BTO Training Courses, Information sheet 2008
‘Bird Identification 1-day workshops’. Led by Steve Piotrowski 

Background:

This one-day course is designed to help you identify and find out more about the birds that you are likely to encounter in the course of a day’s birdwatching. The course is suitable if you are a complete beginner to birdwatching but is also valuable if you are a little more experienced as it will help to increase your confidence in bird identification, and perhaps add new species to your repertoire. You will be guided on how to identify birds by sight and sound and learn about the differing habitats that they frequent. As a group, we will also explore the main methods that are used to survey birds in differing habitats and situations – this topic is expanded upon in the BTO Bird Survey Techniques workshops and residential courses on offer. As well as being very informative, we aim for our courses to be relaxed to encourage you to feel comfortable enough to ask questions and join group discussions throughout the day.

During the day we will divide our time between both watching and listening to birds out in the field and working indoors reviewing and discussing what we have collectively learned.  You will observe as many species as possible and we will use the latest DVD identification guides to cover those species which may have eluded us on the day, or that need further clarification, to ensure that your day has been as interesting and informative as we can possibly make it.

At some of the venues (weather permitting), we will organise bird ringing demonstrations, which will enable you to get really ‘close-up and personal’ with some of the birds. Seeing birds in the hand under the guidance of expert trainers is an excellent way of understanding the nuances of bird identification and will reinforce the observations you can make through your binoculars.  

Course Content:  (START TIME: 10am - FINISH TIME: c. 4pm)

Morning:
The courses will start with a “getting to know you” session, followed by an overview of identification techniques.  Simple methodology in remembering bird songs and calls will be a principal objective of the course.  We will then take all of the morning’s knowledge out into the field where we will, as a group, put together a list of birds, which we have successfully recognised. If weather conditions are suitable we will take our lunches with us, to enable us to maximise our time and opportunities in the field. 

Afternoon:
You will be encouraged to discuss with the rest of the group the different birds that were identified in the morning’s session.  We will review how the birds were identified, either by sight or sound and look at the notes that we have individually and collectively compiled on the habitats in which the birds were found, as this is often another important clue to identification.  

We will explore simple survey techniques and how these benefit conservation as a whole.  In particular, we will look at the results from the ‘BTO/CJ Garden BirdWatch’ scheme. This survey is ideal for people at all skill levels, helping them to gain more enjoyment from their bird-watching, whilst at the same time collecting important data for a national survey that looks at the population levels and trends of our commoner species and the factors affecting these changes.

Your Tutor:

Steve Piotrowski lives in Suffolk and started bird watching in the late 1960’s and over the years has become one of the most experienced birders in the region.  Steve has gone on to write several literary pieces including his recently published book ‘Birds of Suffolk’.  He currently works as an associate tutor for the Field Studies Council and has been involved with a variety of BTO surveys since the early 1970s.  Steve when asked said, “I like nothing more than to spend a day with fellow enthusiasts sharing with them my experiences of what is a wonderful hobby, and hopefully hearing about some of theirs”. 
What we provide for you:

You will be provided with pre-course information including directions on how to find your venue, and on the day Bird Identification CDs (both lowland and upland habitats) and all course materials, including a course booklet, to take away. Tea, coffee and biscuits will also be provided, but you will need to bring your own packed lunch (some venues may offer a café facility, please check availability on booking).

What to bring with you:

It is important that you bring your own pair of binoculars.  If you are borrowing a pair from a friend, 8x30 or 8x40 are ideal for general birdwatching - the first figure is the magnification and the second the diameter of the larger lens in millimetres.  Do not bring a pair with magnification over 10x - these are not really suitable for birdwatching as they are too heavy.  Most importantly, check that you can see clearly through them and there is no distortion.

The course will involve some walking around the venue, but will not be strenuous.  However, it will be along footpaths and tracks on occasions. Strong, comfortable walking boots or wellies are therefore important, as is a good selection of warm and weatherproof clothing in natural colours please: no bright reds or yellows!  Hats, scarves and gloves may be useful.  

A notebook and pen/pencil is also recommended.

A field guide will also be useful to help you develop your identification skills.  Two we recommend are:

· Birdwatchers’ Pocket Guide by Peter Hayman, published by Mitchell Beazley (£9.99)

· Pocket Guide to the Birds of Britain and North West Europe by Chris Kightley, Steve Madge and Dave Nurney, published by Pica Press (£12.99)

Other information:

If you would like any more information about any aspects of the courses, or other courses being offered please contact Su Gough at BTO HQ (su.gough@bto.org or telephone her on 01842 750050).  If you would like to book a place on one of our courses please contact Robin Anderson at BTO Scotland (robin.anderson@bto.org or telephone him on 01786 466559) for a booking form and prices. 

Steve Piotrowski.

