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his third Annual Report for the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) covers the years

1996 and 1997. Over 2,200 volunteers are now involved in the BBS, generously
donating their free time to collect bird, habitat and mammal data across the whole of the
UK. We would like to thank everyone who has been involved with the BBS since it began
in 1994 either as a volunteer carrying out the legwork and counting the birds or as a
Regional Organiser promoting the survey to local birdwatchers.

The BBS is organised by the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), and jointly funded by
BTO, the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC, on behalf of English Nature,
Scottish Natural Heritage, Countryside Council for Wales and the Environment and Heritage
Service in Northern Ireland) and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). The
BBS Steering Group comprises David Stroud (JNCC), Dr David Gibbons (RSPB], Dr Stephen
Baillie {BTO} and Dr Richard Gregory (BTO).

We are grateful to the following people who have provided assistance to the scheme
since its inception: Dr Mark Avery (RSPB), Lyn Aylward {BTO], Dr lan Bainbridge (RSPB},
George Boobyer (INCCJ, Tracey Brookes (BTOJ, the late Dr Steve Carter (BTO), Anita
Donaghy (RSPBJ, Dr Colin Galbraith {JNCC), Dr David Gibbons (RSPB}, Dr Jeremy
Greenwood (BTOj, Viv Hiom (BTO), Mike Meharg (EHS), Chris Morley (BTO), Ken
Perry (BTO Honorary|, Carol Povey (BTO), Nicki Read (BTO), Samantha Rider {BTO), Dr
Ken Smith (RSPB), David Stroud {JNCC), Dr Derek Thomas {BTO Honorary], Susan
Waghorn (BTOI, Jane Wells (BTO) and Richard Weyl (EHS).

The Pilot Census Project, which was a forerunner of the BBS, was supported under a
contract from the INCC {on behalf of English Nature, Scottish Natural Heritage, Countryside
Council for Wales and the Environment and Heritage Service in Northern Ireland). The
project to evaluate sampling strategies was funded by the RSPB. Members of the BTO’s
Integrated Population Monitoring Working Group, Dr Rhys Green, Prof. Steve Buckland,
Dr Nicholas Aebischer, Dr John Goss-Custard, Dr Dorian Moss, David Stroud, Dr Ken
Smith, Dr Jeremy Greenwood, Dr Will Peach and Dr Humphrey Crick, provided invaluable
advice on the survey design.

Maps of coverage and distribution were produced using DMAP which was written by
Dr Alan Morton. The cover illustration and BBS logo are by Andy Wilson. Other illustrations
in this report are by Simon Gillings, Andy Wilson and Peter Wilson. Report production
and design are by Sonia Davies.

This report is provided free to all BBS fieldworkers. Further copies are available from
BTO HQ at a cost of £5 incl. p&p.

Dr Richard Gregory is the Head of the Census Unit and oversees
the running of the CBC, WBS, and most recently the BBS for
which he played a key role in the design, development and
implementation. He is responsible for the analytical development
of the BBS and for associated research. Richard is also involved
in a number of other ecological projects at the BTO. He previously
studied ecology at York and Oxford Universities.

Richard Bashford is the National Organiser of the BBS and is
responsible for the day-to-day-running of the scheme which involves
liaison with BTO Regional Organisers and volunteers, promotion
of the scheme and providing feedback by giving presentations
around the country. Before working for the BTO, Richard worked
as an Information Officer for the RSPB, coordinating the Birdbus
project.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY n

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. This is the third annual report of the BTO/INCC/RSPB Breeding
Bird Survey (BBS), covering the years 1996 and 1997 and also the
emerging trends from 1994 to 1997. The report details progress since
the scheme’s introduction in 1994. The primary aim of the survey is to
provide representative population trends for a range of common and
widespread birds in the UK.

2. Survey plots are based on Ix1 km squares of the National Grid.
Squares are chosen on the basis of a formal, stratified, random sampling
design, with larger numbers of squares selected in regions with more
potential volunteers. The same squares are surveyed year after year.
Population indices are calculated using methods that remove the
potential for sampling bias.

3. Volunteer observers visit their squares three times a year. The
first visit is used to establish a transect route and to record details of
land use and habitat type. The second and third are early morning
counts to survey breeding birds. A line transect method is used with
birds recorded in distance bands. Each survey requires just five hours’
fieldwork per year, enabling a large number of people to become involved
across the UK.

4. The scheme is organised centrally by BTO Headquarters and
regionally by voluntary Regional Organisers [ROs|, who in most cases
are BTO Regional Representatives. ROs play a vital role in co-ordinating
and fostering local fieldwork effort.

5. While the majority of fieldwork is carried out by volunteers,
professional fieldworkers, supported by RSPB and the Environment and
Heritage Service in Northern Ireland. have covered a number of squares
in remote parts of Scotland and Northern [reland respectively in recent
years.

6. Survey coverage and promotion during 1994-1997 are discussed.
The number of BBS squares covered each year has increased steadily
from 1569 in 1994 10 2169 in 1997. The long-term aim is to survey 2-
3000 squares on an annual basis.

7. Atotal of 209 species was recorded in 1997, For about 100 species
we were able to measure population changes with a medium to high
degree of precision. In the UK as a whole, 30 species increased
significantly and 18 decreased significantly between 1994 and 1997,
Of ten species identified as of high conservation concern, nine declined
in number, Song Thrush and Corn Bunting significantly so.

8. With four years of BBS monitoring and over 300 squares covered
annually in Scotland, we have detailed Scottish population changes for
the first time, allowing interesting comparisons with national figures.

9. Mammal recording within the BBS was introduced in 1995 and
continued in 1997 recording a total of 40 species. Coverage is limited
to those that are likely to be observed by BBS participants.

Coal Tit was recorded in 559 squares in 1997. Recent trends {1994-1997) show
that this species appears to be doing fairly well with a significant increase of 35%.
{Drawing by Peter Wilson/

Breeding Bird Survey

INTRODUCTION

hanges in bird populations have long been recognised as a useful
indicator of the health of our environment. Developments in our
surroundings from urban growth, new roads and housing to changes in
farming practices, all have an effect on bird populations and their habitats.
In recent years, it has become clear that we need to improve the
monitoring of common land birds across the UK. Following a number
of field- and desk-based studies, the BTO, in conjunction with the JNCC
and the RSPB, introduced the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) in 1994.
The final design for the BBS combined the need for precise and detailed
information with an efficient method. The simple and quick nature of
fieldwork has allowed a large number of people to become involved
across the UK.

Previous monitoring

The BTO has an international reputation for monitoring bird numbers
based largely on the long-running Common Birds Census (CBC) which
has been the main monitoring tool for common birds in the UK over
the last 35 years. [t is based on a survey method known as “territory
mapping” which involves intensive fieldwork designed to map breeding
territories of birds within a chosen plot. Skilled volunteers make typically
nine or ten visits to their plot each year to record birds. Survey maps
are returned to BTO HQ where the position and number of bird
territories are assessed by trained staff.

The CBC has proved highly valuable in revealing population
fluctuations among UK birds and helping to understand their causes.
Long-term information of this kind is extremely rare and valuable for
thatreason. The CBC has played a key role in revising the conservation
priorities of UK birds within the Birds of Conservation Concern, the
Birds of Conservation Importance and the Biodiversity Steering Group
reports.

Few monitoring programmes can compare with the quality and
duration of the CBC. Despite its considerable achievements, there are
a numper of limitations to the territory mapping methoed as carried out
by BTO:

e The geographical distribution of survey plots is not representative of
the UK as a whole, with most squares in the south and east.

e Only farmland, woodland and riparian habitats are represented.

e Because observers choose areas they wish to census, the area sampled
may not be representative of UK bird populations as a whole.

e Relatively few plots can be covered in total (approximately 230 CBC
and 120 Waterways Bird Survey (WBS] plots] because of the time-
consuming nature of the fieldwork and analysis required by the
mapping method.

N.B. The CBC is currently being maintained to allow calibration

with the BBS.

Aims of the BBS

Our reasons for setting up the BBS were:

e To improve the geographical scope of bird monitoring in the UK;

e To improve the habitat representation of bird monitoring in the
UK; and

e To increase species coverage of bird monitoring in the UK, largely
as a product of the points above.

The BBS aims to provide precise information on year-to-year and
longer-term changes in population levels for a broad spectrum of our
commoner breeding birds across the range of regions and habitats in
the UK. Our primary objective is to identify declining species that
require conservation action and, in combination with other data from
the BTO/INCC’s Integrated Population Monitoring Programme, to
provide pointers as to the causes of population changes.

In a wider context, the BBS will promote a greater understanding of
UK birds through a unique partnership of large numbers of skilled




