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PROGRAMME MATTERS 
 
Welcome to the July 2020 edition of The Hobby. With the continuing restrictions remaining in place at the 
moment, this edition will be published and distributed in electronic form only initially. Thanks to Barry 
Nightingale for his contributions to this month’s bulletin. 
We would wish to inform members that we have a plan in place for next year’s Indoor Meetings with 
seven dates starting on September 29th. We will keep this under review and report through the next copy 
of The Hobby and through the website as there may be changes to how this is provided. 
Similarly, our outdoor meetings remaining cancelled until further notice with more information to follow 
as circumstances change. We hope you can still enjoy your birding in this period and trust that the lifting of 
restrictions on lockdowns are now leading to individual birding returning to normal. Stay safe… 
 
MAY – JUNE 2020 BIRD NEWS 
 
May 2020 
 

Quail - four at Southill mid-month, others recorded near Shillington on 28th, near Streatley on 30th and 

Marston Moretaine on 31st. also recorded twice on nocmig at Meppershall 

Shelduck - up to seven at Dunstable STW at the start of the month, one at Priory CP on 16th, with 

breeding noted at Grovebury SP 

Garganey - male at Broom East GP on 1st and 9th, another male at at MCP Wetlands NR on 22nd 

Ring-necked Duck - last report of this long staying male was at Priory CP on 16th 

Bittern - one booming in the brick pits again this year 

Turtle Dove - still hanging on in the county, birds reported at Marston Thrift, MCP Wetlands NR, 

Knotting Green, Tempsford and Dunton 

Crane - one reported over Biggleswade on 30th 

Black-necked Grebe - two at Priory CP on 10th 

Avocet - reported at Black Cat GP on 2nd - 5th May 

Whimbrel - four over Sandy on 1st, one near Potton on 7th, two at MCP Wetlands NR on 15th, also 

noted on nocmig on two occasions 

Curlew - noted over Brogborough Tip on 4th and at Broom East GP on 5th 
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Turnstone - birds at Black Cat GPs on 5th and 16th 

Ringed Plover - one at Grovebury SP on 23rd, three on 24th 

Curlew Sandpiper - one in breeding plumage at Grovebury SP on 30th 

Sanderling - two at Grovebury SP on 23rd, an additional five there on 24th 

Dunlin - one at MCP Wetlands NR on 8th and three there on 15th, noted at Grovebury SP on 2nd and 

23rd, also reported from Black Cat GP including four on 14th 

Wood Sandpiper - three at Broom East GP on 6th, one at Black Cat GP on 9th, one at Houghton 

Brook Pools on 16th 

Little Gull - one at Priory CP on 23rd and 24th 

Arctic Tern - two at Southill Lake on 2nd 

Great Egret - one at Henlow Grange on 27th was a first record at the site 

Osprey - one through East Hyde on 1st, one over Houghton Brook Pools on 16th and another over 

MCP Wetlands NR on 17th 

Montagu’s Harrier - female near Potton on 12th, male at Henlow on evening of 19th 

Hobby - a maximum count of 14 noted catching insects over the brick pits on 17th 

Hoopoe - third record this spring of a bird in Barton-le-Clay on 22nd 

Black Redstart - a female in Blunham on 2nd 

 

 

 

 

 

Nightingale - six singing around 

MCP Wetlands NR and Stewartby 

Lake with other birds at brick pit 

locations 

 

(photo by Sean D’Arcy)

 

Spotted Flycatcher - first report from Woburn on 7th, a few birds reported from known previous 

locations suggests that it is hanging on the county but still a very scarce bird, please share all records 

 

June 2020  
 
Quail - two between Galley Hill and Streatley on 8th 

Bar-headed Goose - one of unknown origin near Toddington Services on 17th, maybe same bird seen at 

Grovebury SP on 31st May 

Pintail - one at MCP Wetlands NR from 21st at least 

Avocet - one at Dunstable STW on 6th 

Curlew - one near Dunton on 13th, two at MCP Wetlands NR on 21st 

Black-tailed Godwit - up to five different birds noted at Grovebury SP in the last week of the month, 

two at Broom East GP on 28th, one at Dunstable STW on 29th 

Dunlin - six at Grovebury SP on 6th 
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Wood Sandpiper - noted at Black Cat GP on 13th, 14th and 25th 

Mediterranean Gull - two over Priory CP on 7th 

Yellow-legged Gulls - birds beginning to appear at Grovebury SP in the last week of the month 

Great White Egret - one at Priory CP on 9th, the first from there since March, one near Sandy on 11th 

and 17th 

Spoonbill - one at Grovebury SP on 6th 

Lesser Spotted Woodpecker - one at Coopers Hill on 23rd 

Golden Oriole - one heard at Knotting Green on 6th, another at Whipsnade Zoo on 24th 

Black Redstart - one noted in Luton town centre on 22nd 

Redstart - one noted during the month at Caddington Golf Course 

Marsh Warbler - one found singing on 10th near Sandy was the first recorded in the county since 1917 

Crossbill - about 20 at Woburn GC on 20th and ten in Maulden Woods on 25th (maybe related to the 

significant movement noted on the east coast from middle of the month) 

 

We thank all contributors who have submitted their records directly to the Recorder, or via Bedsbirds 
Email Group as well as other sources. Please note that we currently have no official appointed County 
Bird Recorder and that this role is being supported in the interim by Peter Nash and Andy Grimsey. 
Records are welcomed to the email address below, and any questions, requests or reports otherwise can 
be directed to Peter on 07753411786 or Andy on 07402429312.  
 
Records are preferred via the online system BirdTrack, 

Compiled by Andy Grimsey 
recorder@bedsbirdclub.org.uk 

 
BEDFORDSHIRE – OUR CHANGING HABITATS AND WILDLIFE 
 

  

 
 
 
By Richard Revels, Graham Bellamy and Chris Boon 
BNHS 2020 
 
Hardback, 156pp; colour photographs throughout 
ISBN 978-1-9162417-0-1 
 
£20 plus £4.25 p&p to UK addresses, from Mike Bird, 
69 Cotefield Drive, Leighton Buzzard LU7 3DN 

 
I was born in, and then raised in Bedfordshire. I joined the BNHS in 1964, and although primarily a 
birder (or birdwatcher as it was then), I’ve dabbled with hunting down butterflies, orchids and other 
flowering plants at various times. In the meantime, I’ve seen more new species of bird in Bedfordshire 
than in any other county in the UK. So, Bedfordshire is ‘my’ county and I’ve grown to know it well 
during nearly 60 years of active fieldwork – or at least so I thought until I’d read this book.  
 
The original concept was to follow up Wild Bedfordshire, published by BNHS in 2000, by revisiting the 
sites covered in that book and to show photographically the changes that have occurred in the last 20 
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years. As work on that progressed, the eventual outcome was changed in order to include many new key 
wildlife sites in the county. 
 
The opening chapter, by John Comont, really sets the scene for this fascinating book. He discusses the 
changes and threats to our wildlife from the pressures from modern agricultural practices, from climate 
change and of course, the huge impact of our ever-growing human population, and all that that brings in 
terms of new housing and transportation schemes. In fact, some of the sites photographed for this book 
have already been ‘developed’ and are buried under concrete. It is easy therefore, to become rather 
despondent reading parts of this, but then that is alleviated by the discussion around the new reserves that 
have been established in the last 20 years. So, it is not all doom and gloom.  
Another pleasant surprise is reading about the many new species that have found a home in the 
Bedfordshire countryside (apart from a few unfriendly invasive aliens).  
 

 

 
 
Stanford Plantation pond, photographed by 
Richard Revels in July 2017.  
Drought and water abstraction were probably 
the causes of the loss of the pond, revealing a 
large population of Swan Mussels. The former 
gravel-pit at this location was, in May 1958, the 
site of only the second European record of 
Wilson’s Phalarope.    
 

 
That is followed by chapters on our woodland, mires and heathland, our grassland, our freshwater areas 
and ‘other habitats’, which includes agricultural land, hedgerows, roadside verges and churchyards etc. 
The layout, particularly in these sections, is very pleasing and easy on the eye, stuffed full of great 
photographs (with many more photos than large sections of text). The final chapter deals with changes to 
Bedfordshire’s various species’ lists over the past 20 years with losses and gains; covering mammals, birds, 
amphibians, reptiles and fish, and the invertebrates (some of these things I’ve never heard of, like the 
colourful Cinnamon Bug and the wonderfully-named Turnip Sawfly), flowering plants and ferns and then 
lichens, fungi, liverworts and mosses. We might be a small county, but my goodness – we seem to have 
packed a lot in. 
 
The final sections cover a very useful list of the site photographs, with grid reference details and the dates 
when the photographs were taken, and then a map of the county showing the location of the 116 sites 
covered by this book. 
 
As I implied in my opening paragraph, this book has jolted me into wanting to spread my wings a bit 
more widely around ‘my’ county, and to visit a lot more of the sites shown. Buy this book and I can 
guarantee you will feel the same. It is a fabulous piece of work.   

Barry Nightingale 
 
 
ARTICLES FOR THE HOBBY 
 
If you have any articles for The Hobby, particularly those that relate to birds and birding experiences 
within Bedfordshire, please forward text, graphs, pictures and any other information to 
editor@bedsbirdclub.org.uk for inclusion in a future edition. 
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EXTRACTS FROM BRITISH BIRDS MAGAZINES 
 
Barry Nightingale has recently come into possession of some old editions of the British Birds magazine, 
some dating back to 1946. Reading through some of the volumes Barry has noted some comments on 
birds in Bedfordshire, or at least where Bedfordshire gets a mention and two of these relating to 
comments made of bird behaviour in summer, are repeated here, as shown in the original format.  
 
Vol. XXXIX, No. 7 publ. July 1946 
OCCASIONAL HOVERING BY PASSERINE BIRDS – In connexion with the notes on “Finches and 
other Passerines hovering” (p. 63), Mr C. W. Towler sends us other instances of species which do not 
normally hover doing so on occasions. 
On August 2nd, 1945, he observed a Starling (Sturnus v. vulgaris) at Biggleswade, Bedfordshire, hovering in 
order to take elderberries which were inaccessible from a perch, though many others could have been 
secured in the normal manner. On October 20th, 1945, a hen Blackbird (Turdus m. merula) at the same 
place was seen hovering in order to feed on buckthorn berries; this bird hovered, snatched a berry in mid-
air and then returned to its perch. It was seen to do this several times. On September 9th a Robin 
(Erithacus rubecula melophilus) hovered repeatedly in order to feed on blackberries.        
 
Vol. XL, No.5 publ. May 1947 
MID-AUGUST SONG OF GARDEN-WARBLER 
On August 18th, 1945, I saw and heard a Garden-Warbler (Sylvia borin) in full song in my garden at 
Biggleswade, Bedfordshire. The bird sang all the morning for long periods from near the top of a Horse 
Chestnut. The song was definitely not so loud nor so long as that of a bird singing in May or early June 
and closely resembled those I have heard singing in early July. 
In British Birds, Vol. xxxvii, p. 215, the late Bertram Lloyd recorded another case of a Garden-Warbler 
singing the full song in mid-August.  C. W. TOWLER 
 
 
THE GARDEN BIRD FEEDING SURVEY – WINTER 2019/20 
 
INTRODUCTION 
For the survey for last winter, covering the 22-week period from the beginning of October 2019 to early 
March 2020, we received returns from 72 gardens, an increase of seven gardens from the previous winter, 
with the split between rural and urban sites about the same.  
 
The average number of species recorded in the rural and urban gardens was, at 26.0 and 19.6 respectively, 
similar to the previous winter, as the following table shows:  
 
Table 1 Average number of species per garden - winters 2012/13 to 2019/20 
 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 
Rural gardens 27.2 24.3 26.1 26.3 27.1 28.5 25.9 26.0 
Urban gardens 23.3 18.1 19.1 20.1 20.3 21.3 19.2 19.6 

  
The total number of species in the gardens last winter reached 69, the same as the record level achieved in 
the previous two winters. 
 
Table 2 includes all species that have been recorded in our winter gardens since the winter of 2013/14. In 
addition, there are another 19 species which were not recorded last winter, but were recorded during at 
least one winter between 1993/94, when our winter surveys started,  and 2012/13. As can be seen in the 
table, there were five species that were recorded in all participating gardens last winter – Blackbird, Blue 
Tit, Wood Pigeon, Robin and Great Tit. In addition, the Dunnock and Long-tailed Tit were recorded 
from all rural gardens. Note that for the first time since our winter surveys began, the Yellowhammer was 
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not reported in any of the participating gardens. There were some other notable pictures that emerged, 
with Coal Tit, Stock Dove, Grey Wagtail and Tawny Owl appearing in more gardens that at any time 
since our winter surveys began, whilst on the flip-side the Chaffinch, Starling, Pied Wagtail and Fieldfare 
were at their lowest levels in terms of the percentage of gardens visited. Nick Hammond, from his garden 
in Sandy, commented that he’d had “no Siskins, Blackcaps, Redwings or Fieldfares this winter”. On a 
similar line Betty Cooke wrote “no Bramblings, Siskins or Redpolls this year”. Peter Nash, from his well-
studied garden in Sandy noted “ apart from fly-overs no Fieldfares were noted in the garden this year, 
with only two records of single Redwings…”  and he went on to add “Brambling- a disappointing result” 
and then “not a great year for redpolls”.  
 

 
 
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 that each species is recorded and comparing that to the 
maximum possible total (i.e. 22 weeks x 72 gardens). If compared to the results for the previous winter, 

position % % % % % % % position % % % % % % %

19/20 19/20 18/19 17/18 16/17 15/16 14/15 13/14 19/20 19/20 18/19 17/18 16/17 15/16 14/15 13/14

1= Blackbird 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 36= Rook 18 18 19 25 17 24 15

1= Blue Tit 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 36= Mistle Thrush 18 18 33 26 20 13 20

1= Robin 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 38 Common Buzzard 15 14 20 10 11 12 10

1= Wood Pigeon 100 100 100 100 100 99 99 39 Chiffchaff 14 8 13 22 12 10 9

1= Great Tit 100 98 99 96 99 97 100 40= Black-h Gull 13 15 13 18 10 7 9

6 Dunnock 99 97 97 99 100 97 99 40= Grey Heron 13 11 16 16 15 15 10

7 Magpie 93 91 95 88 96 90 88 42 Treecreeper 11 9 11 6 9 10 2

8= Wren 92 85 99 97 96 94 81 43= Fieldfare 10 31 68 30 22 19 16

8= Coal Tit 92 80 91 75 89 79 64 43= Mallard 10 5 11 9 6 6 6

10= Goldfinch 90 91 93 91 88 90 91 45= Marsh Tit 8 3 5 3 4 3 1

10= Long-t Tit 90 85 89 90 93 84 84 45= Kingfisher 8 3 7 6 4 7 4

12= Collared Dove 85 92 93 92 94 91 93 45= Moorhen 8 8 7 6 12 10 6

12= Chaffinch 85 88 92 92 96 97 94 48= Kestrel 7 6 8 10 15 7 6

14 Starling 81 88 84 87 85 84 84 48= Lesser Redpoll 7 8 25 5 23 10 9

15 House Sparrow 78 74 73 75 77 81 79 50 Reed Bunting 6 12 16 9 17 16 11

16 Greenfinch 75 72 68 68 83 85 83 51= Siskin 4 25 31 13 32 6 14

17 Sparrowhawk 65 57 71 60 74 68 69 51= Red-l Partridge 4 8 8 4 1 1 2

18 Gt Sp Woodpecker 63 54 57 66 66 60 53 51= Brambling 4 5 19 4 12 1 9

19 Jackdaw 61 62 63 66 62 56 51 54= Canada Goose 3 3 0 0 0 0 0

20 C Crow 60 52 63 66 56 62 51 54= Greylag Goose 3 2 1 1 0 0 0

21 Song Thrush 49 58 73 68 56 56 46 54= Cormorant 3 0 3 0 1 0 0

22 C Pheasant 39 31 43 32 35 32 32 54= Swallow 3 2 1 0 1 0 0

23 Goldcrest 38 37 48 43 48 25 27 54= R-ringed Parakeet 3 0 0 3 1 1 0

24 Jay 36 18 29 22 24 38 17 59= Barn Owl 1 3 3 3 1 0 0

25 Blackcap 29 35 39 43 29 38 26 59= Common Gull 1 2 1 1 2 1 1

26= Green Woodpecker 26 25 31 42 32 37 26 59= Little Grebe 1 2 1 1 0 1 0

26= Red Kite 26 23 20 17 10 12 6 59= Gadwall 1 2 1 1 0 0 0

28= Redwing 25 32 57 44 24 28 30 59= Mute Swan 1 2 1 0 0 1 0

28= Stock Dove 25 22 20 18 20 18 16 59= Wigeon 1 2 0 1 0 0 0

30 Grey Wagtail 24 15 20 18 13 13 11 59= Lesser Sp W'pecker 1 0 1 0 0 0 0

31 Bullfinch 22 17 25 18 20 26 16 59= Lesser B B Gull 1 0 1 0 0 1 0

32= Pied Wagtail 21 42 56 51 27 32 23 59= House Martin 1 0 0 0 1 1 0

32= Tawny Owl 21 14 19 13 17 16 12 59= Tree Sparrow 1 0 0 0 1 3 0

34= Feral Pigeon 19 17 19 19 18 10 15 59= Willow Warbler 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

34= Nuthatch 19 11 17 14 17 19 11 Y'hammer 0 6 7 8 7 12 6

TABLE 2 PERCENTAGE OF GARDENS THAT EACH SPECIES WAS RECORDED IN - WINTERS 2012/13 TO 2018/19
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the Pheasant has slipped out of the ‘Top 20’, its place being taken by the Sparrowhawk, but otherwise the 
content of species is the same. Chaffinches were also at their lowest frequency level too, as well as in the 
lowest number of gardens, but on the plus side the Jackdaw was at the highest frequency level since our 
winter surveys began.    
 

 
  
THE WEATHER 
 
During October 2019 the jet stream tracked over southern Britain for most of the month, resulting in a 
wet and cloudy month for most of England. The mean temperature, across England, was provisionally 
0.4°C below the 1981-2010 long-term average, and temperatures were close to normal in the south but 
below normal in central and northern counties. Rainfall was 136% of average and sunshine was 84% of 
average. 
 
In November the jet stream continued to track further south than usual, bringing further spells of cloudy 
and wet weather to most of England. Temperatures were mostly below normal but it was mild early in the 
month and again around the 25th-27th.The mean temperature for November was provisionally 0.7°C 
below the 1981-2010 long-term average. Rainfall was 132% of average and sunshine was just 76% of 
average. 
 
December started across England with a spell of cold dry, frosty weather with high pressure and plenty of 
sunshine, but it quickly turned mild and unsettled with westerly winds, and this regime persisted until 
Christmas. Temperatures fell close to the seasonal norm around mid-month, but with snow mainly 
confined to high ground. The last week was generally dry and mild and often cloudy. The mean 
temperature for December was provisionally 1.3°C above the 1981-2010 long-term average. Overall, 
England had 118% of average rainfall and 123% of average sunshine hours. 
 
Across England, January was mostly mild and unsettled with westerly and south-westerly winds. There 
was some quieter weather early in the month and more especially between the 18th and 25th, when high 

19/20 18/19 17/18 16/17 15/16 14/15

1st= Wood Pigeon 92 91 92 91 90 89

1st= Blue Tit 92 90 91 91 91 92

3rd Blackbird 90 89 88 91 88 91

4th Robin 88 86 90 92 88 91

5th Great Tit 80 76 79 75 80 81

6th Dunnock 69 73 78 83 77 79

7th Magpie 63 58 63 60 61 59

8th Collared Dove 58 62 60 64 63 66

9th= Goldfinch 55 62 66 62 62 61

10th House Sparrow 53 55 52 54 52 59

11th Chaffinch 52 55 65 64 68 71

12th Starling 49 52 57 58 47 55

13th Coal Tit 47 38 50 35 52 36

14th Long-tailed Tit 42 36 47 39 41 30

15th Jackdaw 38 32 33 33 34 32

16th= Greenfinch 35 37 39 33 48 44

17th Wren 34 29 40 46 39 37

18th G S Woodpecker 27 20 24 23 29 22

19th Carrion Crow 22 19 22 25 20 22

20th Sparrowhawk 16 10 14 10 16 11

Table 3 Frequency of occurrence winters 2014/15 to 2019/20
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pressure brought fine weather initially, but in most areas it turned cloudy. Wet and windy weather 
returned from the 26th.The mean temperature for January was provisionally 2.1°C above the 1981-2010 
long-term average, making it the equal fifth warmest January in a series from 1884. Rainfall was 86% of 
average and sunshine was 104% of average. 
 
February opened with four days of mild changeable weather, then high pressure briefly crossed England 
between the 5th and 7th bringing settled weather. The rest of the month was exceptionally wet, with 
frequent belts of persistent heavy rain crossing the country, interspersed with brighter showery weather. 
Flooding was consequently widespread during the second half of the month. In the brighter showery 
spells, some of the showers were wintry but lying snow was mostly restricted to high ground. The mean 
temperature for February was provisionally 2.1°C above the 1981-2010 long-term average, but it was not 
as warm as February 2019. It was the wettest February in a series from 1862, with 258% of the long-term 
average. Except in East Anglia and coastal parts of the north-east, most places had over 200% of the 
average, with over 300% in some places. 
 
So, during the core part of the winter, it was notably milder than average, and broadly unsettled, though 
with a few interludes of quieter weather. February was particularly wet and stormy, and included three 
named storms, with widespread high rainfall totals and associated impacts. Frosts were fewer than average 
and, although there were some snowfalls in certain areas, these were of limited severity. Overall, this was 
the fifth mildest winter in a series from 1884, and the fifth wettest since 1862. 
 
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 
Of the six species of wildfowl that appear on our lists for last winter, the most recorded species is the 
Mallard, in 10% of the gardens, all as expected in rural areas. The Common Pheasant occurred in 39% of 
gardens, again all in rural sites, and was in more gardens than Goldcrest, Pied Wagtail, Fieldfare and 
Redwing. One in Terry Osborn’s Clifton garden was a garden first.  
 
Of the raptors, the Sparrowhawk is the most likely to visit our gardens, last winter in 65% overall, about 
the average level for the last few years. It has regained its place in our ‘Top 20’ most frequent garden 
visitors. As expected, the Red Kite is being recorded, hunting in the airspace above our gardens more and 
more, and in my own garden in Woburn it is a rare day if I’m working in the garden and a Kite doesn’t 
come down to see what I’m up to.  
 
Typically, the Black-headed Gull is the gull most often recorded in our gardens, and most often from 
urban sites. Two other species of gull are in our lists for last winter, with both Common and Lesser 
Black-backed gulls appearing in just 1% of gardens. 
 
Pigeons to Crows 
As usual, the Wood Pigeon was recorded in all gardens last winter but had to share top spot in terms of 
frequency with Blue Tit. The Collared Dove, in only 85% of gardens, was at the lowest level since our 
winter surveys began, being in just 83% of rural and 87% of urban gardens. As recently as the 2015/16 
winter it was recorded in 94% of gardens. In terms of frequency, at 58%, it was at the lowest level since 
the same in the 1994/95 winter. Conversely, the Stock Dove was seen in the highest percent of gardens 
since our winter surveys began, and in 25% of gardens that is way above just 3% of gardens that it 
appeared in during the 2002/03 winter. Most of the gardens attracting Stock Doves (78%) are in rural 
areas, as might be expected, whilst the Feral Pigeon similarly follows the expected pattern, appearing 
mostly, in mostly urban gardens.  
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Stock Dove – an increasing visitor 
to our gardens (photo by Andy 
Grimsey from his suburban 
Luton garden where birds are 
regularly recorded)  
 

 
 
During the previous winter survey, results for Great Spotted and Green Woodpeckers were both well 
down, and it was considered that the reason might have been partly due to the fall in returns from rural 
gardens for that winter, both species having a strong preference for those sites. With responses from 
more rural gardens this winter the results for Great Spotted Woodpeckers bounced back, from 54% of 
gardens to 63%. However, the result for Green Woodpecker was still fairly low and well below the 
average for the period 2014 to 2018. 
 
The Magpie was recorded in 93% of all gardens, about average for the last five winters, and remains the 
most regular member of the crow family in our gardens, showing a slight preference for rural sites. 
Although the results for the Jackdaw has been in slow decline since the peak in 2016/17, it is still the 
second most likely member of this family in our gardens, although if the decline continues it is in danger 
of being overtaken by the Carrion Crow. Having said that, the frequency of the Jackdaw reached a record 
level for our winter surveys. Both the Jackdaw and the Carrion Crow show a very strong preference for 
gardens in rural areas. Results for the Jay showed a striking increase, and in 36% of gardens (mostly rural) 
that was the best result since the winter of 2014/15. Peter Nash made some interesting observations that 
bear comparison to the large influx of Jays into the UK during the autumn of 2019. He noted them on 15 
days, usually flying over, although they visited his bird table on six days. All records were noted within the 
period 12th October until 13th November. That compares very favourably to the previous winter when 
he had none in his garden at all. Looking at all the gardens that attracted Jays, the peak weeks for last 
winter were those starting 6th and 13th October and 17th and 24th November, suggesting that at least 
some of those probably involved immigrants.  
 
Tits, Warblers to ‘crests 
Typically, the Blue Tit was found in all gardens, and also shared top spot in the frequency table, alongside 
the Wood Pigeon. The Great Tit was also recorded in all participating gardens, but at a much lower level 
of frequency. There is a big difference too, in the frequency in rural gardens (at 91%) compared to urban 
gardens (66%) for the Great Tit. The results for the Coal Tit bounced back, in fact to record levels, 
perhaps partly due to a greater share of rural gardens taking part last winter, for which the Coal Tit shows 
a preference. Results for the Long-tailed Tit also showed an improvement, in 90% of gardens. Again, they 
prefer rural sites, recorded in 100% of those compared to 77% of urban gardens. From his urban garden 
in Ampthill, Andrew Budd wrote that “the number of visits, and numbers of birds, by Blue Tits, Great 
Tits and Long-tailed Tits was definitely lower this year. I’m not sure whether the milder winter had 
anything to do with this, but it has been very noticeable”. In similar fashion, Trevor and Elizabeth Askew, 
from their Luton garden, commented that “The birds seem not to be around so much and we don’t know 
why. The feeders ae well stocked but no birds are coming…”   
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The Blackcap is the warbler most often found in our winter gardens, last winter in 29% of those surveyed, 
which was on the low side. In contrast the Chiffchaff was recorded in 14% of the gardens, the highest 
since 2016/17. The Goldcrest appeared in 38% of the gardens, a slight increase from the previous winter, 
but still below the levels of the three winters prior to that.    
 
Wren, Starling and Thrushes 
After a low result for the 2018/19 winter the Wren bounced back, not quite up the levels of 2014 to 2017, 
but close. Results for the Nuthatch also increased and, in 19% of gardens last winter, was the highest 
since the same level in the 2014/15 winter.   
 
Conversely, the picture for the Starling went the other way and, in just 81% of gardens, that was the 
lowest level since our winter surveys began. Just think that in the winter of 2002/03 they were in 98% of 
gardens. Typically, last winter they were in a higher proportion of urban gardens (in 83% of those) than 
rural sites (in 79% of those).    
 
As usual, and I repeat here exactly what I said for the previous winter, the Blackbird was recorded in all 
the gardens, and was the third highest species in terms of frequency. The appearances of Song Thrush 
crashed though, and were in only 49% of gardens, the lowest since 2013/14. The biggest drop seems to 
have been in rural gardens, in only 55% of those (compared to 76% in the previous winter) whereas they 
were in 40% of urban gardens, an increase from 36% in the previous winter. The overall frequency 
measure, from all gardens, was just 9%, so you were more likely to find Pheasant, Nuthatch, Rook, Feral 
Pigeon or Stock Dove in your garden than Song Thrush. 
 
Of the two regular winter thrushes, the results for both were disappointing. The Redwing was in 25% of 
gardens, the lowest since in 24% in the 2015/16 winter, but the Fieldfare, in only 10%, was at the lowest 
level since our winter surveys began. All Fieldfare records, such as they were, came from rural gardens, 
whilst the vast majority of Redwing sightings were from those gardens too. Mistle Thrushes also show a 
very strong preference for rural sites, with the overall result for that species the same as the previous 
winter.   
 
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, all results the same as in the previous winter. 
 
Sparrows, Dunnock and Wagtails 
In the write-up for the previous winter I asked “are House Sparrows trying to make a come-back”? Well, 
maybe, just maybe they are. They were recorded in 78% of gardens, the highest since 81% in the winter of 
2014/15. They much prefer urban gardens (in 87% of those) compared to rural sites (in just 71% of 
those).  
 
Although the frequency of Dunnocks in our gardens last winter was at the lowest level since the 1997/98 
winter, it was only absent from one of the gardens taking part.   
 
For each winter write-up I really have to scratch my head when it comes to the Pied Wagtail. Despite the 
obvious peaks and troughs, there is no obvious trend other than downwards. It was only recorded in 21% 
of gardens last winter, the lowest since our winter surveys began. As recently as 2010/11 it was in 73%, 
and last winter it was in fewer gardens than the Grey Wagtail (which was in 24% of gardens, the highest 
ever since our surveys started). For both species, rural gardens are much preferred, and a Grey Wagtail in 
Sheila Brooke’s rural Toddington garden was a garden first. 
   
Finches and buntings  
The Goldfinch was in 90% of gardens last winter, about the average level since 2013/14, so remains our 
most widespread garden winter finch. Judith Knight, in her Linslade garden, was pleased to see a group of 
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19 in her garden on 6th December. Having said that, the frequency took a bit of a tumble, and at 55% 
was at the lowest level since 54% in 2011/12. Even that though, is more positive than the results for the 
Chaffinch. Recorded in just 85% of gardens, that was the lowest since our winter surveys began (it was in 
all gardens in 2007/08, and in 97% of gardens as recently as 2014/15). The frequency took a dive too and 
at just 52% was, similarly, the lowest ever. Looking at the detail, it is much less obvious in our urban 
gardens, in just 77% of those, at a frequency of only 37%. Andrew Budd commented that “Greenfinches 
have done pretty well but Chaffinches continue to be a rare sight – only occasionally have I seen two at 
the same time”. The BTO is so concerned about the drop in the numbers of Chaffinches that they have 
launched an appeal for funding to develop a research programme (see www.bto.org/chaffinch). We know 
that a disease called trichomonosis reduced the numbers of Greenfinches, and maybe that is behind the 
problem now with the Chaffinch. Whatever the cause, it is pleasing to see that Greenfinches, in our 
surveys, are showing some gradual signs of a recovery, being in 75% of gardens last winter, the highest 
since 2015/16, but still well below the 95% of gardens as recently as 2008/09.    
 
The Siskin is a species where the results can vary widely from winter to winter, and in the county at large 
they were very difficult to find anywhere last winter (in fact the writer failed to see any in Bedfordshire at 
all). So, from 25% of gardens the previous winter, they were found in only 4% last winter, the lowest level 
since in 3% of gardens in 2006/07, which itself was one of the warmest winters on record. Results for the 
Bullfinch are less dramatic, and in 22% of gardens last winter was about the average for the previous five. 
In my own garden in Woburn they are occasional visitors but I was particularly pleased when a flock of 
seven arrived in January 2020, fortunately and coincidently in the hour when I was taking part in the 
RSPB Big Garden Birdwatch. You have to believe me!    
 
Both of the bunting species that we might expect to see in our winter gardens had low numbers, with the 
Reed Bunting in only 6% of gardens (the lowest since 5% in 2006/07 – see comments above about that 
winter) whilst the Yellowhammer failed to appear in any of the participating gardens, the first no-show 
since our winter surveys began. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
It is interesting to compare our results with those from the BTO Garden Birdwatch scheme, which itself 
has been running for 25 years. Their results show increases for Goldfinch, Wood Pigeon, Nuthatch and 
Jackdaw, amongst others, whilst losses have been seen for the Song Thrush, Greenfinch, Starling and 
House Sparrow, with Chaffinch now joining that group. Overall, our two sets of results are very similar.  
 
We must thank all 72 garden watchers for taking the time to record the birds in their gardens, 
contributing just a shade fewer than 20,000 records, a fantastic result. As I write this article, in early May 
2020, we are of course in lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Those of us fortunate enough to have 
access to a garden will, I’m sure, be even more grateful than usual. It might well be, of course, that when 
the results for this current summer survey are analysed, we see some even more interesting pictures 
emerging from even more intense coverage. I look forward to receiving your results.  

 
Barry Nightingale 

 
 
NEST BOX OCCUPANCY AT JOHN O’GAUNT AND CARTHAGENA GOLF COURSES 
 
We have received news from Steve Thompson’s nest box scheme at the Golf Courses where he is a 
keeper and below are his results for 2019. This scheme has been running for some years and it is great to 
see a total of over 500 young being produced over the two locations.  
Steve regularly displays his nest boxes at Indoor Meetings and can supply to members on request 
. 
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Total number of Blue Tits on John o’ Gaunt Course   130 
Total number of Great Tits on John o’ Gaunt Course   75 
Total number of Stock Dove on John o’ Gaunt Course      1 
Total number of Kestrels on John o’ Gaunt Course   0 
Total number of Jackdaws on John o` Gaunt Course   4 
 
Total number of Blue Tits on Carthagena Course   188 
Total number of Great Tits on Carthagena Course   99 
Total number of Stock Doves on Carthagena Course                          0 
Total number of Kestrels on Carthagena Course                                 5 
 
Total number of Blue Tits      318 
Total number of Great Tits                               174 
Total number of un-hatched eggs                          51 
Total number of dead chicks                     45  

 
Total number of chicks = 502         from a total of Boxes used 97 out of 125 (77%) 
 
 
 

 
 

The Bedfordshire Bird Club is the ornithological section of the Bedfordshire Natural History Society 
Registered Charity Number 268659 


