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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY n

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. This is the fourth annual report of the BTO/INCC/RSPB
Breeding Bird Survey (BBS), covering the years 1997 to 1998 and
detailing progress since the scheme’s introduction in 1994, The primary
aim of the survey is to provide population trends for a range of common
and widespread birds in the UK.

2. Survey plots are based on 1x1 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 vear 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 about 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 staff 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 Ireland respectively in recent
years.

6. Survey coverage and promotion during 1994-98 are discussed.
The number of BBS squares covered each year has increased steadily
from 1569 in 1994 to 2297 in 19098. The long-term aim is to survey 2-
3000 squares on an annual basis and to increase the number of squares
in areas that are not well-covered.

7. A total of 215 species was recorded in 1998. For about 100
species we were able to measure population changes with a medium to
high degree of precision.

8. We have provided a Scottish BBS summary detailing population
changes.

9. With increasing coverage in Wales, we have provided a Welsh-
based summary.

10. Some preliminary work has been carried out using the three
years of mammal data collected since the trial survey began in 1995.

A declining bird, the Tree Sparrow has disappeared from many areas
and is now found on only 6% of all BBS squares. (Artwork by Hilary
Burn)

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 vears, 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 JINCC
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. It 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
that reason. The CBC has played a key role in revising the conservation
priorities of UK birds within the status lists - Birds of Conservation
Concern, the Birds of Conservation Importance, and the UK Biodiversity
Action Plan process reports.

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

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

¢ Only farmland, woodland and riparian habitats are represented.

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

* 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 at full strength to allow

calibration with the BBS.

Aims of the BBS

Our reasons for setting up the BBS were:

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

* o improve the habitat representation of bird monitoring in the
UK; and

* 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




