
Garden BirdWatch

Quick Start Guide Read  me first!
Garden BirdWatch involves recording the birds and other wildlife using your 
garden each week throughout the year. You don’t have to record every week and 
how much time you spend recording is up to you. You can then either send your 
records to us on our special paper forms or enter them through Garden BirdWatch Online. 
Follow these easy steps to get started:

1. Define your recording area. This could be your entire garden or just the bit that you can see from the 
kitchen window, for example. Since we want to know how birds and other animals use gardens, you 
should only record those that are actually using your garden recording area. Please don’t record birds 
that are simply flying over the garden or wildlife seen in neighbouring fields or other people’s gardens. 
Sparrowhawks flying through the garden or Swallows/martins hawking for insects over your pond or 
flower beds can be counted.

2. Decide when and for how long your recording period will be. Some people record for an hour on a 
Sunday, others for 20 minutes each day throughout the week. The choice is yours; all we ask is that 
you are consistent in your efforts from one week to the next. Continuity of effort is more important 
than quantity. If you are away on holiday or spend much more time than usual watching your garden 
in a particular week, simply refrain from submitting counts for that week. Only record things seen 
during your recording period.

3. What to record. For each species using your recording area, please record the maximum number 
of individuals seen together at any one time. For each week, we need the highest of these counts. 
Hence, if you see two Blackbirds together on the Sunday, three on the Monday, one each on Tuesday 
and Wednesday, none on the Thursday or Friday but four together on the Saturday, your count for the 
week will be four. Please do not use sex or age to distinguish ‘extra’ individuals – treat all individuals as 
being the same. Those submitting their observations on the paper forms will see that we only record 
presence/absence for some species, so adjust your recording accordingly for these species.

4. The Garden BirdWatch calendar. In order to match-up everybody’s observations correctly, we have 
our own calendar (printed on the inside cover of the magazine and displayed on our web site) which 
gives each week a number. You will need to check this calendar to make sure that you enter your 
records in the correct place on the recording forms. The Garden BirdWatch week runs from Sunday to 
the following Saturday, so the dates shown on the calendar are for the Sundays. We divide the Garden 
BirdWatch year into four quarters, each of which covers 13 weeks.

5. Identifying your garden. Each Garden BirdWatch garden is given its own number. This number will 
be printed on your welcome letter and all future correspondence. Please remember to include this 
number (and, if possible, your postcode) on anything you send us (including emails). If you move 
house we will need to allocate you with a new number.

6. What next? Decide if you want to submit your counts on our paper 
forms or through our online system (you can switch between the two 
if you change your mind) and then read through the more detailed 
instructions included in this starter pack. There is one set for paper  
and one for online.

ANY PROBLEMS? Email us on gbw@bto.org; call us 01842-750050 or 
write to us at GBW, BTO, The Nunnery, Thetford, Norfolk, IP24 2PU.  
Advice and guidance is also available at www.bto.org/gbw

Instructions: GBW Online
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GBW Online is a bit like having an online diary in which you can record your observations of birds and other wildlife. It also enables you to view all the records 
noted from your garden. Let us know if you find the online system preferable to submitting paper forms and we will update our records so that you do not 
receive unnecessary paperwork. You are free to switch between the paper and online systems at anytime (as long as you let us know), as both are equally 
valuable ways of sending in your observations.

Getting started with GBW Online

GBW Online is one of a number of internet-based surveys run by the BTO. In order to 
access GBW Online, you will first need to register as a user of the BTO Online Surveys 
system. If you are already registered with the BTO Online Surveys, then you should be 
able to gain access to GBW Online by entering your existing username and password 
when prompted.

You can access GBW Online from the GBW homepage (www.bto.org/gbw) by clicking 
on the green LOGIN button located towards the top left corner of the page. 
This will take you to the main login page.

If you are not already registered as an online user of BTO surveys then you 
should click on the REGISTER link which will take you through to a new page where you 
will be asked to enter a few details. Please enter all the details as requested, including 
your Garden BirdWatch number and postcode. It is these details that will be used 
to match you to your existing Garden BirdWatch record and enable you to view any 
observations that you may have already submitted on paper. Once you have entered 
the requested details, please click on the SUBMIT MY REGISTRATION button. 

On the page which opens next you will be able to modify or accept your username 
and add your own password. Please keep a note of these in a safe place. Click on the 
SUBMIT USER REGISTRATION button and you will be taken through to the BTO Online 
Surveys Homepage. From here you can access GBW Online by clicking on the large ‘GO’ 
button next to the project name. Please note: if you see a message next to the GBW 
project name that reads ‘You are not a GBW member’ then you have either entered 
an incorrect GBW number or postcode or we have not yet loaded your details onto the 
online system. It normally takes a week or so for new joiner information to be added to 
the online system after we send out your new joiner pack. 

After you have completed your registration, you will be able to access GBW Online 
as an existing user from the GBW homepage (www.bto.org/gbw) by clicking on 
the green LOGIN button located towards the top left corner of most of the Garden 
BirdWatch web pages. 

Tick the SAVE MY LOGIN WITH COOKIES option when entering your password to be 
logged in automatically next time you visit the site. If you are using a public-access 
machine in a library please do not use this option. If you experience any problems 
during this process please email web.support@bto.org or contact the Garden 
BirdWatch Team on 01842–750050 or via gbw@bto.org.
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Enter your username and 
password here if you are 
already registered as a user 
of BTO Online Surveys.

If you are new to BTO 
Online Surveys, click here  
to set up your username 
and password. You will 
need your GBW Number 
and postcode in order for 
us to match you up  
with your records.

Some common questions
How often should I enter my counts? We would like you to enter your counts regularly, 
ideally weekly. This allows us to incorporate your records into the analyses that happen 
each night, producing the latest figures in our results pages the next day.

How can I update my email address? You can do this by clicking on the MY DETAILS 
button on your GBW Data Home Page. Simply add your new email address in the box 
provided and click on the button to make the change. If it does not look as if it has been 
updated, click the refresh button (F5) on your keyboard.

I made a mistake in one of my count weeks, how can I correct this? GBW Online 
has a correction facility that allows you to correct mistakes on records entered within the 
last few weeks. From the GBW Data Home Page, use the VIEW MY COUNTS option to bring 
up the week you wish to correct. If it is recent enough for you to be allowed to correct 
it, you will find that the correction links appear below the table of observations. If there 
are no links then you will need to email web.support@bto.org, asking us to make the 
correction for you. There is also an option allowing you to delete an entire week.

Why can I only correct data entered recently? We have restricted the period over 
which records can be corrected to prevent any problems in the interpretation of historical 
data and to increase the speed of our overnight programs. 

Why is a whole quarter of my data missing from the system? We know that  
paper count forms may sometimes go astray in the post on their way to us. If you have 
a copy of any missing data, this can be sent to us. We will then load it during one of our 
regular data loads.

Why do I sometimes get asked for my Username and Password and not at other 
times? If, when you first logged in, you ticked the ‘remember my login on this machine’ 
box, you will have enabled a small bit of code (called a ‘cookie’) to hold your login details. 
Each time you access the system, it checks for this cookie and, if present, it will take you 
straight in. If you did not set up this option, or you have cleared out your cookies, then you 
will be asked to login. The cookie only lasts for 12 months.
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Instructions: using paper forms

Garden BirdWatch

Some common questions

Should I record birds seen in flight?  Because we are interested in birds that are using 

the resources that your garden provides, most birds seen in flight above your garden would 

not be recorded. There are some instances when a bird seen in flight will be using your 

garden and one of the best examples of this is when low-flying Swifts, Swallows and House 

Martins are hawking for insects. Often this happens in the evening or on a dull day, times 

when aerial insects are low to the ground. Use your commonsense and be consistent from 

one week to the next in the way that you record.

How I should I look after my paper forms? Over 5% of the completed count forms 

we receive do not pass through the scanner first time. You can help us by following these 

simple guidelines:
Check that you have marked the correct season and year.

• 

Only mark one box on each line. 

• 

Don’t use a pen that bleeds through to the other side of the form. 

• 

Only fold forms once, along the perforated line. 

• 

Do not write any notes on the form, use a Post-it note, stuck to the front of the 

• 

form, to record any notes or errors that need attention.

What should I do if I go away on holiday? If you go away on holiday then you simply 

leave blank the weeks on the paper recording form for when you are away. It is sensible 

to gradually reduce the amount of food you are putting out prior to your departure, so the 

birds have begun to find alternative sources of food before your food runs out.

Should I send in my form even it is very late? Yes. If your form arrives late and we 

cannot include it in the initial data load, we can always add it to a later one.

Can I try recording online but then switch back to paper forms if I find that I 

prefer using the paper forms? Yes, you can switch between the two methods very 

easily, just remember to let us know which you want to use. All of your records will be 

stored in the same place anyway.

The paper forms are a simple way of telling us about your garden wildlife. One form can be used to tell us about common garden birds, while the other can be 

used to tell us about less common birds and other forms of garden wildlife. From time to time we run other one-off surveys using similar paper forms and the 

following guidelines on how to complete and look after the forms will help you with these as well. 

Getting started with the paper forms The information collected on our paper forms will be read by a scanning machine, 

which detects the marks that you place in the boxes on the form. Consequently, care 

needs to be taken when completing the forms, as dirt, smudges or even erased pencil 

marks can confuse the scanner. Please look after your forms; they must be clean and 

flat for the machine to accept them. If a form becomes creased or dirty just ask us for 

another one.

Please look after your paper forms by following these guidelines:

Only place marks in the appropriate boxes.

• 

Do not write anything on the form except for your name and address, which 

• 

should be placed in the boxes provided.

You might find it useful to keep your observations in a notebook and then 

• 

transfer these to the form at the end of the week.

Do not attach anything to your form (especially staples) except for Post-it notes, 

• 

which are best attached to the front of the form next to your name and address.

When posting your count forms, please fold them carefully in half with a single 

• 

fold along the centre line, which is marked ‘fold here’. As protection against 

creasing you may wish to include a piece of card (that from a breakfast cereal 

packet works well) in with the form when you mail it back to us.

Please take care not to exceed the maximum weight or size for the stamp used, 

• 

as we have to pay a substantial surcharge on any underpaid postage.

You may find that an A5 envelope is the best size to use.

• 

Dealing with mistakes: It’s easy to make a mistake and mark an incorrect box.  

Don’t panic! Carefullly white out the entire incorrect box with correcting tape. If you do 

not have tape, or if many corrections are required, it is p
robably best to include a  

separate note of the corrections needed. We’ll do our best to sort the form out for you.

An example - entering your GBW number:

It is essential that you record your Garden BirdWatch number on every form, using 

the special box provided.

Mark the first digit of your Garden BirdWatch number by inking in the box under 

the appropriate digit in the line marked 1st digit, mark the second under the 

corresponding number in the line marked 2nd digit and so on. The number shown 

in the above example is ‘01459’.
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