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Looking out for birds
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touched in some gardens during the rst quarter
and many people commented on how quiet it was,
especially during the mild, dry periods. ings
picked up, however, especially towards the end of
. . . € the second quarter and there were even new specie
turning up in the last week, with people getting

ast winter was an interesting one for us astheir ‘ rst' Bramblings and Siskins.
LGarden BirdWatchers. Winter 2015-16 was 172 people took on the extra challenge of the

another extremely mild season, especially @old nch Feeding Survey last winter. As average
England and Wales, and there was a good crop®@6ld nch numbers were up on the previous
berries. is meant that thrush species and other winter, it turned out to be a good winter to look
berry-eaters such as Blackcap were less in nee@bivhat they were feeding on. e results are still
supplementary bird food. Conversely, a poor sebeing analysed and will be included as part of
crop in some areas meant that there were moreKate Plummer’'s nal research on Gold nches but
Nuthatches, Coal Tits and nch species using sun ower hearts were the overwhelming favourite
feeders than in recent years. and nyger seed came second.

While some of you had a slow start to the seasoank you for persevering through the quiet
thanks to the extreme storms and mild weather, periods this winter. Between you, you recorded
others went through bird food very quickly as, 275,438 birds from 77 di erent species which is a
in some parts of the country, birds struggled to phenomenal amount of data. | hope you enjoyed

nd natural food sources owing to the inclement watching the birds in your garden, and that you
weather. Foods such as peanuts and fats were baltepjoy reading this yedsBFS news.
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espite some unsettled spells of weath

at the beginning and end of the month

2015 saw the driest October since
2007 with mild temperatures to match. e
wet weather at the beginning of the month did
see a favourable start to the GBFS season withumbers also started high in October re ecting
higher average counts of most species than iretipattern seen in Garden BirdWatch data. is
previous ve years. Bull nch, in particular, had suggests that there was a shortage of seeds in th
an average peak count per garden 133% highefider countryside. Acorns de nitely were not in
than the average of the previous ve years in thbort supply, however, as Jays were barely seen
rst week. Nuthatch (Figure 1) and Coal Tit  garden feeding stations in October.
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” also started to rise from Week 6 and Bull nch

November 2015 was the third warmest numbers, which had dropped throughout

since records began in 1910. e month was October, started to increase again.

dominated by unsettled and windy weather with

storms battering the country. ere was a brief = e f

spell of cold weather in Weeks 8 and 9 which e cold weather didn’t last long. Temperatures

brought snow to northern and eastern England)creased again in December making it the

and Scotland. e cold weather nally drove  warmest December ever in Central England

Blackcaps into gardens, about three weeks latBemperature series from 1659. With 182%

than normal. ere was also a small peak in  of the average rainfall, it was also the wettest

House Sparrow numbers, with an average of ®@8cember ever. Despite the storms, numbers of

birds in gardens. some species remained well below the ve-year
Some species nally started to move into  average including Blackbird and Brambling.

gardens in November. Average Jay numbers Towards the end of the month, however, things

shot up over two weeks by almost 200% (Figucbanged as Siskin numbers started to increase

2) and Great Spotted Woodpecker numbers and average Robin numbers, which were well

increased rapidly by 78% between Weeks 5 below the ve-year average until Week 13, nally

and 6, probably driven by a combination of  started to rise. Reed Bunting counts also started

natural food starting to run out and the stormyto increase, eight weeks later than the average

weather. Cha nch and Long-tailed Tit numbergFigure 3).

While the south of England was generally mild
and dry in January, the rest of the country
continued to be wet, with north-east Scotland
worst hit. Overall, it was another mild month
but there were a few days in the middle when
there were widespread frosts and some snow
during which Blackbird, Blue Tit and Great
Tit reached their highest average counts for
the season. e tit species then dropped o as
they usually do in the later part of the winter.
Long-tailed Tit numbers also naturally start
. to decrease after January as family groups split
. . € up and pairs start to think about breeding, but
there was a short, sharp peak in numbers in
January potentially also caused by the snap of
cold weather.
ere were sharp increases in average
Brambling and Jay numbers in January.
Between Week 15 and Week 17, average
Brambling numbers increased by 800% though
they dropped o again at the end of January
(Figure 4). Normally Jay numbers drop o
from January onwards, but last winter they
continued to increase and remained above the
average from the previous ve years for the rest
of the GBFS period, suggesting a lack of food
in the wider countryside (Figure 2).
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Despite starting o wet and windy, February
did turn cooler and drier towards the end of
the month. Robin reached its highest average
numbers for the GBFS season at the end of

was one of the species that had a poor breeding
season in 2015, according to the BTO Nest
Record Scheme, so the low numbers may re ect
fewer Robins around in general, as well as the fac
that it was a generally mild winter. In February,
Siskin numbers also increased above the ve-year
average for the rst time in winter 2015-16. ey
continued to increase for the rest of the season,
re ecting Garden BirdWatch data in which

March 2016 saw the highest average count of
Siskins per garden since the extremely cold winter
of 2013.

March was a month of variable weather,
beginning with rain and snow, turning dry

and sunny, and then wet again towards the

end. ere was a sharp drop o in Blackcap
numbers at the end of the month (Figure 6),

as wintering birds started to migrate back to
their breeding grounds in central Europe. Other
species, however, reacted to the bad weather at
the end of the month by returning to feeders,
including Bull nch, Wren and Rook. Reed
Bunting also turned to feeders with average
numbers increasing by 62.5% at the beginning
of the month (Figure 3), though they levelled

o towards the end of the month, following

their classic pattern of peaking in gardens in late
winter when there is less food, but moving out
again by April to their breeding grounds. e

last week of March was when many participants
commented on seeing their ‘ rsts’ of the season

February, taking it above the ve-year average fiagluding Blackcap, Brambling and Siskin — all
the rst time since September (Figure 5). Robinof which were presumably on the move.
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Despite another relatively quiet recordin
period for winter migrants, there were st
some unusual visitors to cheer people u
ere was a record of an Oystercatcher in
a Scottish garden and a Curlew on the |
of Man. e Great Black-backed Gulls

were back along the coast and three luc
participants had Linnets feeding in their
gardens. Four gardens attracted Red Kit

Meadow Pipit but also Whinchats passin
through on migration!

O =

and one garden in Cheshire not only hag a
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Last winter was extremely quiet for winter thrushes, even more so than the previous winter
Average counts for Redwing were the lowest they've been since 1974 and Fieldfares were
since the survey started (Figure 7). Only six GBFS gardens reported Redwing and only ve
Fieldfare. e low numbers of the two winter thrush species were re ected in data from the wi
countryside suggesting that fewer birds migrated here from mainland Europe, probably due
crops of berries and relatively mild temperatures.
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hile it is estimated that the
breeding population of Siskin is
about 410,000 pairs, the winter

population fluctuates from year to year
depending on how many birds migrate here
from mainland Europe. This is subject to

the weather and the seed crop in mainland
Europe as well as in the UK; these factors
also affect the tendency of Siskins to use
garden bird feeders during the winter. Siskins
are known to feed on pine, Alder and Birch
seeds but research has shown that the Sitka
Spruce crop, in particular, is importantto  _
them. A study discovered that in years wherece
there was a high abundance of Sitka Spruce

f

g8

z

seeds available in the autumn, the numbersgarden bird feeders in 1996, 1998 and 2000
of Siskins visiting Garden BirdWatch gardefiFigure 9) which were shown to be good years
was lower, and vice versa. This can also befor Sitka Spruce.
seen in GBFS data to a certain extent with |t is thought that Siskins started coming
lower average numbers of Siskins visiting into gardens from about the mid 1960s
attracted by fat products, but quickly
discovered sunflower seeds and peanuts;
supposedly because the red bags that peanuts
used to be hung out in looked like catkins.
GBFS data shows that while they visited
some GBFS gardens in the 1970s, they did
not really start to increase at garden feeding
stations until the 1980s. Initially their range
was mostly restricted to Scottish coniferous
forest, but as new conifer plantations were
planted across Britain, their breeding range
expanded allowing them to access more
Y=  fe f . gardens (Figure 10). Garden bird feeding
f stations became particularly important in
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the late winter months when natural foods

ran out — a pattern that we still see today.

The numbers visiting gardens do fluctuate
naturally with the weather, as on wet days
conifer cones remain closed, meaning that the
Siskins cannot access their seeds.

Despite uctuating numbers overall, average
counts of Siskins have continued to increase at
GBFS garden feeding stations since the 1980s

(Figure 9). ey're still not a common visitor but _ . f . f
almost 50% of GBFS patrticipants recorded them .. . . .
last winter, and by the end of March there were .

an average of 1.2 birds visiting per garden (Figure

11). is was an increase on winter 2014-15  throughout last winter, but one of the most
when they were only present in 22.3% of GBF\otable was at the start of October when there
gardens. was a peak in numbers above the average of the
~ As discussed, bird feeding stations can be  previous ve years. While this could have been in
important for Siskins, not only in years of poor part due to an in ux of migrants from continental
seed crops, but also on days when the weatheleyrope, it may also have re ected the wet weather
is particularly wet. We saw peaks and troughs at the beginning of the month.
Between the end of October 2015 and mid-
February 2016, Siskin numbers remained just
below the ve-year average, though they mirrored
its pattern very closely. By mid-February,
however, numbers overtook those seen in the
previous ve years, probably driven by a lack
of food in the wider countryside as well as by
the wet weather experienced in March. Average
numbers were still increasing at the end of March
but Garden BirdWatch data shows that they then
started to move out of gardens by April, as they
headed o to breed either in the UK or back to
mainland Europe.

Another seed-eating bird, Coal Tit, was

also seen in more GBFS gardens last winter,

after decreasing in average numbers for the

previous two winters. is suggests that

that seed crop was generally poor, as they

also have an association with Sitka Spruce

and other conifer seeds. Average Coal Tit

numbers in winter 2015-16 remained well

above the average for the previous ve year

(Figure 12). - f :
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While the 2016 breeding season seemed to get

0 to a good start, we had a very wet June which
meant that breeding birds would have found it

hard to get food for their chicks. Whether this will

a ect the numbers in gardens this winter remains
to be seen, but Garden BirdWatch data for the

end of July showed that most species were still
being seen in average numbers, and multi-brooded
species such as Blackbird and Dunnock were being
seen in above-average numbers. In some areas,
berries seemed to be coming out early which could
cause a shortage of food earlier in the winter than
usual. It will be interesting to see what this winter
holds, so we look forward to receiving your results.




