
The UK Government uses a number of 
different processes to help it determine 
the best ways in which to deliver 

conservation action within the UK. One of 
these is through a series of periodic reviews that 
look at all of our animals, plants and habitats, 
assessing how each is faring and identifying 
whether it should be a priority target for future 
conservation action. This process results 
in a series of national Biodiversity Action 
Plans (or BAPs as they are better known). A 
number of different criteria are used during the 
assessment process, drawing upon information 
generated by organisations such as the BTO on 
population size and changes in status over time. 
The initial BAP list was drawn up in 1995 and 
over the last couple of years it has undergone 
its first full revision. This has resulted in 33 
new bird species being added to the 26 which 
already had their own Biodivesity Action Plan. 
A number of these are species that will be very 
familiar to our BTO/CJ Garden BirdWatchers, 
highlighting how even once common species 
are in need of conservation action.

Already on the list
A number of ‘garden’ birds already had BAPs 
and it is interesting to see how their populations 
have fared since they were first added in 1995. 
While Song Thrush, Tree Sparrow and Reed 
Bunting have all shown some evidence of a 
population recovery (following longer term 
declines), populations of Spotted Flycatcher 
and Bullfinch have continued to fall. For 
example, while the Song Thrush population 
has shown a long-term decline of around 50%, 
this has been followed by a more recent period 
of increase (up roughly 17% between 1994 
and 2006). On the other hand, similar figures 
for Bullfinch show a 28% fall between 1994 
and 2006, continuing the long-term trend. 

Both Bullfinch and Song Thrush could 
still be described as being ‘common’ and 
‘widespread’ but we should be concerned about 
their long term declines and it is right that 
they continue to be the subjects of targeted 
conservation action.

Added to the list
Among the 33 new additions to the BAP 
list are garden visitors like Dunnock, Willow 
Tit, Marsh Tit, Starling, House Sparrow 
and Yellowhammer. While the two tits and 
Yellowhammer are only occasional visitors to 
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selected gardens (typically those near mature 
woodland or farmland), the inclusion of such 
familiar species as House Sparrow and Starling 
does highlight the problems that many of 
our birds are facing. Here are two species 
that live alongside us and which were once 
so common that they were persecuted or, at 
best, ignored. Now, thanks to the monitoring 
work carried out by BTO volunteers, it has 
become apparent just how much populations 
of these two species have declined and so their 
inclusion on the BAP list is timely.

What a BAP actually means
The new action plans for species recently 
added to the list will be drawn up over the 
coming months, using advice and inputs 
from expert ornithologists and those working 
within the conservation field. Some idea of 
what these plans actually mean for individual 
species can be seen by looking at one of the 
action plans from the first round in 1995. The 
national Biodiversity Action Plan for Song 
Thrush included the following objectives:

1) Halt the decline in numbers of Song Thrush 
in the UK by the year 2000.

2) Maintain the UK geographical range of the 
Song Thrush at the 1995 level.

3) Maintain the UK population size of the 
Song Thrush at or above the 1995 level.

4) By 2010, increase the geographical range 
at least to the 1968/72 range and increase the 
population size at least to the 1970 level.

Setting targets in this way helps to provide 
a focus, stimulating funded research into the 
species and the underlying causes of population 
change. Once these have been identified, other 
financial inputs can be directed to tackling the 
causes with the ultimate aim of reversing the 
population decline.

Your role in this process
The data collected through garden-based 
surveys, such as GBW and GBFS, should 
prove extremely useful in helping to monitor 
the effectiveness of the new BAPs for species 
like House Sparrow and Starling. Your 
observations may be used to help set targets, 
identify causes of population change and help 
turn things around.

Mike Toms

ABOVE (from top): Dunnock 
(Jill Pakenham), Starling 
(John Harding), Spotted 
Flycatcher (John Harding) and 
Bullfinch (Jill Pakenham).
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