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PROGRAMME MATTERS 
 
Welcome to the July 2019 edition of The Hobby. We are happy to announce with this bulletin the full 
line-up of indoor and outdoor events included in our Winter Programme. Amongst a selection of great 
speakers for our Indoor Meetings we are very pleased to have been able to confirm Mike Dilger (of 
BBC The One Show etc. fame) to present to us in January 2020. This talk will focus on the work that 
was done with the £300,000 that was raised from Birdfair 2018 to support the creation of the Mar 
Chiquita national park in Argentina, the largest inland salt sea in South America which hosts all three 
species of South American flamingo in winter. Mike had the good fortune to travel there earlier this 
year.  
As usual our December talk will be a selection of video taken over 2019, (the vast majority in the 
county) of birds and maybe some other topics. We would ask all members as usual to consider what 
they have or can capture through the remaining part of the summer and into the autumn and share it 
with Richard Bashford to enhance this presentation. 
 
Our first indoor meeting is on 24th September so please put that in your diary. At this talk Jonathan 
Forgham will talk to us about birding at Hel on the coast of northern Poland. This location is on the 
end of a spit that sticks out some 20 miles into the Baltic Sea in the Gulf of Gdansk and attracts an 
array of migrants. 
 
Our outdoor program continues with two local events followed by a trip to the outstanding wetland of 
RSPB Frampton during peak wader passage on Sunday 8th September. 
An open evening at Dunstable Sewage Works on Friday evening 9th August has been organised 
alongside the BNHS so there will be opportunity to look for bats and moths as well as birds. This is 
followed by a visit to the restored Brogborough Tip area on 1st September, a site that includes wetland, 
grassland and new woodland as is likely to turn up some interest migrant birds; this is also a joint 
meeting with BNHS. 
 
All details are in our program and on the website at bedsbirdclub.org.uk 
Contact can also be made to Kevin Sharpe for making arrangements on 07827 440394 
 
 

Andy Grimsey 
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MAY – JUNE 2019 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.   
 
May 2019 
 
Black-necked Grebe – two at Stewartby Lake on 2nd and one at Priory CP on 10th 
Pintail – A male was at Priory CP on 17th 
Great White Egret – one at Millennium CP 14th 
Marsh Harrier – a female was seen infrequently around the brick pits all month 
Osprey – one through Grovebury on 8th and another one was near Clapham on 13th 
Avocet – four were at Broom GLE on 8th and one at Grovebury on 23rd 
Grey Plover – Six were at Grovebury SP on 8th, three there on 10th and another was at Chimney 
Corner North on 8th 
Dunlin – two at Broom GLE 3rd, one at Chimney Corner North on 1st, another on 4th and 15 
there on 8th. Maximum of 30 at Grovebury on 8th, with three at Millennium CP on 10th 
Sanderling – two at Chimney Corner North on 9th, two at Grovebury 11th, one there on 18th, 
seven through on 26th 
Little Stint – one at Grovebury on 26th-27th 
Temmincks Stint – one at Grovebury on 25th-27th 
Knot – A excellent spring showing included 19 (nine on shore and ten more flew through) at 
Grovebury on 8th, two at Chimney Corner North on 8th, one at Derek White’s Eggs Pit on 13th-
14th 
Ruff – one at Broom GLE on 8th 
Whimbrel – one on 7th and seven on 8th at Grovebury 
Greenshank – one at Chimney Corner North on 1st, another on 4th, two on 18th, two at 
Grovebury on 13th, one at Derek White’s Eggs pit on 17th 
Common Sandpiper – one at Millennium CP 4th, two at Grovebury 8th, Brogborough Tip (2) on 
10th, one at East Hyde 16th, two at Derek White’s Eggs pit on 17th, two at Priory CP 17th, 
Chimney Corner North (3) on 18th 
Wood Sandpiper – one at Broom GLE on 12th, one at Blackcat GP and another at Chimney 
Corner North on 16th 
Arctic Tern – three at Stewartby on 3rd, two on 4th, three on 8th,  one at Priory 4th, five through 
Chimney Corner North on 10th 
Little Tern – Grovebury 8th, another there on 13th 
Black Tern – 22 at Stewartby and 31 at Chimney Corner South on 7th, three on 7th then twelve 
through at Grovebury on 8th, one 11th, Stewartby on 8th (2), 10th (3), 11th (1), 15th (1), 18th (3), 
Derek Whites (2) on 10th, Priory 8th (13) and 10th (1) 
Turtle Dove – pairs were seen near Marston Thrift, Tempsford, Dunton, Knotting Green with one 
at MVCP 12th. Please report all sightings to BirdTrack. 
House Martin – 260+ counted at Grovebury on 8th was a good count 
Raven – a group of six reported over Marston Thrift on 29th was presumably a family party. 
Yellow Wagtail – one resembling a “Channel Wagtail" was at Henlow Grange on 2nd 
Firecrest – one was present intermittently around the Lodge early in the month 
Nightingale – an excellent spring with five males around Stewartby Lake, three at Knotting Green, 
two at Chimney Corner, two at Elstow Pits, at least two within the Coronation ClP, two near Sandy, 
one at Biggleswade  
Whinchat – Henlow Grange on 2nd, one near Wrestlingworth on 13th 
Black Redstart – a male was at Blows Down 7th-10th 
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Spotted Flycatcher – first reports on 11th with birds at Linslade and Coopers Hill, with very few 
others reported around the county. The birds around Tempsford returned and this fine image was 
captured in the churchyard there by Sean D’Arcy. 
 

 
 
Ring Ouzel – a female near Chimney Corner South on 1st 
 
June 2019  
 
Shelduck – a pair noted with six young at Grovebury 
Little Egret – pairs bred at Southill and Blunham 
Marsh Harrier – female occasionally noted in the brick pits through the month 
Quail – one heard near Sutton on 1st 
Ringed Plover – three migrants in Chimney Corner North on 6th 
Dunlin – one in Chimney Corner North 6th 
Sanderling – one in Chimney Corner North on 6th with another on 7th 
Black-tailed Godwit – one on 28th and two on 29th at Grovebury SP 
Arctic Tern – 35+ on Brogborough Lake on 16th was a very unseasonal record 
Rose-ringed Parakeet – a pair were regularly seen in Houghton Regis early in the month, one 
continued in Stopsley, one was noted over Toddington and another over Wootton on 29th.  
Please report all sightings to track the spread of this species in Bedfordshire 
Firecrest – one at Pegsdon Hills on 8th 
 
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 

 
NEW MEMBERS 
 
We would like to welcome the following new members to the Beds Bird Club: 
 
Lee Fischer, Flitwick 
Salah Alahrache, Flitwick 
 
We hope you will enjoy many years of membership with us. 

Mary Sheridan, Membership Secretary 
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NEW COUNTY BIRD CLUB RECORDER REQUIRED 
 
After many years of service to the Club as County Bird Recorder, Steve Blain has notified us that he is 
to step down from the post from the 1st January 2020. 
Steve has overseen a transformation in the way that the bird records are maintained in the county 
with his support to the setup and maintenance of news groups, the championing of BirdTrack and 
the overhaul of the records into up-to-date digital formats. 
 
This leaves a vacancy and a replacement is sought to continue the good work that has been done. 
We would ask that anybody who has an interest on taking on this task makes contact to Steve or to 
another member of the committee. 
 
I’m sure we would all wish to thank Steve for his tremendous contribution over the last twelve years. 
 
BIRD CLUB TRIP TO DEARNE VALLEY (OLD MOOR RSPB) 12TH MAY 2019. 

 
The Dearne Valley is an area of South Yorkshire along the river Dearne and encompasses the towns 
of Barnsley, Wombwell, Wath-upon-Dearne, Swinton, Conisbrough, Mexborough and the large 
villages of Ardsley, Bolton on Dearne, Goldthorpe, Thurnscoe, Darfield, Stairfoot and Brampton 
Bierlow along with other smaller villages and hamlets. The River Dearne flows roughly east for more 
than 19 miles, from its source just inside West Yorkshire, through many of the Yorkshire towns, on 
its way to its confluence with the River Don at Denaby Main, joining its main tributary the River 
Dove at Darfield. Barnsley, on the west side of the Dearne Valley, is the nearest town to RSPB Old 
Moor reserve some 140 miles North of Bedford. 
 
Saturday 11th May. 
 
It was the journey distance and the prospect of a really early start that prompted us to make it a two-
day trip and travel there on the Saturday morning leaving Bedfordshire at around 8 am.  
Our first stop was locally to successfully ‘twitch’ the Black Terns on Stewartby Lake before setting off 
on our 3 hour journey to Old Moor, in the heart of Yorkshire’s Dearne Valley, arriving around 10:30 
in overcast but dry and warm weather. After a brief stop in the visitor centre restaurant we made our 
way on to the reserve and were soon watching many of the wetland inhabitants including Little 
Grebe, Great Crested Grebe, Cormorant, excellent views of Bittern, Little Egret, Shelduck, Gadwall, 
Pintail, Shoveler, Tufted Duck, Hobby, Oystercatcher, a group of 8 Dunlin all in fine summer 
plumage, Redshank, Common Terns, Black Tern, Swift, Kingfisher, House & Sand Martins along 
with Barn Swallows, Sedge, Reed & Willow Warblers and many more of our more common ducks, 
corvids, gulls and passerines.  

         

 
 
 
A trip to Old Moor must include a visit to the area devoted 
to the breeding colony of Tree Sparrow where a few were 
showing well along with House Sparrows, Dunnock, 
Bullfinch and Reed Bunting visiting the feeders.  
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With the recce’ establishing the plan for the following day it 
was discovered, with the assistance of ‘Bird Guides iPhone 
App’, that a Great Reed Warbler was showing some 30 
minutes away at Wintersett Reservoir,  so this was to be our 
next challenge – and that’s what it turned out to be. The 
bird had taken up residence in a dense reed bed on the side 
of the large tree lined reservoir and although we could hear 
it’s unmistakable song it was very reluctant to show itself – 
however after over an hours patient wait and relocating 
along the reservoir edge, to follow the bird’s song, we were 
rewarded with good but brief views – a successful twitch 
but time to move on and continue our recce’ for tomorrow. 
On our way back to the car a Black Tern was spotted close 
to the reservoir edge affording excellent views of this 
special summer  visitor.  

 
Adwick Washlands – very close to Old Moor 
 
The tree-lined paths and open landscape at Adwick attract large numbers of wetland birds and as a 
potential to fill the day on Sunday we did a quick recce’ and although we added Avocet to our day list, 
dipping on the reported male Garganey, we decided the long walk didn’t justify loosing valuable time 
at Old Moor the following day. By now the overcast weather had turned to heavy rain so it was time 
to return to the car, call it a day and check into our overnight accommodation - the very comfortable 
and moderately priced Holiday Inn in Barnsley, no more than a few minutes from the RSPB Old 
Moor Reserve and a very nice pub serving good meals within walking distance – a very satisfying end 
to a good day. 
 
Sunday 12th May. – meeting day. 
  

         
 

With the reserve only a few minutes away, an 8:15 
breakfast, included in the hotel tariff (£57), was early 
enough to get to Old Moor for the 9:00 planned meeting 
– 2 other members having the same idea as us were met 
in the hotel at breakfast (full English buffet style – very 
enjoyable).  
With the weather now vastly improved on the previous 
day, we enjoyed wall-to-wall blue skies and warm 
sunshine as a total of 7 members met in the RSPB Old 
Moor reserve car park. In addition to the birds species 
seen the previous day Pied Wagtail, Chiffchaff, Long-
tailed Tit, Whitethroat, Lesser Whitethroat, Blue Tit, 
Great Tit, Linnet, Garden Warbler, Corn Bunting & 
superb close up  views of Bearded Tits, were added to 
our species list, with Bitterns showing well once more. 

Twitching again – ‘Bird Guides iPhone App’ helped us to add a rare UK species to our trip list. A male 
Ferruginous Duck was reported a few miles away at Elderthorpe Flash and after a short drive the group 
were alongside the reservoir and having good views of the roosting ‘Fudge’ Duck, along with 
accompanying Tufted Ducks, on the distant opposite bank. After a while they fortunately took to the 
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water and although keeping to the opposite side of the reservoir passed in front of us giving far better 
views. Ringed Plover and a couple of Ruff, no doubt on passage, were also showing well bringing our 
excellent weekend trip total to 78 species. 
Many thanks to those who made the long journey to join the group and a special thanks to the group 
leaders, Carolyn & Malcolm Hawkes who were kind enough to invite me to travel with them. 
 

John Tomlin, May 2019. 
Address: 
RSPB Dearne Valley - Old Moor, Old Moor Lane, Wombwell, Bolton upon Dearne,  
Barnsley S73 0YF - Grid ref SE422022 
 
Direction: 
From the M1: Leave at junction 36 and take the A61 (Barnsley). At the next roundabout, follow the 
brown RSPB Old Moor signs on the A6195 (Doncaster) for approximately four miles. 
 
From the A1: Leave at junction 37 (Doncaster), follow the A635 towards Barnsley, then follow the brown 
RSPB Old Moor signs. 
 
THE GARDEN BIRD FEEDING SURVEY – WINTER 2018/19 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
For the survey for last winter, covering the 22-week period from the beginning of October 2018 to early 
March 2019, we received returns from 65 gardens, the lowest response we’ve had since our winter surveys 
began in 1993/94. It was ten less than for the previous winter, and was significantly different in terms of 
the split between rural (57%) and urban (43%) gardens this time around. For the winter of 2017/18 the 
split was 65% rural and 35% urban, but the returns, in terms of the rural v urban percentage split was 
almost the same as the winter 2016/17. Generally speaking, the change of mix for last winter will mean 
that the results for species with a strong preference for rural gardens could be somewhat suppressed, 
whilst those species with a preference for urban gardens could be inflated. That should be remembered 
when reading the species comments in the main text.       
 
The average number of species recorded in the rural and urban gardens was, at 25.9 and 19.2 respectively, 
on the low side, as the following table shows. Martin Lowe, from his Cranfield garden, commented that 
there had been “a greatly reduced number of birds in our garden this winter…the other common birds 
were much more infrequent with the exception of Wood Pigeons. Often these were more or less the only 
birds visible”. And John Pitts, from his Toddington garden, simply added “Not very exciting this winter”.  
 
Table 1 Average number of species per garden - winters 2011/12 to 2017/18 
 
 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 
Rural gardens 25.6 27.2 24.3 26.1 26.3 27.1 28.5 25.9 
Urban gardens 20.1 23.3 18.1 19.1 20.1 20.3 21.3 19.2 

  
The total number of species in the gardens last winter reached 69, the same as the record level achieved in 
the previous winter. 
 
Table 2 includes all species that have been recorded in our winter gardens since the winter of 2012/13. In 
addition, there are another 18 species which have not been recorded in our winter surveys since then, but 
were recorded during at least one winter between 1993/94 and 2011/12. As can be seen in the table, there 
were four species that were recorded in all participating gardens last winter – Blackbird, Blue Tit, Wood 
Pigeon (also our most frequent garden visitor last winter) and Robin.  
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position % % % % % position % % % % %

18/19 18/19 17/18 16/17 15/16 14/15 18/19 18/19 17/18 16/17 15/16 14/15

1st= Blackbird 100 100 100 100 100 42nd= Grey Heron 11 16 16 15 15

1st= Blue Tit 100 100 100 100 100 44th Treecreeper 9 11 6 9 10

1st= Robin 100 100 100 100 100 45th= Red-l Partridge 8 8 4 1 1

1st= Wood Pigeon 100 100 100 100 99 45th= Moorhen 8 7 6 12 10

5th Great Tit 98 99 96 99 97 45th= Lesser Redpoll 8 25 5 23 10

6th Dunnock 97 97 99 100 97 45th= Chiffchaff 8 13 22 12 10

7th Collared Dove 92 93 92 94 91 49th= Kestrel 6 8 10 15 7

8th= Magpie 91 95 88 96 90 49th= Y'hammer 6 7 8 7 12

8th= Goldfinch 91 93 91 88 90 51st= Brambling 5 19 4 12 1

10th= Starling 88 84 87 85 84 51st= Mallard 5 11 9 6 6

10th= Chaffinch 88 92 92 96 97 53rd= Canada Goose 3 0 0 0 0

12th= Wren 85 99 97 96 94 53rd= Marsh Tit 3 5 3 4 3

12th= Long-t Tit 85 89 90 93 84 53rd= Kingfisher 3 7 6 4 7

14th Coal Tit 80 91 75 89 79 53rd= Barn Owl 3 3 3 1 0

15th House Sparrow 74 73 75 77 81 53rd= Woodcock 3 1 0 0 0

16th Greenfinch 72 68 68 83 85 58th= Little Egret 2 4 4 1 1

17th Jackdaw 62 63 66 62 56 58th= Common Raven 2 3 1 1 3

18th Song Thrush 58 73 68 56 56 58th= Common Gull 2 1 1 2 1

19th Sparrowhawk 57 71 60 74 68 58th= Little Grebe 2 1 1 0 1

20th Gt Sp Woodpecker 54 57 66 66 60 58th= Greylag Goose 2 1 1 0 0

21st C Crow 52 63 66 56 62 58th= Gadwall 2 1 1 0 0

22nd Pied Wagtail 42 56 51 27 32 58th= Swallow 2 1 0 1 0

23rd Goldcrest 37 48 43 48 25 58th= Mute Swan 2 1 0 0 1

24th Blackcap 35 39 43 29 38 58th= Wigeon 2 0 1 0 0

25th Redwing 32 57 44 24 28 58th= Ring Ouzel 2 0 0 0 0

26th= C Pheasant 31 43 32 35 32 58th= Mandarin 2 0 0 0 0

26th= Fieldfare 31 68 30 22 19 58th= Teal 2 0 0 0 0

28th= Green Woodpecker 25 31 42 32 37 Cormorant 0 3 0 1 0

28th= Siskin 25 31 13 32 6 Lapwing 0 3 0 0 0

30th Red Kite 23 20 17 10 12 Peregrine Falcon 0 1 0 1 0

31st Stock Dove 22 20 18 20 18 Lesser Sp W'pecker 0 1 0 0 0

32nd= Rook 18 19 25 17 24 Lesser B B Gull 0 1 0 0 1

32nd= Mistle Thrush 18 33 26 20 13 R-ringed Parakeet 0 0 3 1 1

32nd= Jay 18 29 22 24 38 Little Owl 0 0 1 1 1

35th= Bullfinch 17 25 18 20 26 Herring Gull 0 0 1 0 0

35th= Feral Pigeon 17 19 19 18 10 Water Rail 0 0 1 0 0

37th= Grey Wagtail 15 20 18 13 13 C Snipe 0 0 1 0 0

37th= Black-h Gull 15 13 18 10 7 House Martin 0 0 0 1 1

39th= Tawny Owl 14 19 13 17 16 Tree Sparrow 0 0 0 1 3

39th= Common Buzzard 14 20 10 11 12 Linnet 0 0 0 1 1

41st Reed Bunting 12 16 9 17 16 Yellow Wagtail 0 0 0 0 1

42nd= Nuthatch 11 17 14 17 19 Waxwing 0 0 0 0 1

TABLE 2 PERCENTAGE OF GARDENS  EACH SPECIES WAS RECORDED IN - WINTERS 2012/13 TO 2018/19

 
 
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 65 gardens). If compared to the results for previous years, you 
will notice that the Song Thrush is no longer in the ‘Top 20’, being overtaken by Pheasant, Rook and 
Feral Pigeon.    
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Position 18/19 17/18 16/17 15/16 14/15 13/14

1st Wood Pigeon 91 92 91 90 89 87

2nd Blue Tit 90 91 91 91 92 89

3rd Blackbird 89 88 91 88 91 89

4th Robin 86 90 92 88 91 84

5th Great Tit 76 79 75 80 81 74

6th Dunnock 73 78 83 77 79 72

7th= Goldfinch 62 66 62 62 61 57

7th= Collared Dove 62 60 64 63 66 64

9th Magpie 58 63 60 61 59 51

10th= Chaffinch 55 65 64 68 71 69

10th= House Sparrow 55 52 54 52 59 55

12th Starling 52 57 58 47 55 50

13th Coal Tit 38 50 35 52 36 24

14th Greenfinch 37 39 33 48 44 47

15th Long-tailed Tit 36 47 39 41 30 26

16th Jackdaw 32 33 33 34 32 22

17th Wren 29 40 46 39 37 22

18th G S Woodpecker 20 24 23 29 22 20

19th Carrion Crow 19 22 25 20 22 19

20th Pheasant 14 13 13 15 13 13

Table 3 Frequency of occurence winters 2013/14 to 2018/19

 
 
THE WEATHER 
 
During October the average temperature across the UK was 7.3°C, more or less the same as the average 
in the period 1981 to 2010. In East Anglia the average was 11.6°C, which was +0.6°C above the long-
term average. It was a sunny month, and in East Anglia was 43% above the average, and it was dry, with 
rainfall 14% below. 
 
That picture continued into November, with the average temperature across the UK at 5.8°C, 2°C above 
the average, whilst in East Anglia it was 8.3°C, which was 1.2°C above the average. It was, again, a sunny 
month, in East Anglia at 24% above the average, and was dry, with rainfall 18% below. 
 
During December the average temperatures were again above the long-term average, across the UK 2.0°C 
above and in East Anglia 2.4°C above. In East Anglia, for once, it was a rather wet month, with rainfall 
12% above. 
 
January was slightly colder than expected, with the mean temperature in East Anglia 0.3°C below the 
average, but otherwise the weather patterns remained the same, with rainfall 51% below and sunshine 1% 
above. That continued into February, with the mean temperature across East Anglia 2.5°C above the 
average, rainfall 26% less than average and sunshine hours 74% above.  
 
So, in summary for our part of the world, it was a rather mild, sunny and very dry winter. However, there 
were clear indications from the BTO Breeding Bird Survey for 2018 that the species that are sensitive to 
cold winters suffered during the very harsh spell of weather in the previous winter, in February/March 
2018. Although there would have been some recovery during the summer of 2018 the populations were, 
for some species, still low. For instance, in the UK between summer 2017 and summer 2018, the 
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Goldcrest declined by 38%, Long-tailed Tit by 22% and Wren by 21% (Harris et al 2019). The results for 
all three species are well down in our own 2018/19 winter survey.  
 
The information about the weather was adapted, with permission, from Crown copyright data supplied by 
the Met Office, and we are grateful to them (© Crown copyright, published by the Met Office).  
 
THE MAIN RESULTS 
 
Waterfowl to Gulls 
Remarkably, there were eight species of waterfowl in our list for last winter, but of those only Mallard 
appeared in more than two of the gardens. Common Pheasant appeared in almost a third of gardens, 
virtually all in rural areas as might be expected, whilst Red-legged Partridge was in 8% of gardens, all in 
rural areas. On the other hand, the Grey Heron was recorded in more urban gardens (four) than rural 
(three). 
 
Of the raptors, the Sparrowhawk is the most likely to visit our gardens, last winter in 57% overall, split 
62% from rural sites and 50% of urban gardens. Red Kites are becoming more widespread over our 
gardens, but Chris Boon, in his Greenfield garden, went one better. On 31st October a Red Kite chased 
away a Sparrowhawk that had killed a Wood Pigeon on his lawn, and then proceeded to eat the Pigeon. 
 
As usual, the Black-headed Gull was the most regular of the garden gulls, appearing in 15% overall, about 
average.  
 
Pigeons to Crows 
The Wood Pigeon was recorded in all gardens last winter and was also the most frequent of all our garden 
visitors. The Collared Dove was in 92% of gardens, again about average, showing a slight preference for 
rural sites. Similarly, the results for Stock Dove (in 22% of gardens, split evenly between rural and urban) 
and Feral Pigeon (in 17% of gardens, virtually all urban) were much as expected. 
 
Our results for Great Spotted and Green Woodpeckers were both well down, but that might have been 
partly due to the fall in returns from rural gardens. Both species have a strong preference for those sites. 
However, according to the BBS data (Harris et al 2019) Great Spotted Woodpeckers actually increased by 
10% between 2017 and 2018, whilst for Green Woodpeckers there was a small, insignificant decrease. 
Hopefully, the results in our survey were due to a statistical quirk and nothing more serious. 
 
The Magpie was recorded in all rural gardens, and in 79% of those in urban areas. The frequency, at 58%, 
was the lowest since 51% in the winter of 2013/14. In my own garden, in Woburn, they have virtually 
disappeared, and as I write this in May, they have only been recorded in my garden in one week of the 
first 12 on the current Summer form.  The Jackdaw is the second-most widespread member of the crow 
family in our gardens, with the Carrion Crow taking up third place. Both these species have a fairly strong 
preference for gardens in rural areas.  
 
Tits, Warblers to ‘crests 
As expected, the Blue Tit was found in all gardens, and was second in terms of frequency only to the 
Wood Pigeon. The Great Tit was not far behind, being recorded in all rural gardens and was only missing 
from one urban site. It is, however, much more frequent in rural gardens (at a level of 85%) compared to 
urban gardens (at 67%). Despite dropping back compared to the previous winter, the Coal Tit and Long-
tailed Tit both retain their places in our ‘Top 20’ most frequent garden visitors. Both show a preference 
for rural gardens. 
The Blackcap is the warbler most often found in our winter gardens, last winter in 35% of those surveyed 
and unusually, equally across urban and rural sites. By comparison, the Chiffchaff was recorded in just 
five of the gardens, all in rural sites. 
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The Goldcrest appeared in 37% of the gardens, the lowest level since winter 2014/15, but was found in 
about the same proportion of rural and urban gardens.    
 
Wren, Starling and Thrushes 
 

 

 
Like the previous species, the Wren also suffered in the 
2017/18 winter. It was found in 85% of the gardens last 
winter, the lowest since 2013/14, and showed a 
preference for rural gardens. The Nuthatch too, shows a 
preference for those sites and, like other species in that 
category, the results may have been affected by the drop 
in the number of rural gardens covered, with the result (in 
11% of gardens) the lowest since 2013/14.  

 
The proportion of gardens holding the Starling, in 88% of all those covered, was higher than the recent 
average, although the frequency was down. Results were about the same for rural (86% of gardens, with a 
frequency of 54%) and urban sites (89% of gardens, but less frequent, at 49%). 
 
As usual, the Blackbird was recorded in all the gardens, and was the third highest species in terms of 
frequency. The Song Thrush was recorded from 58% of gardens, the split being 76% of rural sites 
but in just 36% of urban gardens. The overall frequency fell too, to 10%, so was overtaken by Pheasant 
(14%), Feral Pigeon (12%) and Rook (11%), and dropped out of the ‘Top 20’ as a result. Those low 
numbers for Song Thrush may well have been affected by the lower returns from rural gardens. 
 
Of the two wintering thrushes, the results were about the same, with Redwing appearing in 32% of 
gardens and Fieldfare in 31%. Both sets of results were well down compared to the previous winter, but 
that was largely as a result of the severe spell of bad weather in 2017/18 that pushed both species into 
many of our gardens. Returns for the Mistle Thrush were well down too, in 18% of gardens being the 
lowest since 2014/15. Almost all of the gardens attracting Mistles were in rural areas. 
 
The results for the Robin were similar to that of Blackbird, appearing in all gardens and it was high in the 
frequency table too, coming in at fourth place. 
 
Sparrows, Dunnock and Wagtails 
Are House Sparrows trying to make a come-back? They were found in 74% of the gardens, still rather 
low, but the frequency, at 55%, was the highest since 2014/15. In my own Woburn garden, they have 
moved from being a noteworthy rarity to a fairly regular visitor, albeit in just ones and twos. Judith 
Knight, from her Linslade garden, commented that “two House Sparrows on 19th November – first for 
ages, but then nine weeks until the next!” Overall, the results show that they still prefer urban gardens. 
Perhaps more expected was that the Tree Sparrow failed to make it on our winter lists for the third winter 
in a row. Appearances of the Dunnock remained fairly static, in 97% of gardens being the same as the 
previous winter, but the frequency was down at 73%, the lowest since 2013/14.  
 
And then we come to the Pied Wagtail, where the results have been up and down like a yo-yo. After three 
winters with low results, that is during 2013/14, 2014/15 and 2015/16, they then had two ‘good’ results, 
before falling back again last winter. One aspect that is consistent is that have a strong preference for rural 
gardens.    
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Finches and buntings  
In the winter of 2017/18, the Goldfinch overtook the Chaffinch as our most widespread garden finch, 
and that situation was maintained for last winter too. That is as much to do with falling results for 
Chaffinch as improvements for Goldfinches; just consider that in the winter of 2012/13 Chaffinches 
appeared in 99% of our gardens. Last winter they were in 88%. Similarly, the frequency of their 
appearances has dropped too, the level of 55% last winter being the lowest since our winter surveys 
started. Andrew Budd, from his Ampthill garden, commented that “sadly, Chaffinches have become a bit 
of a rarity with never more than two seen at once.” 
 
So, what of the Goldfinch? The results for last winter were pretty much on the button compared to the 
last ten or so years, appearing in 91% of gardens, with a frequency of 62%. Paul Burgoine and Yvonne 
Cole, from their garden in Maulden, simply commented that “Goldfinches – commonest bird. 30+ during 
the colder periods.” 
 
The Greenfinch appeared in more gardens last winter (in 72%) than in the previous two, but results are 
still well down compared to the earlier years. They were found in 73% of rural gardens, with a frequency 
of 37% and, almost identically, in 71% of urban gardens with a frequency of 36%. Consider that in 
2008/09 they were recorded in 95% of the gardens. 
 
The Siskin is a species where the results can vary widely from winter to winter. Last winter they were in 
25% of the gardens, but apart from in three of those gardens, never for many of the weeks or in any 
numbers. Peter Nash, from his Sandy garden, commented that “Siskin – never many birds this winter, 
seen on [just] 14 days during the survey period.” Like other observers, those in his garden mainly showed 
during the last few weeks of the survey period, suggesting that they had spent the main winter period 
farther south. The Bullfinch too, had a below average set of results, whilst appearances of both Lesser 
Redpoll and Brambling were poor. Again, in Peter Nash’s garden, something of a hotspot in recent 
winters for Bramblings, most of his garden sightings were of single birds, whereas in the previous winter 
he’d had a maximum of 52. He also had “a very poor year compared to previous ones” for Lesser 
Redpoll.  
 
Of the buntings, the Reed Bunting had a fairly average showing, appearing in 12% of gardens, whilst the 
results for the Yellowhammer, in just 6% of gardens, were also disappointing, except that two in Peter 
Nash’s garden in February were a welcome addition to his garden list.   
 
SUMMARY 
 
Feeding our garden birds has grown into a multi-million-pound industry. It has been estimated that our 
annual spend on garden bird feeding products could be as high as £300 million. A recently published 
report from the BTO has highlighted how widespread garden feeding of birds (it has been estimated that 
about half of garden owners across Britain provide food for birds) has changed the composition of bird 
communities in our gardens over the last 40 years (Plummer et al 2019). From the early days when garden 
feeders were dominated by Starlings and House Sparrows, their place has been taken more and more by 
Goldfinches and Wood Pigeons, plus a wide range of other species too. And of course, we can see that in 
our own gardens.  
 
With all the pressures facing birds in the wider environment it remains crucial that we continue to 
monitor the changes that are taking place literally outside our kitchen windows. Once again, we are very 
grateful to the 65 garden surveyors who took the time to take part, and we look forward to receiving your 
returns for future survey periods.   

 
Barry Nightingale 
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