunity to visit various reserves to hear how rare 
breeding birds are protected and monitored on site. 
 
For more details and how to book go to: http://cambridgebirdclub.org.uk/ 
 
 
 
OBITUARY – Errol Newman 
 
NEWMAN,    Errol Christopher Bernard.   (February 1942 – August 2016) 
 
Errol Newman died, at his home in Williton, Somerset aged 74 on the 27th August 2016, after an illness 
lasting several months.  
He was born in Guildford, Surrey where he attended the Royal Grammar School. He qualified in Land 
Surveying (RICS) at Essex Technical College (1963) and later in Environmental Science (LIEnv Sci) at 
Rotherham (1993). He was an Assistant Reserves Manager with the RSPB from 1973-1974 and later 
(1997) became a Park Ranger at Priory Country Park, Bedford before retiring in 2007.  
He was a member of the Surrey Bird Club from 1970-75 where he served on the Committee and held 
the position of Conservation Officer. A member of the BTO, he served as the Regional Representative 
and Development Officer for Bedfordshire from 1988-95, being involved in both the Surrey and 
Bedfordshire Bird Atlases; was a member of the Bedfordshire Natural History Society Scientific 
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Committee from 1988, Secretary of that committee from 1994 -1995, and also served on the Finance 
Committee in 1998.  
A founder member of the Bedfordshire Bird Club in 1992, he served as the Research Officer on the 
Records and Research Committee from 1993-1995 and continued to serve on that committee until 
2008.  
His passion was ringing, qualifying as a BTO ‘A’ ringer in 1982 and becoming a member of the 
Training Panel from 1990 onwards. He was also a founder member of the Cambridge Gull Group in 
1985 and founder member and Secretary of the Ivel Valley Ringing Group in 1990, producing the Ivel 
Ringing Group Reports from 1990  -  2005. He established two Constant Effort Sites, one at The 
Thorns, near Everton, in 1988 and, in 1992, one at Priory Country Park, although he started ringing at 
the latter site in 1989. In 2000 he took over the writing of the Bird Ringing Reports for the County 
Bird Report, covering the years from 1996 – 1999 in his first report and then continuing annually to 
2007.  
During his ringing activities at Priory Country Park he trapped several notable birds including the first 
Radde’s Warbler for the county in October 1991, the first Cetti’s Warbler in January 1997 and the first 
Yellow-browed Warbler in October 1997. He also had a particular interest in Whitethroats and 
Nightingales as well as the environment in general and animal welfare. 
Well known as a raconteur and teller of ‘tall tales’ he was able to put a smile on the faces of anyone in 
his company. 

 
David Kramer 

 
Errol proudly holding the Radde’s Warbler before its release on 12th October 1991 
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