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Happy New Year! Let’s hope that 2013 brings better 
weather than last year. Our garden bird populations 
have shown very rapidly the impact of the poor 

conditions in summer and autumn 2012, as revealed by 
British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) results. Seed and nut 
crops are down in many parts of the countryside and birds 
that exploit these food resources are moving to gardens, 
often in large numbers, to supplement their 
diets with the offerings at our feeder stations.

BTO Garden BirdWatch (GBW) results 
for October 2012 indicated that Siskins and 
Bramblings were 21 and seven times more 
abundant, respectively, in West Midlands 
gardens than in the previous three Octobers. 
Both of these species normally show up 
in gardens at the end of the winter, when 
the food supplies of the countryside are 
depleted, so their influx into gardens was 
unusually early. 

Other seed and nut-eating birds that 
exhibited an October jump in numbers 
in the region’s gardens compared with 
previous years were Nuthatch, Great Spotted 
Woodpecker and Chaffinch, all of which 
roughly doubled. Nuthatch, Jay and Coal 
Tit have in common that all store food in 
autumn - a behaviour called “caching” - for use later 
in the winter. In UK gardens as a whole, all three 
doubled in numbers last autumn compared with the 
same period in previous years, suggesting a dearth of 
available food to store in the wider countryside.

Berry crops have also suffered in many areas 
of the country this autumn and winter, leading to 
October increases in Redwings, Blackcaps, Fieldfares, 
Woodpigeons, Blackbirds and Mistle Thrushes 
feasting on the variety of fruits and berries produced 
by native and non-native shrubs and trees in our 
gardens. This trend has been less pronounced in the 
West Midlands with marked jumps in numbers only 
in Fieldfare (four times as many as usual last October), 
Blackcap (a 50% increase) and Woodpigeon (a slight 
increase). You can help to sustain these species, and 
other berry and fruit eaters, as the resources of the 
countryside are depleted by providing apples and 
pears in your garden - windfalls are ideal.

Another impact on garden ecology of the shortage 
of berries, seeds and nuts in the countryside has been 
an increase in the numbers of Grey Squirrels moving 
to gardens. GBW observers have reported a one-third 
increase in early winter 2012 compared with recent 
years. Squirrels, unlike many other small mammals, 
do not hibernate and will be competing with birds 
for the contents of your bird feeders. Keep bird food 
supplies topped up and, if you wish, take measures to 
deter squirrel depredations at your feeding stations. (I 
will suggest ways of doing this in a future article.)

Look out for these changes in bird abundance in 
your garden and add a new species to your garden list! 
If you would like to be one of the GBW participants 
who enable us to detect fascinating trends like the 
2012 October population changes, see below for 
information on taking part.

John Arnfield

Birdlife in your Garden

Check out Chaffinch flocks in your garden for the less common 
Brambling, a species that was seven times more abundant in West 
Midlands gardens in autumn 2012 as a result of seed shortages in 
the countryside (Photo: John Harding, BTO Library)

Fieldfares were present in our region at four times the normal numbers 
at the beginning of this winter due to berry shortages resulting from last 
summer’s inclement weather (Photo: John Harding, BTO Library)

The author is BTO Ambassador for the GBW scheme 
in southern Shropshire and is available to speak to local 
organisations on GBW, as well as answering questions on 
garden birds and feeding. If you would like to contribute to the 
BTO’s ground-breaking surveys of garden bird numbers, please 
contact John on (01694) 724 170 or at arnfield.2@osu.edu
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