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Bird Recorders

North East Area Recorder:
Andrew Green, 17 Cherrywood, HARLESTON, Norfolk IP20 9LP

Tel: 07766 900063 Email: andrew@waveney1.fsnet.co.uk

South East Area Recorder:
Scott Mayson, 8 St Edmunds Close, Springfields, WOODBRIDGE IP12 4UY

Tel: 01394 385595 Email: smsuffolkbirder@gmail.com

West Area Recorder:
Colin Jakes, 7 Maltwood Avenue, BURY ST EDMUNDS IP33 3XN

Tel: 01284 702215 colin@jakes.myzen.co.uk

24007 The Harrier No.169 v3_SR_The Harrier No.167 DECt 2011_SR  10/07/2012  12:30  Page 31

Prinect Color Editor
Page is color controlled with Prinect Color Editor 4.0.104Copyright 2010 Heidelberger Druckmaschinen AGhttp://www.heidelberg.comYou can view actual document colors and color spaces, with the free Color Editor (Viewer), a Plug-In from the Prinect PDF Toolbox. Please request a PDF Toolbox CD from your local Heidelberg office in order to install it on your computer.Applied Color Management Settings:Output Intent (Press Profile): ISOcoated_v2_eci.iccRGB Image:Profile: eciRGB.iccRendering Intent: PerceptualBlack Point Compensation: noRGB Graphic:Profile: eciRGB.iccRendering Intent: PerceptualBlack Point Compensation: noDevice Independent RGB/Lab Image:Rendering Intent: PerceptualBlack Point Compensation: noDevice Independent RGB/Lab Graphic:Rendering Intent: PerceptualBlack Point Compensation: noDevice Independent CMYK/Gray Image:Rendering Intent: PerceptualBlack Point Compensation: noDevice Independent CMYK/Gray Graphic:Rendering Intent: PerceptualBlack Point Compensation: noTurn R=G=B (Tolerance 0.5%) Graphic into Gray: yesTurn C=M=Y,K=0 (Tolerance 0.1%) Graphic into Gray: noCMM for overprinting CMYK graphic: yesGray Image: Apply CMYK Profile: noGray Graphic: Apply CMYK Profile: noTreat Calibrated RGB as Device RGB: noTreat Calibrated Gray as Device Gray: yesRemove embedded non-CMYK Profiles: noRemove embedded CMYK Profiles: yesApplied Miscellaneous Settings:Colors to knockout: noGray to knockout: noPure black to overprint: noTurn Overprint CMYK White to Knockout: yesTurn Overprinting Device Gray to K: yesCMYK Overprint mode: set to OPM1 if not setCreate "All" from 4x100% CMYK: yesDelete "All" Colors: noConvert "All" to K: no



Suffolk
Ornithologists’ Group

For birds & for birders

www.sogonline.org.uk

SOG Registered Charity No. 871446

Who we are
Founded in 1973 by a group of Suffolk birdwatchers

Associated with the Suffolk Naturalists’ Society

SOG remains an independent birding group and
is a registered charity

What we do
Networking

A voice for Suffolk birdwatchers

With established links to many naturalist
and conservation organisations

Media
Strong web presence – www.sogonline.org.uk

Active Twitter feed – @suffolkbirds1

Quarterly magazine – The Harrier

Annual review – Suffolk Birds report

Trips and talks
Extensive range (20+) of field trips
every year – ideal for novices or
experts and young or old alike

Opportunities to visit hot spots and receive 
practical ID tips in the field

Programme of talks and presentations – variety
of topics (county, national, or international) with 
quality speakers

Protecting birds
Provides a county-wide field force of bird
surveyors (100+)

Organises and promotes bird surveys

Inspires and undertakes conservation projects

Numerous achievements:

– Contributed to many species breeding 
successes (Peregrines, Barn Owls etc.)

– Undertakes monitoring

– Involvement on 
community and 
education projects

– Organises and hosts 
dawn chorus walks

– Assisted with fund-
raising for bird hides

– On-going participation in key bird surveys for
the BTO, such as BBS, the Bird Atlas and the 
recent Nightingale survey, plus studies for 
environmental waste companies etc.
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1THE  HARR I ER  – J u l y  2012

For on top of this region suffering drought1, to be
followed by ‘floods’ in May (both weather events
probably impacting negatively on this year’s bird
breeding season), it is reported that farmland
bird numbers have plummeted by 300 million
(50%) since 1980 across Europe2. Yet, while
Rome burns, all3 Defra could think of doing in the
way of ‘conservation’ was proposing spending up
to £375,000 on investigating a policy to destroy
Buzzard nests to appease the shooting fraternity.

I don’t make a habit of getting political, but . . .
No doubt the hunting and shooting pressure
group could argue (unfortunately legitimately I
might add) that species such as the Pheasant
and their ilk do actually indirectly contribute
millions4 of pounds to this region’s rural
economy, while the Buzzard merely negatively
contributes to this. True, but is the Buzzard’s
frankly marginal impact on a thriving business
sufficient justification for Defra attacking this
attractive species and one of the few to be
responding well5, in spite of the region’s
intensive farming methods? As a committed
ornithologist my answer, like many of you I hope,
is a resounding no.

Fortunately, because of the scale of the protest
(very reminiscent of the level of reaction to the

The

Harrier
Suffolk Ornithologists’ Group

July 2012 Magazine No.169

1 The drought officially ended with the removal of the hosepipe ban across Suffolk in June.  2 Source, the Pan-European Common Bird Monitoring
Scheme, cited in The Observer 27 May 2012, which noted that losses of British birds tended to be higher than elsewhere in the EU.
3 Admittedly a harsh verdict (but I got emotional over this issue) given that Defra annually spends over £400m on agri-environment schemes
with farmland birds as one priority target.  4 The 2010 Woodland Wealth Appraisal estimate suggested this contribution to the regional economy
was around £81 million p.a. for shooting and deer stalking. 5 Ironically this species was featured as a Bird Atlas success story.

Government instigated 2010 assault on the Forestry
Commission’s public forest estate – now safe-
guarded), Defra backed down this time – emphasis
on ‘this time’. Our job as birders ought to be to
see to it that they do so the next time as well,
when they come up with a similarly unenlightened
proposal – and they probably will. So keep sending
those Twitter messages and letters to Ministers,
MPs and councillors, or sign the petitions to
ensure that the ornithological community’s
voice continues to be heard – loud and clear!

Sadly these are troubling times for SOG’s
finances too. They are not as robust as we would
wish – which is why the current edition of the
Harrier is thinner and less colourful. But needs
must, for while membership is slowly recovering,
our costs are rising more steeply (both printing
cost and postage have risen significantly this
year). To offset these rises we have been
contemplating just producing PDF copies of this
magazine, that would help reduce our printing
and postage costs – so, if you’d be happy to view
your Harrier on screen only, just drop me a line.
But we expect most of you will prefer to stick
with having a hard copy – I certainly shall.

We also have a membership drive underway. To
this end we have produced a wholly new set of

Troubling times

These are troubling times indeed – not only a double-dip recession, with theprospect of yet tougher economic conditions to come, but there are increasingly
profound environmental problems too.
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Editor: In the last issue of the Harrier a small population of Suffolk coast Stone Curlews was mentioned. In this issue Mel
Kemp, Heathland Manager at Minsmere explains how the RSPB’s 16-year programme of work at this reserve brought this
coastal population back from the brink.

2 THE  HARR I ER  – J u l y  2012

6 Sadly these show panels are now reaching their ‘use by date’, so if anyone can donate some standard-sized panels to us we’d be very happy to
receive them.

Views expressed in The Harrier are not necessarily those of the
editor or the Suffolk Ornithologists’ Group

boards for our show panels6, plus a flyer and a
PowerPoint presentation, all designed to get our
message across more powerfully at community
events/exhibitions.

We have also begun to offer our services as bird
surveyors who can make biodiversity
recommendations to environmental waste
companies, in return for donations to SOG. Our
first project is just coming to an end and we’ve
already managed to save several pairs of
Skylarks from the gang mower!

All of this activity requires a great deal of time
and effort from an already stretched Council, all
of whom are striving to see to it that SOG thrives.
So we’re very eager to hear from any other
members prepared to help us out – manning
stands, hosting walks, conducting surveys and,
most vital of all, someone volunteering to serve
as Treasurer.

As a result of all of this heightened activity we’re
slowly capturing more membership dues,
receiving valuable charity donations and
benefitting from a modest survey income. To
such an extent that we’re hoping at least one of
the next two issues will be bigger and will again
feature a colour supplement.

So what of this Harrier? In #169, we open with
an interesting story revealing how the RSPB have
brought, through habitat restoration, the Suffolk
coastal population of Stone Curlews back from

the brink. Second up, Nick Moran of the BTO has
kindly provided us with the first of a series of
articles, which will include three tutorials,
introducing the up-rated BirdTrack facility and
showing how birders can usefully exploit it for
their own purposes. Next is a fascinating article
by David Tomlinson detailing his efforts to
encourage Tree Sparrows into his garden. Then
there are field reports, short articles on a wide
range of other topics, the AGM minutes, plus a
number of interesting news stories. So you can
see, while we might now be a little light on
colour, we remain heavy on content!

Because of pagination limitations #170 will be
featuring one story carried over from this edition
– nevertheless do keep your articles rolling, in as
this one story won’t be enough, but bear with
me while I wrestle with the ‘fallout’ triggered by
our present budget constraints.

Have a great summer, and let’s catch up again in
the autumn.

Roy Marsh asked to add:
I would like to pass on my own personal thanks
to all who took part in the Nightingale survey
this spring (Mick Wright tells me over 40
members assisted him). This was a very
important survey, and one that was well
supported – a big thank you to you all.

Phil Brown & Mel Kemp

How habitat
conversion restored 
the Stone Curlew to
the Suffolk coast

Although Stone Curlews had not
bred in the Minsmere area since

1969, this habitat conversion story
actually begins almost two decades
later in the 1980s when two parcels
of land, totalling almost 200 hectares
adjacent to the RSPB’s Minsmere
reserve, came onto the market. 
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3THE  HARR I ER  – J u l y  2012

The reserve’s management appreciated that if it
were possible to convert this land (plus several
smaller plots subsequently purchased in the early
noughties) into Stone Curlew-friendly heathland,
Minsmere could be substantially enlarged to
become a solid 650 hectares block of valuable
habitat (see aerial map below).

The conversion of this added 250 hectares of
arable fields into a mixture of heathland and acid
grassland is probably the largest single such
project yet undertaken in the UK.

First the history, then the science
Creating this beneficial habitat was not just a
matter of physical hard graft. First came some
mental graft – an examination of the land’s
history. When the legal records were examined
they indicated the land concerned had been
farmed since the 1840s, although archaeology
suggested that it might not have been heathland
since the 1750 programme of land enclosure.
This 250-year delay was problematic for the fact
is, the longer it had been farmed, the harder it
would be to restore the original heathland habitat.

Next came the science. Converting arable into a
more nature-friendly habitat required:

– suitable soil conditions
– a source of desired plant species seed
– appropriate vegetation management

In the 1990s scientists and students were
commissioned to carefully assess the RSPB’s
newly acquired fields and determine how
appropriate the soil actually was for conversion
to heathland, the composition of the seedbank
and to offer suggestions as to the type of
vegetation that could be established in the fields.

Dry heathland requires nutrient poor, acidic
free-draining soils. So agriculturally improved
soils are far from an ideal starting point as they
often prove to be excessively fertile, tend to
have a pH close to neutral and further, through
the process of repeatedly deep ploughing, the
residual heathland seedbed is steadily depleted
so that the growth of undesirable1 annuals is,
in effect, encouraged.

The examination of the new fields found the
soil’s phosphorous levels to be high, while the
heathland seedbed was virtually non-existent.
As a consequence the options open to the RSPB
team were limited. Topsoil stripping was deemed
unlikely to be effective. Deep ploughing was
adjudged unlikely to resolve matters either.
And growing crops to steadily deplete the soil’s
fertility, though a possible route (involving adding
ammonium sulphate to improve the soil’s
acidity), research indicated it was likely to take
about 80 years before heathland natural
regeneration would be possible – which was
far too long a timeframe.

In the course of the examination, and as a result
of several trials, it also became apparent that the
ambition to create solely heather heathland was
not only unduly optimistic, but also likely to be
expensive, somewhat impractical and, in the
meantime, the decline of the coastal Stone
Curlews had emerged as a priority issue as well.
Accordingly the RSPB adjusted its goals to aim at
creating a combination of 80% dry acid grassland
and around 20% heather heath – the latter being
largely confined to the field’s previous margins

The three additional areas expanded Minsmere to 1000ha

1 Undesirable in so far as such annuals are more vigorous than the slow-growing grasses, ‘forbs’ and dwarf shrubs that characterise heathland and
acidic grasslands.

A

B

C
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4 THE  HARR I ER  – J u l y  2012

where the soils tended to be sandier, stonier and
thus drier and thereby constituting perfect
conditions for creating a heathland habitat.

The team also decided that, by adding elemental
sulphur, the soil’s pH could be reduced below a
neutral 7 (i.e. rendering it more acidic) whilst,
through provision of bracken litter containing
heathland seeds and spores, the seedbed could
be topped up too. A series of trials was then
undertaken to test out different recipes of
sulphur, bracken and woodchip. These trials
duly indicated that the best application of
sulphur would be around 4 tonnes per hectare,
accompanied by a mixture of bracken litter
and other heather detritus.

The process of kick-starting the natural
regeneration of the heath and grassland was
undertaken in three phases, starting in 1996 with
the northern arable parcel (A). Next, in 2000,
work began to stimulate acidic grassland growth
on the southern parcel of land (B), with the
smaller Mount Pleasant parcel (C) being tackled
from 2004. Through a combination of natural

regeneration and intervention the desired grass
and heath plants began to appear soon after the
reversion works began.

Not just chemistry, but animal husbandry too
But it was not to be a matter of chemistry alone.
It emerged that a deal of animal husbandry
would also be required.

Red Deer were already happily grazing the area
– but they alone were not sufficient to create the
vital sward conditions. So the RSPB summoned
the Suffolk Wildlife Trust’s ‘flying flock’ of sheep –
once the poisonous ragwort was under control.
But even together these two species were not
enough to create the right conditions. It turned
out that the key to securing the 2cm grass sward
beloved of breeding Stone Curlews was the

Applying heather litter – Autumn 2005

Early growth of heather on ‘North Arable’ (A), 2003

Grazing by a combination of different species is vital

Acid grassland on ‘North Arable’ (A), largely through
natural regeneration, 2008 
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5THE  HARR I ER  – J u l y  2012

Rabbit. But there weren’t enough in the area so,
unusually, the RSPB had to find a way to lure
them back. Mounds of cut gorse (‘brash piles’), a
by-product of heathland management, were
placed in the centre of the various fields to act as
cover and to encourage rabbits to occupy the site
and burrow beneath it. This in time they did and
the sward target height began to be met.

In addition to getting the ground conditions into
the right state, the food supply for the ‘Stonies’
had to be secured as well. Sampling showed
there was abundant ground beetle prey for Stone
Curlews on the fields, and that soil acidification
did not unduly reduce the biomass of soil
macroinvertebrates (chiefly earthworms). 

Did these changes
impact on the
Stone Curlews?
So all of the
conditions for the
Stone Curlews
were now in place.
They duly re-
appeared2 during
the 2002-breeding
season. But it was
not until 2003 that
the first nesting attempt took place on the
northern parcel (A). In 2004 this same pair
made three nesting attempts on this area and
managed to fledge two young. Their attempts
in 2005 were unsuccessful but, in 2006, two
nesting attempts led to four fledged young.

Thereafter more pairs have arrived on both the
northern and southern areas (so that by 2011
the total number of pairs was up to nine), with
the number of nesting attempts increasing
commensurately. In addition to the habitat
creation efforts, the RSPB have protected nests
from foxes and accidental trampling of deer and
sheep by using electric fencing.

By 2011 up to nine young were fledged on the
RSPB landholding – i.e. one per pair. This translates
into a healthy productivity of 1.0, where a mere
0.7 will ensure population growth. So there is
every reason to believe the Suffolk coastal
population may now have turned the corner.

On the adjacent non-RSPB landholdings there
have been additional pairs nesting over the latter
stages of this project too (three in 2011 – the
other two in the table above also nested on the
RSPB landholding), but their breeding success has
fluctuated and almost consistently, been much
lower than that of the Minsmere nesting birds.

So what of the prospects?
Because of their productivity, “brilliant” was the
word used by Mel Kemp in answer to this
question, as double-broods are often possible on
open habitats such as the arable reversion

2 They had previously been recorded during the 1995-breeding season.

Brash piles to encourage Rabbits

Year Pairs Pairs Total Nesting Fledged Chicks
– Non RSPB – RSPB pairs attempts young per pair

– coast – coast – coast

2003 4 1 5 7 3 0.6
2004 5 1 6 12 2 0.3
2005 5 1 6 10 1 0.2
2006 6 1 7 13 6 0.9
2007 4 2 6 11 12 2.0
2008 5 3 8 11 6 0.8
2009 2 5 7 12 9 1.3
2010 2 8 10 17 10 1.0
2011 5 9 12 23 10 0.8

A ringed adult Stonie returns
to Minsmere – demonstrating
site fidelity
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point from which a nesting pair can be viewed.
So let’s hope for a favourable 2012 breeding
season and then savour the prospect of this
exciting viewing opportunity in 2013.

6 THE  HARR I ER  – J u l y  2012

project area. However, in and around nature
reserves, human disturbance can be a problem,
so it is ironic that whilst productivity may be
lower on agricultural land (as crop growth often
militates against the opportunity for a second
brood) they are so much less susceptible to
disturbance. Stone Curlew’s long-term future, as
it is in the Brecks too, probably lies in encouraging
them to nest on semi-natural grassland where
they have higher productivity, but backed up by
funding from Government sources such as
Environmental Stewardship.

Meantime, once any of the Minsmere birds oblige
by settling in a good spot and appear to be capable
of habituating to visitor presence, the Reserve’s
team is hoping to set up a temporary viewing

Nick Moran

BirdTrack: What is
it and why should
I use it?

Although BirdTrack has been on the
scene since 2004 (or 2002, if you

include its predecessor, Migration Watch),
it is continually being developed. Lately it
has undergone a makeover that enhances
its performance and increases its value
to users. Yet, in some quarters at least,
it is still something of a best-kept secret.

In this short series of articles for The Harrier, I aim
to bring BirdTrack to the forefront of the minds of
SOG members by covering a selection of the ‘best
bits’ of its functionality, give some ‘how to use’
guidance in the form of three tutorials and
thereby I hope to inspire you to get as hooked on
using the system as I am!

This introductory piece outlines the general goals
of BirdTrack, provides some specific examples of
how the data are used in conservation science,
and explains the value of increasing the volume
of data submitted to BirdTrack.

BirdTrack background
BirdTrack has the underlying scientific goal of
collecting data on migration movements and
distributions of birds throughout Britain and
Ireland. It thereby supports species conservation
at the local, regional, national and international
scales. As a free online bird recording system,

Stop press Mel tells me they again have nine nesting
Stone Curlews this year – so perhaps there will be a
viewing area by the time this article is published?

Editor: I have to admit that the above is a somewhat
simplified review of what was in reality a much more
complex and thorough scientific investigation into the
development of arable fields to secure the natural
regeneration of species-rich, acid grassland. For those of
you wishing to read about this project in more detail Mel
recommends you look at the following paper: M. Ausden,
M. Allison, P. Bradley, M. Coates, M. Kemp and N. Phillips
‘Increasing the resilience of our lowland dry heaths and
acid grasslands’, British Wildlife #22, pp101 – 109, 2010.

Editor: When Roy Marsh and I attended the BTO’s regional Birdwatcher’s Conference in mid-April we were both impressed
by Nick Moran’s reveal of their up-rated BirdTrack service. Here, in the first of a series of articles, Nick (who is the BTO’s
BirdTrack Organiser) brings us up to speed with Bird Track’s role and value.
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* Complete lists will be explained in ‘What can BirdTrack do for me? [Tutorial #I]’ in the September issue of the Harrier.
1 Like BirdTrack, this survey collected migration data from around the UK. Should you like to learn more about this pre-computer project then you
can refer to this document: http://www.bto.org/survey/special/iop/index.htm

The precise way BirdTrack records are used
obviously depends on the nature of the question
being addressed. Bird Atlas 2007–11 uses
BirdTrack records from sites defined at the 10km
square resolution (or finer), for example, whilst
local atlases require sites to be defined as tetrads
or 1km squares. Where BirdTrack data are used to
help inform population estimates, the highest
total count of a species on a particular date is
used, rather than a cumulative total of all counts
made on that date.

Increased volume of records improves its value
The real power of BirdTrack data comes from its
volume. Thus there are obvious benefits to be
derived from more observers ‘BirdTracking’ their
records for atlases and local bird reports. Perhaps
the best illustration of the value of lots of data
can be seen in the reporting rates (the proportion
of complete lists featuring a certain species)? For
example, compare the reporting rates of Sand
Martin from Britain & Ireland with those for the
East of England: 

The more acute and frequent peaks and troughs
in the data for the East of England (note the light
grey line above) highlights the simple fact that
more is better when it comes to data quantity!
The more observers submitting complete lists to
BirdTrack, the greater the number of species –
and the smaller the geographic area – for which
reliable reporting rates can be produced, which in
turn, can only improve our understanding of both
bird migration and distributions.

the functionality BirdTrack offers birders, local
bird recorders and the wider interested public
has been developed with the needs of all these
groups in mind.

BirdTrack roles
i. Migration
A key role of BirdTrack is to monitor the timing
and duration of migration, by analysing the
presence or absence of each species on complete
lists* over the course of each year. On-going
research to compare BirdTrack records with data
collected during the Inland Observation Points
Survey1 of the 1960s is already beginning to
reveal some marked changes in this area over
the last 50 years. 

ii. Species status
BirdTrack records have also proved valuable to
recent status reviews of a number of species.
Although the status of our most numerous species
are well understood from large-scale monitoring
schemes such as the Breeding Bird Survey, Wetland
Bird Survey (WeBS) and Bird Atlas 2007–11,
BirdTrack records can add a great deal of
information for the next ‘tier’ of scarcer species.

For example, BirdTrack records made a significant
contribution to a recent paper estimating the
number of Bitterns in the UK (Wotton et al.,
2011). During the harsh winters of 2009/10 and
2010/11, when Bitterns dispersed more widely
than usual, the broad geographical cover of the
BirdTrack records proved invaluable. They were
also beneficial for a recent update of Waterbird
Population Estimates. Normally these are largely
based on WeBS data, but here benefitted from
BirdTrack data as it allowed the authors to
ascertain if WeBS overlooked any key areas for
scarce species such as Ruff, Smew and Snow
Goose (Musgrove et al., 2011). The Rare Breeding
Birds Panel annually reports the populations of a
suite of the scarcest breeding species; BirdTrack
records are available for this purpose too, via the
county bird recorder network. Increasingly,
BirdTrack data is also contributing to local-level
data requests for conservation and research uses.
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David Tomlinson

Tree Sparrows –
encouraging a
scarce species

There’s something irresistibly charmingabout the dapper Tree Sparrow. I expect
many birdwatchers of my age took Tree
Sparrows more or less for granted up
until the 1970s, when they were still
common and widespread, and were a
bird you expected to see on most outings.

Then came the population crash and suddenly a
once familiar species became a minor rarity, one
you were always pleased to see, and made a
note of when you did so.

First sightings
I moved to Suffolk from Kent in October 2004.
During the following 12 months not a single
member of the genus Passer was seen here at
Bowbeck (on the edge of the 10,000-acre Euston
estate), but then on 21st October 2005 a single
Tree Sparrow alighted on one of my garden
feeders. I was delighted, and I even managed to

get a couple of reasonable photographs, but the
bird only stayed for half an hour and wasn’t seen
again. It was nearly three years before the next
record, on 5th October 2008, but again the single
bird only paused briefly.

However, on 20th October 2009 the pair of Tree
Sparrows that arrived must have liked what they
found, for this time they remained all winter, and
I saw them regularly, if not daily. Encouragingly,
their numbers increased to four in January, and I
continued to record them into March, when they
disappeared.

Numbers grow
On 20th October 2010 I was looking out for the
Tree Sparrows once again, and sure enough they
arrived exactly on cue. This time numbers soon
started to build up, with eight individuals in early
November. By late February I reckoned that at

BirdTrack is organised by the BTO, on behalf of the BTO, the Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), BirdWatch Ireland and the
Scottish Ornithologists’ Club.
The Breeding Bird Survey is run by the BTO and is jointly funded by
BTO, the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and the RSPB.
The Wetland Bird Survey is a partnership between the BTO, the RSPB
and the JNCC in association with the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust.

So there is real value in you supplying BirdTrack
with more data. Next time I’ll drill down into
BirdTrack and look at adding records (see flow-
chart right) and then, subsequently, I’ll show
you how you can use these records for your
own purposes!

Data
Home

RRoving Record C

C

R

L Create
new site

LCasual Record / Species List

yes no

existing site?

C L
select your site
from dropdown

enter record details
and submit

enter record details
and submit

SHIFT+CLICK
on map

select your site
from dropdown

enter record details
and submit

or

or
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least 15 birds were coming to one of my feeding
stations – set up in the hedge at the far end of
our field, but easily viewable with a telescope
from the house. This particular feeding station
has proved to be their favourite, and last winter
I encouraged them there by feeding a special
Tree Sparrow mixture of canary seed and millet,
which Joe Reed from Lackford gave me. This was
part of a sponsorship project with the D’Oyly
Carte Charitable Trust. Unlike the previous winter,
I saw them daily, but wasn’t able to note their
exact date of departure as I was away in Cyprus
at the end of March.

A second trip to Cyprus in October meant I would
be away on the 20th, so I was a little worried I
wouldn’t be able to note the sparrows arrival, if
indeed they decided to return. Fortunately there
was no need for such concern, as the first
sparrow turned up 11 days early, on the 9th.
Unlike the previous winter, numbers were slow
to build up, and it wasn’t until the freeze of late
January that double figures were reached.
Counting was difficult, as they are active little
birds, but numbers peaked at around 25
individuals in late February.

Intriguingly, I covered much of the surrounding
farmland for my BTO Atlas survey work, but
failed to see a single Tree Sparrow away from
my feeders. I’m pretty sure that no one else has
seen or reported my birds, which makes me
suspect that there must be a number of
unreported flocks in this part of West Suffolk. 

Feeding
Though I continue to feed a canary seed/millet
mix (available from Trevor Kerridge at £15 for
a 20 kilo sack), I find my sparrows are equally
happy with a cheap, basic wildbird mix I buy
from CWG in Bury. A mixture of Wood Pigeons,
Pheasants, Yellowhammers and both Red-legged
and Grey Partridges eagerly consumes the seed
the sparrows spill. The sparrows are also very
wasteful with the canary seed, dropping as much
as they eat. My feeders closer to the house are
filled with a far superior wildbird mixture from

Jacobi Jayne (mainly black Sunflower hearts);
though the sparrows make occasional visits for a
change of diet, they much prefer the more rural
hedgerow feeder, even if the food isn’t as good.

Many Tree Sparrows have been ringed in West
Suffolk (most notably at Lackford and Ampton).
Patrick Barker made two determined attempts
to catch and ring the sparrows here. The first
effort, in February, produced a bag of 60 birds
of a variety of species, but only one Tree Sparrow
was caught and ringed. They are notoriously
difficult to net; a second attempt two weeks later
also resulted in a single sparrow being ringed.

Nesting
As usual, the wintering flock dispersed at the
end of March (where do they go?), but one pair
has remained to nest in a Schwegler box in the
garden. Intriguingly, the cock carries a ring, so
presumably it is one of the two birds ringed
here. It would be great to establish a colony
at Bowbeck – I now have numerous Schwegler
boxes in place – but at least one pair is a start. 

Editor: I think David’s suspicion that Tree Sparrows are furtive is right. They are easily overlooked, as I too failed to log any
while surveying around Dalham for the Bird Atlas. Yet earlier this year, whilst birding the patch with fellow SOG member
John Owen, we quickly located a flock of 30+ Tree Sparrows on the edge of the village.
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