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EDITORIAL 
 
Welcome to the March 2018 production of The Hobby. Amongst the articles in this bulletin we have 
highlighted those species for which we would wish to obtain good records this year as their breeding 
populations are decreasing with some species now apparently in very low numbers in our County. Matt 
has also written a light-hearted account of the 10x10 challenge, a new take on the Bird Race. 
I hope all members will take the opportunity to take part in the Summer Garden Bird Feeding Survey 
that started on 11th March to continue to build data on this project, now in its twelfth year. Included in 
this bulletin is a write-up from Barry of last year’s survey. Good birding to all this spring…  
    
PROGRAMME MATTERS  
 
Winter Programme 2017/18 – Indoor Meetings 
 
Our indoor meeting program will conclude on Tuesday 27th March. Starting at 8pm in the usual 
location of Maulden Village Hall, we welcome Professor Tony Martin, who was Team Leader of the six 
year programme to eradicate rats from South Georgia. This UK Overseas Territory in the Southern 
Oceans boasts some fantastic seal, seabird and penguin colonies so we trust that the talk entitled 
“Reclaiming South Georgia” will include some superb images to support this success story. 
 
We are already in the process of putting together another set of quality speakers for next winter’s 
program – more in future editions of The Hobby. Please put the 25th September 2018 in your diary. 
 
Outdoor Meetings 
 
Our next outdoor meetings are all about spring migration in Bedfordshire and repeat the successful 
meetings of previous years with visits to Pegsdon Hills on 22nd April – a site that is most reliable for 
Ring Ouzel amongst other migrants at that time, and Broom GP complex on 29th April for migrants 
maybe including some more interesting wader species. 
These meetings are an ideal opportunity to find out where to bird at these sites if you are unfamiliar 
with the locations. 
 
Contact Kevin Sharpe (07827 440394) if lifts are required or with any queries regarding attendance of 
events in the outdoor programme. 

Details about the entire winter indoor and outdoor program are also included on our website at 
bedsbirds.org.uk 
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JANUARY – FEBRUARY 2018 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.   
 
January 2018 
 
Pink-footed Goose - At least one was still touring the Ouse and Ivel valleys with the Greylag flocks 
during January with birds regularly recorded at Roxton Lakes and Broom GP during the month. 30 also 
flew over Arlesey on 17th (LB) 
Pintail - Three drakes were at Blunham Lake on 28th 
Goosander - This species was a little more widespread than usual with records from Woburn, Cainhoe 
Lakes, Harrold and Odell CP, Grovebury SP, and Broom GP throughout the month. 
Red-throated Diver - The bird remained at Brogborough Lake from 2017 until 2nd. 
Great White Egret - Up to two were present in the brick pits with them both together at Brogborough 
Lake on 4th (MJP) 
Merlin - Only two were reported - a male around Southill on several dates and a female at Houghton 
Brook pools 
Ruff - 13 were a good January count at Harrowden on 7th 
Mediterranean Gull - An adult was at Brogborough lake until at least 14th with a first-winter joining it 
on 14th. 
Yellow-legged Gull - Two were at Brogborough Lake and three at Grovebury SP on 7th, and up to 
six were at Brogborough Lake on 13th. 
Short-eared Owl - One was on Brogborough Tip on 20th 
Black Redstart - A male was in Stopsley on 31st 
Common Redpoll - One was on Brogborough Tip on 28th (NW 
)

 

Hawfinch - Two of the biggest flocks ever recorded in Beds were recorded in January - 45 at Southill 
Park on 11th and a huge 94 at Woburn Park on 14th (MAW). Birds were also recorded from a wide 
range of locations throughout, but mainly along the greensand ridge.  

Ruddy Shelduck - An adult female was at Radwell Lakes on 14th 
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February 2018 
 

Marsh Harrier - The first one of the year was at Brogborough Lake on 4th 
Common Sandpiper - A wintering bird was found at Harrold and Odell CP on 25th 
Mediterranean Gull - A fine adult in summer plumage was in Woburn Park on 21st with possibly the 
same noted in a roost at Stewartby Lake on 24th.  
 

 

Black Redstart - Following the Stopsley bird on 31st Jan, another fine male was present around the 
Sandhills estate in Leighton Buzzard all month. Unusually it was often seen feeding from a sunflower 
heart feeder. 

 
 

Brambling - Some good flocks were present, with over 50 in Sandy garden and 30+ around the 
feeders at The Lodge 
Hawfinch - Numbers slowly tailed off during the month, with birds still present in all their usual 
locations but often in much smaller numbers than January. 
Hybrid Duck sp. - An interesting duck resembling a Lesser Scaup was present on the Pillinge during 
the month. It appeared to be a returning bird to the county from at least 2015 and the resulting 
discussion resolved it as being a hybrid. The exact parents of this particular individual was a lot more 
open for debate however! 

Observers:   
 
LB - Lester Bull; MJP - Martin Palmer; NW - Neil Wright; MAW - Mark Ward 
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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 

 
SEARCHING FOR TURTLE DOVES. 
 
Farmland continues to support very important species, albeit in diminishing numbers, and amongst 
these Turtle Dove is one of the most iconic.  It is Red Listed as a Species of Conservation Concern due 
to a greatly reduced population.  The East of England BTO Breeding Bird Survey data for 2016 shows 
a decline of 94%, which is statistically significant.  It is on the county Red List of breeding birds and 
annual Bird Reports describe the species as a ‘fast declining summer resident’. 
 

 
 
Members who carry out BTO Breeding Bird Surveys, do cover farmland; however, BBS squares are 
randomly chosen and may not cover farmland that is suitable for Turtle Doves.  In my experience, the 
birds require a specific mix of habitats.  Permanent grass field margins, minimum 2 metres wide, and 
mature hedgerows, at least 2 metres tall, are essential.  Fields of permanent, unimproved grassland (not 
improved and intensively managed) are also important.  Birds can be found along the edges of 
woodland; however, mature woodland is not always beneficial and I have found that early-growth 
plantations, between 5 - 25 years old, offer good nesting habitat as it has a more open canopy, similar 
to scrub.  Scrub is really important, particularly if it contains Traveller’s joy (old man’s beard), because 
the plant offers dense cover for nests.  A source of water – ponds, small lakes – is, in my opinion, very 
important, particularly if the margins are shallow with little or no aquatic vegetation, as this allows the 
birds to drink whilst having a clear, open view of any potential predators.  All these habitats form a 
matrix and often have beneficial food plants and the potential to support breeding Turtle Doves.  
 
So, if you know of an area of farmland that matches the above description, why not see if you can find 
your own Turtle Doves this spring.  Access will be key, either by public footpath or bridleway; although 
too much disturbance can be an issue.  The best option is to contact the landowner and get their 
permission to survey the farm.  This will allow you to plot a ‘circular’ route around the farm in order to 
cover all the key habitats.  When you find Turtle Doves, enter your records on the BTO BirdTrack 
website, with a breeding code please (as listed in the following article).  The records will show where 
the birds are in the county and whether they are breeding. 
 

Graham Goodall. 
Hon. Research Officer. 
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MAKING OUR BIRD DATA MORE VALUABLE;  
KEY SPECIES TO RECORD ANNUALLY. 
 
Why is our bird data so important? 
 
The collection of ornithological data can play a very important role in protecting the biodiversity of our 
county.  It allows us to identify the most important sites for birds and may help to protect sites from 
damaging development.  In addition, the data can be used to secure long-term benefits; for example, 
minerals sites that have come to the end of extraction, as at Gypsy Lane East. 
County Wildlife Sites (CWS) are very important for biodiversity and help protect habitats and species 
that are national priorities for conservation in the UK and county Biodiversity Action Plans (BAP).  
However, the area of these habitats is very small; our CWS account for less than 7% of the county’s 
area.  This is why it is so important that existing sites are protected and managed appropriately.  It is 
equally important that new sites are identified and brought to the attention of the Wildlife Sites Panel.  
 
Protecting CWS once they are identified - Biodiversity and the planning system.  
 
The county system helps us to identify CWS, so that they can be brought to the attention of Local 
Authorities and Planning Officers if they are ever threatened with development.  Local Authorities have 
a legal duty to have regard to the purpose of conserving biodiversity under Section 40(1) of the Natural 
Environment & Rural Communities Act 2006; “every public authority must in exercising its functions have 
regard...to the purpose of conserving biodiversity”.   
 
The duty includes restoring and enhancing biodiversity and particular emphasis is placed on the 
Government's list of species of principal importance.  The list was revised by the Priority Species and 
Habitat Review Working Group in 2007 and comprises 65 Priority Habitat Action Plans (HAP) and 
1,149 Species Action Plans (SAP). 
 
Recording your bird data. 
 
All records should be entered on to the BTO BirdTrack website and each entry should contain a 
breeding code, if applicable.  This important information confirms the status of breeding species and 
allows us to prove how valuable some of the county’s sites are in supporting a range of birds, including 
scarce and rare species. 
 
BTO BirdTrack breeding codes: 
 
Probable breeder: 

• Pair in suitable nesting habitat (P) 

• Permanent Territory (defended over at least 1 week) (T). 

• Courtship and display (D). 

• Visiting probable nest site (N). 

• Agitated behaviour (A). 

• Brood patch of incubating bird (I). 

• Nest building or excavating a nest hole (B). 
Confirmed breeder: 

• Distraction display or injury feigning (DD). 

• Used nest or eggshells found from current season (UN). 

• Recently fledged or downy young (FL). 

• Adults entering or leaving nest site in circumstances indicating occupied nest (ON). 

• Adult carrying faecal sac or food for young (FF). 

• Nest containing eggs (NE). 

• Nest with young (NY). 
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There are fifteen species on the Bedfordshire Red List of Breeding Birds that we should be specifically 
aiming to record every year.  In order to co-ordinate this, the Records and Research Committee 
recommend that Bird Club members and members of the email group record the following species 
every year. 
 

Species   key period for recording breeding behaviour 
 
Common Pochard  June-July 
Eurasian Bittern  May-August 
Northern Lapwing  April-June 
Ringed Plover   May-June 
Eurasian Curlew  May-June 
Turtle Dove   May-June 
Common Cuckoo  June-July 
European Nightjar  June-July 
Ls Spotted Woodpecker May-June 
Woodlark   May-June 
Grasshopper Warbler  June-July 
Spotted Flycatcher  June-July 
Common Nightingale  May-June 
Tree Sparrow   May-July 
Tree Pipit   June-July 

 
Steve Blain; County Bird Recorder 
Graham Goodall; Research Officer 
Roger Hicks; Regional representative, BTO 
 
Records and Research Committee, Bedfordshire Bird Club; BNHS. 
 
 
10 X 10 CHALLENGE- THE NEW BIRD RACE 

In Bedfordshire, organised bird races came to prominence in the late 1980’s. But it wasn’t until 2001 
with the advent of the Beds Birds email group, that they became well-publicised, all-inclusive bird club 
events. For the first time, all of the county’s birders could post their sightings for all to see on a public 
forum, resulting in an overall county total. Within this, the more intrepid could venture out in small 
groups of up to four to record the best team total. Also in 2001 and to mark the tenth anniversary of 
the club, a transatlantic challenge was organised against New Haven Bird Club in Connecticut which 
proved to be a huge success until the last one on 28th April 2007. The date also gave us our biggest ever 
team total, when Steve Blain, Darren Oakley-Martin, Andy Grimsey and Graham White recorded a 
massive 120 species, thus helping the club as a whole achieve 128 species- also a record!  

In the years that followed, the appetite for bird races seemed to wain somewhat, though we did carry 
on competing with our neighbours, Buckinghamshire until 2009, the last official bird race. In the years 
that followed, bird races still took place, but on a fairly ad hoc basis, organised by individuals only with 
no real competitive element to speak of. 

One of the biggest problems with a bird race is commitment. For many, an early start and a long day in 
the field can be off putting and many others just haven’t got that much available time. So a solution to 
this could be the 10 x 10 Challenge; basically, ten hours in a designated ten kilometre square, Simple! 

A small group of us have attempted the challenge annually in TL14, a square which contains The Lodge 
and Broom GPs. With an optimistic total of 100 to aim for, we achieved 94 on our first attempt in 
2015 and a tantalisingly close 99 in 2016, also the first year we official ran a 10 x 10 as a Bird Club 
event. 
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On 29th April 2017 it was time for another try. With a few recces in the weeks leading up to the day, the 
team of Steve Blain, Andy Grimsey and I, thought we had a real chance of breaking the ton.  

Starting at 0430 is always a jolt. But punctuality prevailed and the three of us were safely aboard Steve’s 
car on time and minutes later were in Old Warden. By 5.00am, we had the three common owl species 
and were already on our way back to Broom GPs- a very good start! The G&M Pits provided Water 
Rail, Cuckoo and Grasshopper Warbler in less than half an hour and we’d already recorded 50 species 
before 6.00am. Travelling very short distances between sites certainly helped, but in the rush I’d 
inadvertently left Stock Dove off the list- but more about that later.   

From now on it was going to get more difficult and the next hour we visited another three sites before 
driving back to Gypsy Lane, Broom. Highlights in this time included two Ravens from the car in 
Northill and a passage flock of 15 Common Gulls over Sheerhatch Wood. Dips included Marsh Tit, 
again at Sheerhatch, then Mandarin and Egyptian Goose at Southill Lake; a site we were to visit three 
times in total. 

Once at Gypsy Lane, attention turned to ducks and waders. On the west pit we quickly notched up 
Redshank and Common Sandpiper and crossing the road to the east pit we added seven more common 
species, leaving the site at 7.10am with a respectable 77 species.  Next up was the short hop across the 
A1 to Derek White’s, securing the often problematic Snipe and Kingfisher, before bagging a 
Sparrowhawk as we were leaving.  

It was a warm, fairly still day and with little chance of much migrant activity, it was nice to receive a call 
from Peter Nash who was watching a female Wheatear back at Gypsy Lane East. We arrived quickly 
and connected to give us 85 species by 8.15am. 

Now 15 species away from our target and still over six hours on the clock, we decided to go to Warden 
Great Wood, a site that held a drumming Lesser-spotted Woodpecker just four days previous. On the 
way, we managed to get the Egyptian Goose, but still no Mandarin at Southill Lake. We arrived at 
Warden Little Wood just after 8.30am, adding Jay and Garden Warbler. However, in neighbouring 
Great Wood there was no sign of the Lesser-spot, despite spending almost two hours around the site. 
Luckily, we did tick a very hard earned Marsh Tit, a species which seems to have almost vanished from 
East Beds. Time wise, this had been costly, though we were now into the 90’s, adding Kestrel and 
Shelduck with yet another visit to Gypsy Lane East. At 11.20am, we decided to stop at the conveniently 
nearby ‘Tasty Treats’ at G&M Growers for much needed sustenance and a chance to formulate a 
strategy for the final three hours. 

 

Then a real stroke of luck! Whilst tucking into our lunch, a Hobby flew directly over us! This gave a 
much needed surge of enthusiasm and 15 minutes later we’d arrived at Sandy STW. A very productive 
half hour followed, as we found Grey Wagtail and Cetti’s Warbler on the edge of the square and were 
relieved to finally tick Canada goose on The Ridgeway, Blunham. 

It was to be another hour until we found a new species and with less than 90 minutes left, we added 
House Martin at Broom Village before heading to Broom Quarry South, the newest of the gravel 
works. With the list on 95, (or so we thought) it now seemed unlikely we’d reach our target. But 
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incredibly, we flushed two female Ring Ouzels from the scrub on the way to the pits and then found 
the extremely long-staying juvenile White-fronted goose in a flock of Greylags. Two more species in 
ten minutes and it all seemed possible again! 

But with an hour left, miracles would be needed and it was forth time lucky at Southill Lake when the 
Mandarin finally showed itself!  

So, we had 98 up and just 40 minutes on the clock? Realistically, we could only go back to Broom 
again, opting to park near G&Ms and hope for the best. We took a high vantage point and hoped for 
anything whilst we scoured pits, trees and sky…………… But unfortunately, at 2.30pm our luck run 
out and trudging back to the car, we were forced to admit defeat. 

Later cross referencing of our checklist over a cup of tea 20 minutes later revealed the ‘missing’ Stock 
Dove and the fact that for the second year running a total of 99 species had been achieved- another 
commendable effort! The heat map below shows the 62 miles covered. 

 

A day later, a breeding site for Firecrest was found in TL14, very close to where we’d been viewing 
Southill Lake and a drake Shoveler was located on Peacock’s Lake, Broom GPs. Maybe if we’d turned 
right rather than left on that last visit, the day may have turned out a little different.  

Looking into the short history of our 10x10 challenges in TL14 reveals we have actually recorded 107 
species in the square over the three attempts and in most years, there will be 100 species either resident 
or migrant, in the square. 

So is there any way of guaranteeing a big list in YOUR Square? Well Doing a bit of research before you 
go is essential; try to find the ‘tricky’ residents in the days leading up to your attempt. Weather is also a 
consideration; a nice easterly wind could blow in a few migrants and a bit of extra from others in the 
field always comes in handy, so make sure you publicise your intentions on the Beds Birds Email 
Group! But above all, you will need a little luck! 

You can see Steve Blain’s short, light-hearted video of the day’s action here- 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3m7rioudkOU  

A small team of us intends to go out again to do this challenge on 28th April and discussion continues 
on which square to take on. The temptation is to go again with TL14 and try to break that 100 barrier 
but the current idea is that we look to a new square, and see what we can do in TL04 which 
incorporates much of Marston Vale but is short on woodland, so the species list will vary slightly. We 
do hope a few of you can join us on the day, either to help out in the field or to provide some friendly 
competition. 

 

Matt Burgess 
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A BRIEF REPORT OF THE 2018 BIRD CLUB AGM 
 

The AGM was held at Maulden Village Hall on Tuesday 27th February, and was attended by 26 
members. 
 
Matt Burgess, Hon. Chairman, chaired the meeting.      
 
The elected officers for 2018 are: 
Hon. President (2017-19):  Peter Holden MBE 
Hon. Secretary:   Sheila Alliez 
Hon. Research Officer:  Graham Goodall 
Hon. Assistant Treasurer:  Sonnie Wing 
Hon. Bulletin Editor:   Andy Grimsey 
Hon. Meetings Secretary:  Stuart Elsom 
 
County Bird Recorder:  Steve Blain 
BNHS Membership Secretary:   Mary Sheridan 
 
The elected committee members for 2018 are: 
Richard Bashford 
Steve Blain 
Roger Hicks  
Kevin Sharpe 
 
The Club membership at the end of December was 285.  The Assistant Treasurer’s summary of the 
accounts stated that the c. £3000 increase in expenditure was down to the invoicing of mailing costs for 
both the 2015 and 2016 Bird Reports in the same year, the cost of the 25th anniversary celebrity lecture, 
and the printing of both parts of the Journal in full colour to mark the 70th anniversary of the BNHS. A 
plea was again made for members to consider switching to electronic delivery of The Hobby, which 
could cut costs. Income was down from 2016, due to the loss of sponsorship from G&M Growers Ltd 
and no Christmas raffle, but £750 was recouped in ticket sales for the Iolo Williams talk, and thanks 
were also due to Opticron, who had maintained their generous sponsorship of indoor meetings. 
The Research Officer’s report will be published in The Hobby and also the Bird Report 2017.  
After the completion of business, Dr Ian Burfield gave an illustrated talk entitled “The IUCN Red List 
of Birds”.    

Sheila Alliez 
Hon. Secretary     

 
THE GARDEN BIRD FEEDING SURVEY – SUMMER 2017 
 
Introduction 
 
Here are the results of our 20th Summer Garden Bird Feeding Survey, which covered the period 5th 
March to 30th September 2017. We received a total of 72 returns, slightly down on the last couple of 
years, with two less from rural gardens and two less from urban gardens. The sites covered in our 
survey range from small town gardens to large rural gardens, including at least one with ‘a small lake’, 
with others bordered by a stream or river. These gardens tend to account for the less-typical garden 
species in the survey results, such as Little Egret, Water Rail and Greylag Goose. In total, for the 72 
gardens, there were nearly 28,000 records submitted, at an average of almost 400 records per garden, so 
once again our thanks go to all those who took the time to do that. 
 
The gardens in rural sites recorded an average of 29 species feeding or foraging, whilst the gardens in 
urban areas recorded, on average, 21 species. Those levels have stayed fairly consistent over the last few 
years, as can be seen in the following table. 
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Table 1: Average number of species per garden Summers 2017 to 2009 and the number of 
contributors 

2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 

Rural 29 31 30 29 31 30 29 29 29 

Urban 21 21 20 19 21 20 21 20 21 

Contributors 72 76 76 66 75 78 77 77 78 
 
The Results 
 
A total of 80 species was recorded in our ‘summer gardens’ in 2017, and these, with all the other 
species that have been recorded since our summer survey began in 1998, are shown in Table 2.  
Species occurring in more than 20% of gardens are noted here, the full table is available with this article 
as published on the website at: 
http://bedsbirdclub.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/SGBFS-2017-Table-2.pdf 
 

POS 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 average average

2005 to 2011 1998 to 2004

1= BLACKBIRD 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 99

1= WOOD PIGEON 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 97

1= BLUE TIT 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

1= ROBIN 100 100 100 100 99 100 100 98

1= DUNNOCK 100 100 99 98 99 100 98 96

6= GREAT TIT 96 100 97 100 99 100 98 97

6= COLLARED DOVE 96 97 96 97 100 97 98 98

6= GOLDFINCH 96 95 99 97 93 94 91 71

9= MAGPIE 94 95 96 92 91 90 90 82

9= WREN 94 93 89 79 87 83 86 89

9= STARLING 94 93 97 94 95 95 95 99

12 CHAFFINCH 93 95 95 94 96 100 99 95

13 LONG TAILED TIT 86 80 83 65 81 79 71 60

14 HOUSE SPARROW 85 84 88 88 87 87 91 98

15 COAL TIT 78 72 70 62 60 64 68 59

16= SONG THRUSH 76 68 61 55 67 72 76 83

16= GREENFINCH 76 89 89 86 91 94 95 98

18 JACKDAW 71 75 66 67 67 65 53 43

19= CARRION CROW 67 68 70 65 64 62 61 49

19= SPARROWHAWK 67 63 71 62 68 67 69 56

21 GT SP WOODPECKER 60 61 63 58 65 56 57 51

22 BLACKCAP 49 58 47 41 67 44 34 31

23 CHIFFCHAFF 44 42 28 38 33 40 29 30

24 GOLDCREST 40 39 29 27 31 29 24 27

25 GREEN W'DPECKER 38 41 43 41 41 42 38 33

26 SWIFT 35 37 41 41 47 40 18 14

27= HOUSE MARTIN 33 33 38 33 24 26 24 15

27= BULLFINCH 33 22 20 29 35 33 24 23

29 PIED WAGTAIL 32 28 29 21 28 23 26 36

30 PHEASANT 31 28 28 23 32 28 35 27

31 SWALLOW 29 30 33 30 35 35 23 24

32 STOCK DOVE 28 32 28 24 20 22 13 6

33 FERAL PIGEON 26 22 21 23 17 18 18 16

34 ROOK 25 25 24 29 31 32 25 19

35= WILLOW WARBLER 22 26 21 15 21 22 21 27

35= JAY 22 29 25 29 33 27 23 14

37 TAWNY OWL 21 22 20 26 15 14 10 10

% OF GARDENS
TABLE 2
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During last summer five species appeared in all of the gardens that were surveyed – Blackbird (in all 
gardens since 2002), Blue Tit (in all gardens since 2004), Wood Pigeon (in all gardens since 2005), 
Robin (in all gardens since 2007, except in 2013 when in 99%) and Dunnock. In addition the Wren 
appeared in all rural gardens and the Starling in all urban gardens. 
  
Table 3 shows the frequency of the ‘Top 20’ species in our summer gardens. This is measured by 
calculating how many weeks in total each species was recorded (all gardens), and comparing that with 
the maximum possible number of weeks, in the case of 2017 this being 2,160 weeks (72 gardens x 30 
weeks). For the fifth summer in a row the Wood Pigeon was the most frequent visitor to our gardens. 
I’ve also shown in Table 3 the percentage-points change between the average during 1998-2004, and 
2017. The biggest ‘winner’ is the Goldfinch (up 42 points), whilst others with large gains are Wood 
Pigeon (up 25 points), Jackdaw (up 23 points) and Magpie (up 20 points). No prizes for guessing what 
the biggest ‘losers’ were over the same period, with Greenfinch down 26 points, Starling down 21 
points and House Sparrow down 20 points.    
 

POS 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 average average % point change

2005 to 2011 1998 to 2004 1998-2004 to 2017

1 WOOD PIGEON 92 90 90 90 90 91 86 67 25

2 BLACKBIRD 87 89 88 88 89 92 88 87 +/–0

3= BLUE TIT 85 86 83 84 82 86 84 82 3

3= ROBIN 85 84 81 79 77 81 80 72 13

5 DUNNOCK 74 75 75 73 73 78 73 66 8

6 GREAT TIT 72 73 71 71 68 72 69 64 8

7 GOLDFINCH 65 65 63 61 59 60 52 23 42

8 COLLARED DOVE 63 66 69 65 71 73 75 75 –12

9= CHAFFINCH 59 64 63 63 65 69 67 62 –3

9= HOUSE SPARROW 59 61 61 59 60 65 69 79 –20

11 MAGPIE 57 57 55 53 46 45 42 37 20

12 STARLING 56 57 56 56 55 60 64 77 –21

13 GREENFINCH 42 51 48 51 55 57 66 68 –26

14 WREN 41 39 32 28 28 32 31 35 6

15 JACKDAW 37 38 35 33 29 27 22 14 23

16 LONG-TAILED TIT 24 26 20 17 19 21 15 11 13

17= COAL TIT 23 28 25 20 18 20 21 18 5

17= CARRION CROW 23 23 24 21 19 20 19 15 8

19 GT SP WOODPECKER 22 24 23 19 23 25 21 17 5

20 SONG THRUSH 21 20 18 16 19 20 23 28 –7

FREQUENCY OF THE TOP 20 SPECIES
TABLE 3

 
 
The Species 
The following comments cover the more significant events in Summer 2017, and major changes since 
the summer survey started in 1998. 
  
Wildfowl to Grey Heron 
As usual, the Mallard is the highest-placed species of wildfowl, appearing in 19% of gardens, mostly in 
rural areas. The Pheasant is the highest-placed game bird, recorded in 31% of gardens (including two 
urban gardens), with Red-legged Partridge in 17%, the highest since our summer survey started, and 
typically all in rural gardens. Sheila Brooke, in her Toddington garden, regularly had up to six foraging 
under her garden feeders.  
 
Recorded in both rural and urban sites, the Grey Heron was in 18% of gardens, about average for the 
last three summers. 
   
Raptors  
Once again the Sparrowhawk remains the most regular raptor in our survey, but the results are erratic 
from summer to summer, recorded in 67% of gardens in 2017. Rory Morrisey took a wonderful photo 
of one in his Linslade garden, just after it had caught a Feral Pigeon. In Andrew Budd’s Ampthill 
garden Goldfinches were the number one prey item for ‘his’ male Sparrowhawk, whilst ‘his’ female 
preferred larger prey in the shape of Collared Doves. 
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The Common Buzzard was seen in or hunting over 17% of the gardens and Red Kite in or over 18%, 
and both species were reported from urban as well as rural areas. Mike Jones managed to attract a Red 
Kite into his Toddington garden by leaving a chicken carcass on his lawn. Please ensure that if you ‘tick 
the box’ on the survey form for these species, that they are actively hunting your garden space and not 
merely flying over. The Kestrel (in 11%) and the Hobby (in 7%) also make their appearances in our list.  
 
Parakeet to pigeons  
The Rose-ringed Parakeet appears on our summer list for the first time since 2004, with one in Mark 
Burnapp’s Bedford garden during March.  
 
The Moorhen appeared in five rural gardens and, for the second summer in a row, a Water Rail was in 
one rural garden. 
 
Black-headed Gulls and Lesser Black-backed Gulls both appeared in two gardens, unusually all in rural 
areas.  
  
Once again the Wood Pigeon was recorded in all gardens, as it has been since 2005. In fact it has only 
been missing from one garden since our summer survey started in 1998. For the fifth summer running 
it was also the most frequent visitor, and at a level of 92%, was at the highest ever level. Consider that 
in 1998 and 2000 the frequency level was just 60%.  The Collared Dove was recorded in 96% of 
gardens surveyed last summer, about average for the last four years. Unlike the Wood Pigeon however, 
it was at the lowest level of frequency (at 63%) since our summer survey began, with 65% of frequency 
in rural gardens and 61% in urban sites. In the summer of 2004 it reached an overall frequency of 79%. 
The Stock Dove is now frequent in our urban gardens as well as rural gardens, in total appearing in 
28% of gardens last summer. Similarly, the Feral Pigeon is now more regular in our gardens, in 26% last 
summer, the highest since the same level in 2009. 
 

 
 
Cuckoos were recorded in 6% of the gardens, including a fledgling being fed by a Reed Warbler in the 
Sandy garden of Andy Skinner and Bex Cartwright.    
 
Owls to woodpeckers 
Tawny Owls were recorded in 21% of our gardens last summer and, as expected, they were virtually all 
in rural areas. As in the previous summer, one lucky garden owner recorded a Barn Owl, whilst the 
Little Owl was reported in two of the gardens, all of those in rural areas. 
 
The Swift was recorded hunting over 35% of our gardens (can we get them to nest in our roof spaces 
though?). Some fortunate garden owners recorded Kingfishers in their gardens and, in 7% of gardens, 
that was at the same level as the previous summer – all were in rural areas. 
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The results for our two common woodpeckers remain fairly stable, with the Great Spotted 
Woodpecker appearing in 60% of gardens, and the Green Woodpecker showing in 38%. Both show a 
preference for rural gardens, particularly the latter. The Lesser Spotted Woodpecker failed to show in 
any of the summer gardens. 
 
Crows   
Between them, members of the crow family remain widespread and very regular visitors to our gardens 
and, as before, three crow species are included in the ‘Top 20’ most frequent visitors. The Magpie 
appeared in 94% of all gardens, being absent from just one rural and three urban gardens. Carrion 
Crows were reported in 67% of gardens, well spread across rural and urban sites, whilst the Jackdaw 
was in 71% of gardens. Compared to the Carrion Crow and Magpie the Jackdaw shows a stronger 
preference for rural gardens, in 84% of those, compared to 50% of urban sites. The Jay was in 22% of 
gardens, the lowest since the same level in 2011, whilst the Rook was in 25% of gardens, about average 
for the last three summers. 
 
Goldcrest to House Martin 
The Goldcrest appeared in 40% of gardens last summer, the highest level since our summer surveys 
started in 1998. It shows a slight preference for rural gardens (in 45% of those) compared to urban 
gardens (in 32% of those). The picture for Coal Tit continues to improve too and, in 78% of gardens, 
was the highest since our summer survey began. It is another species that shows a preference in the 
summer for rural gardens, appearing in 86% of those, compared to 64% of gardens in urban areas, 
although the recent improvement has been in urban gardens. 
 

 
 
The Blue Tit has been recorded in all summer gardens (except from one in 2003, which was probably 
an anomaly), since our survey started. The level of frequency remains consistently high too. Much the 
same can be said for the Great Tit, although it slipped back last summer, recorded in all gardens apart 
from two rural and one urban garden. The Long-tailed Tit was recorded in the highest level of gardens, 
in 86%, since our summer survey began. Conversely the Marsh Tit just about hangs on to its place in 
our summer survey, being recorded in just one rural garden last summer. 
 
The House Martin appeared over 33% of the gardens, about average for the last few summers, whilst 
the Swallow was recorded by 29% of garden surveyors. To complete the trio the Sand Martin was 
recorded in just one of the gardens. 
  
Warblers 
The Blackcap remains the most familiar warbler in our summer gardens, although it can be erratic from 
year to year, appearing in 49% of those gardens covered last summer. As expected, most of those were 
in rural areas (in 59%) compared to urban sites (in 32% of those). Again, it has shown a huge increase 
since 1998, when in 25% of gardens, but that also reflects the increase in the Blackcap population in the 
countryside at large. The Chiffchaff appeared in more summer gardens than ever before (in 44% of 
gardens), with a strong preference for rural sites. In 11 of those gardens it was reported during at least 
ten of the weeks, suggesting that it bred in or in the near vicinity of the garden area. Of the nine urban 
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gardens that attracted the Chiffchaff the most frequent held it for only four of the weeks. The Willow 
Warbler appeared in 22% of the gardens, about the average level for the last few summers. However, in 
only one garden was it recorded in more than eight of the weeks, suggesting that our garden birds are 
merely passing through. Other members of the warbler family to show in our gardens last summer were 
Common Whitethroat (in 11%), Garden Warbler (in 6%), Lesser Whitethroat (in just 3%), Reed 
Warbler (in 3%) and Sedge Warbler (in just 1%).  
 
Nuthatch to Starling   
The Nuthatch appeared in 15% of gardens, the lowest since 13% in 2010, whilst the Treecreeper 
showed in 7% of gardens, about the recent average. As expected, both species show a strong 
preference for rural gardens. 
 
The Wren appeared in 94% of gardens last summer, the highest since 97% in 2002. It remains 
comfortably in our ‘Top 20’ most frequent summer garden visitors, at its highest frequency level (41%) 
since 2003. 
 
The Starling appeared in 94% of the gardens, a small improvement compared to the previous summer. 
In terms of sites, they showed in all urban gardens and in 91% of rural sites. I’m pleased to say that, 
after being a rare visitor to my Woburn garden, they are now appearing much more regularly (in 17 of 
the weeks last summer) albeit in small numbers. 
 
Thrushes and Spotted Flycatcher   
We have now recorded increases in the number of gardens attracting Song Thrushes for the last three 
summers, and at 76% of gardens last summer that is the highest since in 78% in 2006. The largest 
increase last summer came from urban gardens, in 61% of those, compared to 86% of rural gardens. 
However the frequency remains very low in urban areas, at just 8% compared to 29% in rural sites. The 
appearances of Mistle Thrush in our gardens are, at best, erratic, being in 18% of gardens last summer. 
It is found almost entirely in rural gardens, with just one urban garden reporting it. 
 
One of the most familiar garden birds remains the Blackbird. Once again there is not much new to say, 
apart from confirming that it has been seen in every surveyed garden since 2002, and it maintains a very 
high frequency rate too, beaten off the top spot only by the Wood Pigeon. Similarly, the Robin is a 
high-profile garden bird, in never less than 99% of gardens since 2004, and at a very stable frequency 
rate.  
 
A Common Redstart, filmed in one rural garden, must have been a very pleasant surprise for the garden 
owner. 
 
Dunnock to buntings 
The Dunnock was reported from all gardens, and at a frequency of 74%, about average for the last five 
summers. 
 
The House Sparrow was recorded in 85% of gardens last summer but, in the gardens covered, was 
entirely absent from eight rural and three urban gardens. The frequency has stayed fairly flat for the last 
five summers. Of the gardens in which it appears, it is more frequent in urban gardens (at a level of 
67%) compared to rural gardens (at a level of 55%). The Tree Sparrow failed to make it onto our 
garden lists for last summer. 
 
The Pied Wagtail appeared in 32% of the gardens last summer, the vast majority being in rural areas. 
That was the highest level since 35% in 2008. The Grey Wagtail was in 8% of the gardens, remarkably 
consistent for the last few years, whilst the Yellow Wagtail made its first appearance in our lists since 
2013, appearing in two rural gardens.      
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On a positive note, the Goldfinch appeared in 96% of gardens last summer, with a frequency of 65%, 
equal to the high reached in the previous summer. Last summer it was the seventh most frequent 
garden visitor. In 1998, the first year of our summer surveys, it had a frequency of just 16%. 
 
The Chaffinch appeared in 93% of the surveyed gardens, the lowest since 92% in the summer of 2001. 
Perhaps more telling, the frequency has dropped too, from a high of 70% in 2008 to 59% for last 
summer, the lowest since the same level in 2002. It is well known that the Greenfinch is suffering too, 
with the British race Red-listed in the most recent ‘Birds of Conservation Concern’. All the results from 
last summer’s survey point the same way, with appearances in only 76% of gardens. That is the lowest 
level since our summer survey began – as recently as 2007 there were recorded in all gardens covered in 
the survey. The frequency has plunged too, to a new low of just 42%, the same in rural and urban sites 
– in 2005 the level was at 73%.  
 
The Bullfinch showed in 33% of the gardens, the highest since 35% in 2013. They show a strong 
preference for rural gardens, although in two of the urban gardens they were almost ever present. 
 
Of the other finches the Linnet appeared in 7% of the gardens, but never more than in one week in all 
the five gardens. After the record-breaking level for Siskin in the 2016 summer, the situation in summer 
2017 returned to a more typical situation, if there is such a thing with this erratic finch, with records 
from 13% of gardens. Most reports were in the first three weeks of the survey period although once 
again they lingered into May in my Woburn garden. The other two ‘winter’ finches just about made the 
list for last summer, with Lesser Redpoll in 3% of gardens and Brambling in just 1%.   
 

 
 
The most widespread bunting in our gardens in the summer of 2017 was, typically, the Reed Bunting, 
in 10% of surveyed gardens. The next was the Yellowhammer, appearing in 6% of gardens, the lowest 
level since 2007, when also in 6%. 
 
Summary 
Our summer garden survey has now been running for 20 years and has given us a great insight into 
perhaps our most under-estimated habitats. Once again we have to thank the enthusiasm of our 
members for supporting our garden feeding projects, with many of you taking part since their 
inception. As usual, with the results from Summer 2017, we can see both expected and surprising 
trends, not all positive of course, but it does give us a good picture of what birds are occurring (or are 
not) outside our back door. 
 

Barry Nightingale   
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