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1. Introduction

Many a book has concerned itself with Britain’s birds or the birds of Britain and Ireland, and there is a well-established tradition of publishing works on the birds of Scotland (Gray 1871, Baxter & Rintoul 1953, Thom 1986), Ireland (Ussher & Warren 1900, Kennedy et al. 1954, Hutchinson 1989) and the Isle of Man (Ralfe 1905, Madoc 1934). Birds in Wales (Lovegrove et al. 1994) is the latest treatise to celebrate the avifauna of one of the constituent countries of these islands. Yet never before has a book been published on birds in England; the one book which carried the title Birds in England (Nicholson 1926) concerned itself largely with bird protection and had amongst its subject matter an essay on the British List!

We find this surprising, given the burgeoning interest in birds and bird watching in this country. Perhaps potential authors feel the subject matter is already familiar enough to anyone who might be interested. Perhaps they imagine that there is little to celebrate in their own avifauna, that too much has been destroyed, that much of the interest is confined to a small number of well-known sites and that, in any case, the really outstanding parts of Britain are found in its more distant and remote parts, away from England. Another explanation might involve notions of nationhood. Whilst many find it natural enough to think in terms of the birds of Ireland, Wales or Scotland, it appears that England, for no logical reason, is seen as less distinct from the wider contexts of Britain, the United Kingdom or the British Isles, to the point where these geographical entities are frequently, but incorrectly, used interchangeably. On the other hand, the plethora of county avifaunas is testimony to a well-established tradition of writing on a much smaller scale. We, however, have felt compelled to write about birds in England. And whilst we cannot ignore the tremendous damage wrought by man on birds and their habitats in this country, our primary wish has been to celebrate the English avifauna.

We believe it to be exceptionally rich and diverse, outstanding not only in the context of Britain but also in international terms. We have tried to identify and highlight the truly outstanding elements of our native avifauna in the hope that others will come to share our view. We have attempted to define the character of the English avifauna. Inevitably, we have dwelt on those aspects of birds and birdwatching in England that most excite us. The majority of bird species in England are visitors; the country is a melting pot for migrants and vagrants from all parts of the globe and, as their appearance here is affected to a greater or lesser degree by the weather, it has a large unpredictable element. Occasionally, the arrival of visitors occurs on such a scale that it constitutes a memorable event. We believe such events are as much a characteristic of the English avifauna as the country’s internationally important seabird colonies and its throngs of migratory waterbirds. Birdwatching in England can be a year-round experience and, for resident birdwatcher and visitor alike, this book offers a selection of English birding experiences which, in our opinion at least, should not be missed.

Next we take a journey through the main habitats used by birds in England. We have tried to identify those of most importance to birds, charting the gains and losses in both extent and quality of those habitats, and reflecting on how changes in their management have affected the birds that depend on them. We have highlighted the action required to restore damaged and degraded areas and to maximise their suitability for birds. We go on to describe the distribution of bird habitats and identify those areas which are of outstanding importance in an international context. Factors as diverse as illegal killing, pollution, changes in the management of our uplands, meadows, pastures and arable fields, the use of water resources, mineral deposits and our surrounding seas have each had profound effects on our avifauna: we examine how these and other factors have influenced the birds in each bird habitat. We have attempted to identify future threats and opportunities, and indicated areas where change is required in order to create a brighter future for birds in England.

The bulk of this book is a series of single-species accounts. We have found it entirely impossible to do justice to the amount of information available for each species: this would be difficult even in a book many times this size. We have thus had some difficult decisions to take. We have placed greatest emphasis on species formally regarded as of conservation concern in the United Kingdom (Gregory et al. 2002). Those of greatest conservation concern appear on the “Red” list and have received the fullest treatment in our book. We have provided texts of intermediate length for species of medium concern on the “Amber” list and birds whose English populations have increased markedly in historic times, for such changes are often well-documented and fascinating. We have provided comparatively brief accounts for species whose population status has changed the least, if at all, over the last two hundred years or so. We have also provided brief accounts for species which occur only as scarce migrants or vagrants. We freely admit, however, that we have deviated from these broad rules of thumb wherever we have found particularly interesting information or where we have simply indulged our passion for a particular species. Each of the accounts deals strictly with the status of birds in England. We have placed the English population of all breeding and regularly-occurring non-breeding species in context with both their British and wider European populations. We describe the birds’ current distribution and detail any changes which may have taken place in range or numbers over the last 150 years or so. We highlight the main factors thought to be responsible for change and suggest steps which could be taken to conserve each species.

Throughout, we have tried to be positive and to emphasise change for the better. We have certainly highlighted the major success stories, where conservation funds have been deployed effectively and have reversed population declines in some of our most threatened species. Yet we cannot pretend that all is well. For although there may now be more regular breeding species in England than at any time since the seventeenth century, over the greater part of England there have probably never been fewer individual birds than at present. We appear to be witnessing the final stages in the transformation of many species from much-loved and familiar birds of every garden, field and hedgerow to relatively scarce and range-restricted species, increasingly confined to areas managed specifically for them. Recent trends suggest a worrying convergence in the population sizes of once-numerous but rapidly declining species and some of the once-rare but now increasing species. A generation has already grown up in the belief that near-silent fields and the scarcity of birds such as Lapwings, Turtle Doves, Tree Sparrows and Corn Buntings over much of our farmland are the norm. When the fathers of the present generation were young, these birds were more or less abundant on farmland throughout the country, to the extent that they were part of the very fabric of the farmed landscape. Their grandfathers might well have annually harvested hundreds of Lapwings’ eggs to help feed the family. Not surprisingly, most of us are unable to appreciate what bird life must have been like in seventeenth century England, particularly in the great wetlands which once so characterised this country and where Ospreys, Cranes and Black Terns abounded, or on the chalky downs and sandy brecks where Great Bustards roamed. What is truly shocking, however, is that few of us can scarcely imagine the England of just 60 years ago, when Corncrakes called monotonously from damp fields and meadows, Wrynecks sang in orchards, copses and woodlands, and Red-backed Shrikes rattled from posts and scrub in weedy field corners and on heaths and downs across the country.

That we are able to gain at least some appreciation of the bird life of England in former times owes much to the long tradition amongst English naturalists of publishing their observations, notably in journals such as Ibis, The Zoologist and British Birds and, latterly, in Birding World, Birdwatch and Birdwatching Each English county and many smaller political or geographical entities produces an annual bird report, and each has at least one and often three or more county avifaunas, each a treasure trove of information about the birds in their chosen area. Several individuals and organisations, notably BTO, WWT, RSPB and the statutory nature conservation agencies have, since the early days of the last century, organised specific surveys to coordinate amateur and professional survey and recording effort, and a variety of monitoring schemes have provided detailed information on relative changes in bird numbers since the early 1960s. Knowledge of spatial and temporal change amongst the English avifauna is thus probably unrivalled by that anywhere else in the world. We hope that this book serves as a worthy tribute to the efforts of all those ornithologists, birders and birdwatchers who have committed their observations to paper, no matter how small and apparently insignificant their contributions might have seemed at the time.

We hope that it also does justice to, and helps us celebrate, the richness and diversity of the English avifauna and assists our recognition of the shocking reality of what has been lost and of what needs to be done to reconstruct our countryside, for to allow current population trends amongst many of our more abundant birds to continue would be nothing short of a national disgrace. Two key challenges face us. We must restore the range and numbers of the scarce and range-restricted species, typically by reversing the fragmentation of the semi-natural habitats on which they depend. We must also improve the management of the farmland, woodland and wetland areas between our nature reserves and protected sites in order to stem the decline of birds which should be widespread and abundant. In short, we must restore wildlife-rich landscapes across England and all learn to coexist peacefully and in a sustainable manner with our birds and other wildlife. The British Government has signalled its interest and has selected an index of wild bird populations as one of its measures of the sustainability of lifestyles and of the general quality of life of the nation (Anon. 1999). Our failures and our successes will, from now on, be apparent to all.


2. The composition and character of the English avifauna

2.1 A global context

A total of 543 bird species has been recorded in England. Yet a cursory glance might suggest its avifauna is unremarkable. Certainly, it hosts relatively few species compared to many other countries: about 850 species have been found in both Costa Rica, just two-fifths the size of England, and in land-locked Nepal, a country about the same size as England. About 1,000 species have been recorded in Uganda and over 1,600 in Ecuador, both countries just over twice the size of England. Colombia and Peru, both considerably larger, tropical countries, each host the astonishing total of 1,800 or more species. No species is endemic to England and none of the world’s 2,561 restricted-range species (Stattersfield et al. 1998) regularly occurs in England. There are no recognised endemic bird areas within England, nor does any part of England form part of an endemic bird area (Stattersfield et al. 1998). Though eleven of the world’s ‘Globally Threatened’ species, ten of its ‘Near-threatened’ species, a ‘Data-deficient’ species and a species of ‘Least Concern’ (Birdlife International 2000) have been recorded in England (Table 2.1), most of them occur here only as vagrants. Six of these species occur (or have occurred) in England on an annual basis as more than just occasional visitors. A small, though perhaps significant, proportion of the world’s Aquatic Warbler population passes through southern English wetlands in autumn. Balearic Shearwaters are regular visitors to English waters, especially to the western English Channel in late summer and autumn. Whilst Ferruginous Ducks are now annual visitors, total numbers remain small and some individuals may even be birds which have escaped from captivity. The remaining three species were all once more widespread and bred regularly in England. Corncrakes were once numerous breeding birds but are now, at best, irregular breeders. White-tailed Eagles occur irregularly on passage and, in recent years, an increasing number have overwintered in England. Great Bustards are now extremely rare vagrants.

Table 2.1 The occurrence of globally threatened and near-threatened species in England



	Species
	Global Threat Status
	Global Threat Category
	Status in England



	Black-browed Albatross
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant



	Zino’s/Fea’s Petrel*
	Globally Threatened/
	Critical
	Vagrant



	   
	    Near-threatened
	   
	   



	Black-capped Petrel
	Globally threatened
	Endangered
	Vagrant



	Balearic Shearwater
	Near-threatened
	   
	Scarce passage migrant



	Lesser White-fronted Goose
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Vagrant



	Red-breasted Goose
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Vagrant



	Ferruginous Duck
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant/Rare non-breeding visitor



	Steller’s Eider
	Least Concern
	   
	Vagrant



	White-tailed Eagle
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant & former breeder



	Pallid Harrier
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant



	Greater Spotted Eagle
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Vagrant



	Lesser Kestrel
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Vagrant



	Corncrake
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Formerly widespread; now scarce



	   
	   
	   
	migrant & irregular breeder



	Little Bustard
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant



	Macqueen’s Bustard
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant



	Great Bustard
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Vagrant & former breeder



	Black-winged Pratincole
	Data Deficient
	   
	Vagrant



	Sociable Plover
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Vagrant



	Buff-breasted Sandpiper
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant



	Great Snipe
	Near-threatened
	   
	Vagrant



	Eskimo Curlew
	Globally threatened
	Critical
	Vagrant



	Slender-billed Curlew
	Globally threatened
	Critical
	Vagrant



	Aquatic Warbler
	Globally threatened
	Vulnerable
	Regular passage migrant




Note:   * BBRC is of the view that it is not currently possible to assign sight records of birds at sea to either the globally threatened P. madeira or to the more numerous but still near-threatened P. feae

Source:   Birdlife International (2000).

This overview paints a bleak and essentially misleading picture of the English avifauna. England actually supports a remarkable diversity of species. It has hosted about 60% of the 890 or so species recorded in the western Palearctic, the zoogeographical region which includes England. It has hosted more than the 360 or so species recorded in Cuba, a similar-sized island nation in the Caribbean and many more than the 260 species recorded on Madagascar, the 320 recorded in New Zealand and nearly as many as have been found in Japan, all island nations, that are, respectively, four and a half, twice and three times the size of England. The number of bird species recorded in England actually compares favourably with the 1,000 or so recorded in Argentina, at twenty-one times the size of England, the 800 recorded in the whole of Australia, about 57 times the size of England, and the 920 species recorded in the whole of continental North America, nearly 150 times the size of England. This diversity owes much to the close juxtaposition of several quite distinct habitats, each supporting a more-or-less distinct avifauna (see Chapter 3). An important factor influencing the recorded diversity of bird species found in England, however, is the fact that England is probably home to a greater number of birdwatchers per unit area than anywhere else on earth. Rare birds are thus much more likely to be detected here than elsewhere and, as a result, our knowledge of the English avifauna is probably more detailed than for any other area of comparable size.

2.2 Composition, origins and some gross changes in the English avifauna

Most of our familiar bird species are either present throughout the year or are summer or winter visitors. The majority of species on the English list, however, are regular passage migrants, occasional visitors or extremely rare vagrants, originating from all parts of the world (Table 2.2 and Figure 2.1). Remarkably, the total of 543 species recorded in a wild state or with naturalised introduced populations in England, is just 21 species short of the total number recorded in the whole of Britain by the end of 2000 (Table 2.3) and just eight additional species have been found only in either the Isle of Man (Magnificent Frigatebird) or Ireland (Hooded Merganser, Bald Eagle, Griffon Vulture, Elegant Tern, Northern Flicker, Grey Catbird and Fox Sparrow). Sixty-two species have been recorded in England but have not yet been found elsewhere in Britain, although thirteen of these have been recorded in Ireland (Table 2.4). The differences between country tallies are accounted for by the occurrence of vagrants, with the exception of Scottish Crossbill, a bird that is endemic to Scotland. Finally, 236 species regularly breed or winter in England, more than in Wales, Scotland or Ireland and comprising almost 94% of the species which regularly do so in Britain and Ireland (Table 2.5).

Table 2.2 The composition of the English avifauna



	Category
	Total



	 
	species



	Total recorded in England
	543  



	Regularly breeding and/or overwintering in England
	236  



	Regularly breeding in England
	193  



	Regularly breeding but not usually overwintering in England
	47



	Regularly wintering in England
	189  



	Regularly wintering but not breeding in England
	44



	Having self-sustaining breeding populations as a result of escapes or intentional releases from captivity (Table 2.11)
	10



	Having breeding populations which have been augmented or re-established through releases by man (Table 2.10)
	  9



	Regular migrants but not usually breeding or overwintering in England
	58



	Recorded just once in England
	44



	Having 2–10 records in England
	82



	Having 11–300 records in England
	127  



	Originating in the Americas
	100  



	Originating in the high Arctic
	54



	Originating in the central and eastern Palearctic
	83



	Originating in India, south-east Asia, Indonesia, Philippines, Wallacea or Australasia
	60



	Originating in the tropical and southern oceans
	35



	Originating in Africa south of the Sahara
	133  



	Originating in northern and north-central Eurasia
	170  



	Originating in southern, central and eastern Europe, north Africa or the Middle East
	146  



	Known to have become extinct as regular breeding birds in England since 1600 (Table 2.6)
	11



	Regained as regular breeding birds after previous loss (Table 2.8)
	17



	Gained as regular breeding birds through natural means since 1600 (Table 2.7)
	15



	Have attempted to breed on at least one occasion but have failed, as yet, to establish regular breeding populations (Table 2.9)
	23




Note:    Species may originate from more than one geographical area

Source: Appendix 1.
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Figure 2.1 Origins of birds in England

Note: Bold lines indicate approximate geographical areas used by birds when not in England and the likely origins of vagrants; numbers indicate the number of species from each origin and named species are examples from within each group.

Table 2.3 The 21 species which have occurred at least once in Britain but which had not been recorded in a wild state in England by the end of 2000



	Species
	Occurrences in Britain



	White-faced Storm-petrel
	Colonsay, Argyllshire, January 1897



	Ascension Frigatebird
	Tiree, Argyllshire, July 1953



	Barrow’s Goldeneye
	Ayrshire, November 1982



	Sandhill Crane
	Shetland April 1981 & September 1991



	Grey-tailed Tattler
	Merionethshire/Ceredigion, October 1981; Morayshire, November 1994



	Mourning Dove
	Western Isles, November 1999



	White-throated Robin
	Pembrokeshire, May 1990



	Moussier’s Redstart
	Pembrokeshire, April 1988



	Thick-billed Warbler
	Shetland, October 1955 & September 1971



	Brown Shrike1
	Shetland, September 1985 & October 2000



	Long-tailed Shrike
	South Uist, Western Isles, November 2000



	Scottish Crossbill
	Endemic to Scotland



	Evening Grosbeak
	St Kilda, March 1969; Inverness-shire, March 1980



	Tennessee Warbler
	Shetland 2 in September 1975; Orkney, September 1982



	Yellow Warbler
	Caernarfonshire, August 1964



	Blackburnian Warbler
	Pembrokeshire, October 1961; Shetland, October 1988



	Cape May Warbler
	Renfrewshire, June 1977



	Summer Tanager
	Caernarfonshire, September 1957



	Cretzschmar’s Bunting
	Shetland, June 1967 & June 1979; Orkney, May 1998



	Indigo Bunting
	Pembrokeshire, October 1996



	Brown-headed Cowbird
	Islay, Argyllshire April 1988




Note: 1 recorded in England in 2001

Though there have been some significant changes in the English avifauna since 1600, changes prior to 1800 tend not to be well-documented. Tables 2.6–2.12 provide a summary of these changes whilst the individual species accounts provide more detail on the scale, timing and causes of change. A total of 11 species have ceased to breed regularly in England since 1600 whilst 15 have been gained. Interestingly, nine of these 15 species are associated with freshwater wetlands, as are ten of the 17 species regained after a previous loss since 1600, and 14 of the 23 species which have bred or attempted to do so on at least one occasion but which have not yet established regular breeding populations. In addition, the populations of at least five species associated with water have been augmented by deliberate release and four species have established self-sustaining populations entirely as a result of their intentional release or escape from captivity. Six of the species regained after a previous loss, and three of the nine species with populations augmented by human release, are raptors. Table 2.12 lists the 53 species whose populations have undergone the greatest changes in England since 1800. It is not difficult to identify the cause of some of these changes. For example, those affecting the wetland fauna may well reflect gross changes in the distribution and area of different wetland types and in man’s hunting habits over the period. Falling raptor numbers over the period almost certainly reflect the scale of (now illegal) killing. The relatively recent losses associated with the increasingly intensive management of farmland are yet to be fully reflected in the overall pattern of change. The fact that more species have apparently been gained than lost undoubtedly owes much to increasing numbers of observers and an increasing willingness to protect, rather than collect, potential colonists.

Table 2.4 The 62 species recorded in England but not elsewhere in Britain by the end of 2000



	Species
	Origins
	Numbers found in
England by end 2000



	Black-capped Petrel
	Caribbean, eastern North Atlantic Ocean
	1



	Bulwer’s Petrel*
	North Atlantic and Pacific Oceans
	3



	Madeiran Petrel*
	Tropical and sub-tropical Atlantic and Pacific Oceans
	1



	Double-crested Cormorant*
	Americas
	1



	Redhead1
	Americas
	2



	Canvasback
	Americas
	5



	Egyptian Vulture
	southern and southeastern Europe, Africa
	2



	Short-toed Eagle
	southern and eastern Europe, Africa
	1



	Spotted Eagle*
	eastern Europe, central Palearctic, Africa
	10–12



	Allen’s Gallinule
	Africa
	1



	American Purple Gallinule
	Americas
	1



	American Coot*
	Americas
	2



	Oriental Pratincole
	northern India, eastern Palearctic, Indonesia, Australasia
	3–5



	Semipalmated Plover
	Americas
	2



	Lesser Sandplover
	eastern Palearctic, Africa, southeast Asia and Australasia
	1



	White-tailed Plover
	central and eastern Palearctic, India and northeastern Africa
	4



	Long-toed Stint
	eastern Palearctic, southeast Asia and Australasia
	2



	Hudsonian Godwit
	Americas
	1



	Slender-billed Curlew
	eastern Palearctic, southern and eastern Europe and north Africa
	1



	Pallas’s Gull
	Middle East, central Palearctic
	1



	Slender-billed Gull
	southern Europe, central and southern Asia
	9



	Aleutian Tern
	extreme north Pacific
	1



	Ancient Murrelet
	north Pacific
	1



	Red-necked Nightjar
	Iberia, northwest and west Africa
	1



	Egyptian Nightjar
	north Africa, Middle East, central Asia
	2



	Pacific Swift
	eastern Palearctic, southeast Asia, Australasia
	2



	Belted Kingfisher*
	Americas
	2



	Yellow-bellied Sapsucker*
	Americas
	1



	Eastern Phoebe
	Americas
	1



	White-winged Lark
	central Palearctic
	2



	Black Lark4
	central Palearctic
	1



	Lesser Short-toed Lark
	southern and southeastern Europe, north Africa, central and eastern Palearctic
	1



	Tree Swallow3
	Americas
	1



	Cliff Swallow
	Americas
	8



	Northern Mockingbird
	Americas
	2



	Brown Thrasher
	Americas
	1



	Rufous Bush Robin*
	southern and southeastern Europe, north Africa
	8



	Siberian Blue Robin2
	eastern Palearctic, southeast Asia
	1



	White-crowned Black Wheatear
	Middle East, north Africa
	1



	Varied Thrush
	Americas
	1



	Wood Thrush
	Americas
	1



	Zitting Cisticola*
	southern Europe, central and southern Africa, southern Asia, Australasia
	4



	Moustached Warbler
	southern Europe, Middle East and southern central Palearctic
	9



	Spectacled Warbler
	southern Europe, northwest Africa
	4



	Asian Desert Warbler
	central Palearctic and northwest India
	11



	Iberian Chiffchaff
	southern Europe
	7



	Red-breasted Nuthatch
	Americas
	1



	Wallcreeper
	Palearctic mountains
	10



	Short-toed Treecreeper
	Europe, northwest Africa & Turkey
	20



	Rock Sparrow
	northwest Africa, southern Europe and southern Palearctic
	1



	Yellow-throated Vireo
	Americas
	1



	Philadelphia Vireo*
	Americas
	1



	Golden-winged Warbler
	Americas
	1



	Parula*
	Americas
	14



	Magnolia Warbler
	Americas
	1



	Bay-breasted Warbler
	Americas
	1



	Northern Waterthrush*
	Americas
	6



	Wilson’s Warbler
	Americas
	1



	Scarlet Tanager*
	Americas
	4



	Eastern Towhee
	Americas
	1



	Lark Sparrow
	Americas
	2



	Black-faced Bunting
	eastern Palearctic, southeast Asia
	2




Note: * species also recorded in Ireland

 1 first recorded in Wales in 2001

 2 first recorded in Scotland in 2001

 3 first recorded in Scotland in 2002

 4 first recorded in Wales in 2003

Table 2.5 A comparison of the numbers of species regularly breeding and wintering in England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland and in Britain & Ireland as a whole



	Country/Area
	Number of regular
breeding species
	Number of regular
wintering species
	Total number of regular breeding
&/or wintering species



	England
	193
	189
	236



	Scotland
	191
	180
	228



	Wales
	158
	184
	218



	Ireland
	142
	164
	192



	Britain & Ireland
	220
	225
	252




Note:    Regular breeding birds are defined as those species with individual accounts (including brief accounts) in the 1988–91 atlas (Gibbons et al. 1993) whilst wintering species are those with main individual accounts in the Winter Atlas (Lack 1986)

Table 2.6 The 11 species which have become extinct as regular breeding birds in England since 1600



	Ptarmigan
	Corncrake



	Capercaillie
	Kentish Plover



	Black Tern
	Wryneck



	Great Auk
	Red-backed Shrike



	Great Bustard
	Chough*



	White-tailed Eagle
	 




*Pairs bred in 2002, 2003 and 2004

Table 2.7 The 15 species gained as regular breeding birds through natural means since 1600



	Fulmar
	Little Ringed Plover



	Little Egret
	Mediterranean Gull



	Wigeon
	Collared Dove



	Gadwall
	Black Redstart



	Pintail
	Cetti’s Warbler



	Pochard
	Firecrest



	Red-breasted Merganser
	Siskin ?



	Goosander




Table 2.8 The 17 species regained as regular breeding birds after previous loss



	Black-necked Grebe
	Golden Eagle



	Gannet
	Osprey



	Bittern
	Crane



	Spoonbill
	Avocet



	Greylag Goose
	Ruff



	Red Kite
	Black-tailed Godwit



	Marsh Harrier
	Savi’s Warbler



	Hen Harrier
	Chough



	Goshawk




Table 2.9 The 23 species which have attempted to breed on at least one occasion but which have failed, as yet, to establish regular breeding populations



	Red-necked Grebe
	Gull-billed Tern



	Little Bittern
	Pallas’s Sandgrouse



	Ruddy Shelduck
	Bee-eater



	Red-crested Pochard
	Hoopoe



	Scaup
	Bluethroat



	Goldeneye
	Fieldfare



	Baillon’s Crake
	Redwing



	Black-winged Stilt
	Moustached Warbler



	Temminck’s Stint
	Serin



	Wood Sandpiper
	Parrot Crossbill



	Green Sandpiper
	Common Rosefinch



	Little Gull
	 




Table 2.10 The nine species whose English breeding populations have been augmented or have been re-established through release by man



	Mute Swan
	Goshawk



	Greylag Goose
	Osprey



	Gadwall
	Grey Partridge



	Mallard
	Rock Dove



	Red Kite




Table 2.11 The ten species which have self-sustaining breeding populations as a result of their intentional release or escape from captivity



	Canada Goose
	Pheasant



	Egyptian Goose
	Golden Pheasant



	Mandarin Duck
	Lady Amherst’s Pheasant



	Ruddy Duck
	Ring-necked Parakeet



	Red-legged Partridge
	Little Owl




2.3 Range-restricted subspecies and distributional limits in England

No species is endemic to England and nor are any of the subspecies currently recognized by taxonomists. However, several subspecies are restricted as breeding birds to certain parts of Britain, to Britain and Ireland or to Britain, Ireland and adjacent islands or areas of continental Europe, and England supports substantial and important numbers of each of these (Table 2.13). The United Kingdom as a whole supports 40 species in numbers that are internationally important in the breeding and/or the non-breeding season (Gregory et al. 2002). These species have 20% or more of their European breeding or international non-breeding populations (including the north-west European wildfowl populations, the East Atlantic Flyway wader populations and the general European populations of other species) in the United Kingdom. The birds found in England make a significant contribution to the international importance of 37 of these species (the exceptions being Great Skua, Leach’s Petrel and Scottish Crossbill, which do not breed in England), though the English contribution to the internationally important numbers of wintering White-fronted Goose (of the Greenland race) and Purple Sandpiper is relatively small, at less than 10% of the British total. Conversely, England supports about 95% of the United Kingdom and British breeding Stock Doves, some 42% of the European total. The Lesser Redpoll is restricted to Britain, Ireland, adjacent North Sea coasts and to the Alps and other mountains of central Europe. England supports about 30% of the United Kingdom and British total, or around 17% of the world population. All the remaining 35 species are seabirds or waterfowl and together, these constitute an assemblage of outstanding international importance (see section 2.4 for further details).

Table 2.12 Species whose breeding populations have undergone the greatest decreases and increases since 1800



	Species with greatest
population declines
	Species with greatest
population increases



	Wryneck
	Tufted Duck



	White-tailed Eagle
	Eider



	Corncrake
	Fulmar



	Red-backed Shrike
	Canada Goose



	Corn Bunting
	Pheasant



	Great Bustard
	Common Gull



	Black-tailed Godwit
	Wood Pigeon



	Great Auk
	Red-breasted Merganser



	Black Grouse
	Crossbill



	Red Kite
	Wigeon



	Marsh Harrier
	Pochard



	Osprey
	Jackdaw



	Bittern
	Pied Flycatcher



	Hen Harrier
	Gadwall



	Merlin
	Shoveler



	Quail
	Stock Dove



	Rock Dove
	Collared Dove



	Dartford Warbler
	Nuthatch



	Twite
	Mute Swan



	Ptarmigan
	Shelduck



	Grey Partridge
	Goosander



	Golden Plover
	Red-legged Partridge



	Black Tern
	Grey Wagtail



	Barn Owl
	Mistle Thrush



	Redstart
	Lesser Redpoll



	 
	Ring-necked Parakeet



	 
	Cetti’s Warbler



	 
	Ruddy Duck




Note: Species included are those which breed or have bred in England with scores of –9 or less or of 8 or more in Table 2 of Gibbons et al. (1996). The increase in numbers of Ring-necked Parakeet, Cetti’s Warbler and Ruddy Duck is too recent to allow the species qualification against the criteria used by Gibbons et al. (1996).

In a British context, England supports the only regular breeding populations of 20 species and nearly all (80% or more of the distribution) of a further 23 (Table 2.14). England also supports the only regular wintering populations in Britain of Egyptian Goose and Dartford Warbler and nearly all (at least 80%) of the winter distribution of a further 35 species (Table 2.15). Nine of the species which are largely restricted to England in a British context are non-native (introduced) birds. As England lies at or towards the northwestern extreme of the Palearctic, many species, unsurprisingly, reach the northwestern most or southwesternmost limits of their Palearctic range in England. More interestingly, a small number of species are at or very near to the limits of their usual breeding or wintering range in England in other respects (Table 2.16).

2.4 Important bird assemblages in England

Whilst England’s avifauna is diverse, many groups of birds are poorly represented and the constituent species-assemblages are, in the main, unspectacular in a European context. Thus England is not well-known for its diversity of raptors, thrushes or warblers, nor for its farmland, woodland, upland or dry grassland birds. Many of these assemblages are more species-rich and better represented elsewhere in Europe: raptors in southern Europe, dry grassland birds in Iberia and upland birds in Scotland or Scandinavia for example. By contrast, England is host to some of the most important concentrations of breeding seabirds and non-breeding waterfowl and seabirds on earth.

England supports regular breeding populations of seven species of gulls, five of terns, four of auks and significant populations of breeding Fulmars, Manx Shearwaters, Storm Petrels, Gannets, Cormorants and Shags. The cliffs at Flamborough-Bempton in Yorkshire support the largest known Kittiwake colony in the North Atlantic and the upland moorlands of the Forest of Bowland in Lancashire have recently supported the largest known Lesser Black-backed Gull colony in the world. England supports about 36% of the graellsii race of Lesser Black-backed Gull, about 5% of the world’s Sandwich Terns, 1–3% of the global Little Tern population and some 5% of the global Shag population. In a British context, nearly all of Britain’s Mediterranean Gulls, 86% of its Sandwich Terns, 79% of its Little Terns, 70% of its Roseate Terns, 65% of its Black-headed Gulls, 60% of its Lesser Black-backed Gulls, 46% of its Common Terns, 34% of its Herring Gulls, 21% of its Kittiwakes, 15% of its Shags and 13% of its Puffins nest in England. The Black-headed Gull colony on the River Ribble is the largest in Britain. Breeding seabirds are thus well-represented within England’s suite of Special Protection Areas (SPAs), designated under the European Union’s Birds Directive, with English SPAs hosting 10% or more of the national populations of nine species (Table 2.17).

The congregations of non-breeding waders and wildfowl in Britain are amongst the most significant in the world and most of the largest gatherings are found in England. Non-breeding birds are present throughout the year but the numbers of birds involved at times of passage, in spring and autumn, and during winter can be immense. Figure 2.2 gives the monthly mean number of waterfowl counted by the national Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) in England and in Britain during the five-year period, June 1995 to May 2000. On average, the English counts are a remarkably high and relatively constant proportion (mean 80%, range 63–93%) of all the waders and wildfowl recorded by the scheme in Britain. Table 2.18 gives the total numbers counted in late spring or early summer (when numbers tend to be least) and in mid-winter (when numbers tend to be greatest). At these times the English totals are an even more constant proportion (74% to 82%) of those counted in Britain. Counting gulls and terns is an option under WeBS and counts are known to be very incomplete. A much better idea of the number of gulls present in mid-winter comes from the ten-yearly gull censuses organised by the British Trust for Ornithology. The most recent, conducted in January 1993 (Burton et al. 2003), revealed at least 2.11 million roosting gulls in England, 81% of the total recorded in Britain (Table 2.19). If we make the not unreasonable assumption that similar numbers were present in the winters of 1995/96–1999/2000, then in the region of 4.3–4.7 million wildfowl, waders and gulls were present each winter in England during this period.

Table 2.13 Subspecies restricted as breeding birds to England and adjacent areas



	Species
	Subspecies
	Breeding range



	Shag
	Phalacrocorax aristotelis aristotelis
	Britain & Ireland, Iceland, Faeroes, Norway, northwestern France, Iberia, Kola Peninsula




	Red Grouse
	Lagopus scoticus scotica
	Britain & Ireland




	Black Grouse
	Tetrao tetrix britannicus
	Britain




	Redshank
	Tringa totanus britannica
	Britain & Ireland




	Lesser Black-backed Gull
	Larus fuscus graellsii
	Iceland, Faeroes, Brittany, northwest Spain, Britain & Ireland




	Herring Gull
	Larus argentatus argenteus
	Britain & Ireland, Faeroes, Iceland, western France and North Sea coast to Germany




	Guillemot
	Uria aalge albionis
	England, Wales, Ireland, Helgoland, Brittany and western Iberia




	Razorbill
	Alca torda islandica
	Britain & Ireland, Iceland, Brittany and the Faeroes




	Great Spotted Woodpecker
	Dendrocopos major anglicus
	Britain




	Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
	Dendrocopos minor comminutus
	England & Wales




	Skylark
	Alauda arvensis scotica
	Northwest England, Scotland, Ireland and Faeroes




	Yellow Wagtail
	Motacilla flava flavissima
	Britain and adjacent continent




	Pied Wagtail
	Motacilla alba yarrellii
	Britain & Ireland and adjacent continent




	Rock Pipit
	Anthus petrosus petrosus
	Britain & Ireland and adjacent northwestern France




	Dipper
	Cinclus cinclus gularis
	England, Wales & parts of Scotland,




	Wren
	Troglodytes troglodytes indigenus
	Britain & Ireland




	Dunnock
	Prunella modularis occidentalis
	Britain




	Robin
	Erithacus rubecula melophilus
	Britain & Ireland




	Stonechat
	Saxicola rubicola hibernans
	Britain & Ireland, Brittany and western Iberia




	Song Thrush
	Turdus philomelos clarkei
	Britain, Ireland and near continent




	Dartford Warbler
	Sylvia undata dartfordiensis
	England, the Channel Islands and northwestern France




	Long-tailed Tit
	Aegithalos caudatus rosaceus
	Britain & Ireland




	Marsh Tit
	Parus palustris dresseri
	England and northwestern France




	Willow Tit
	Parus montanus kleinschmidti
	Britain




	Coal Tit
	Parus ater britannicus
	Britain & northeastern Ireland




	Great Tit
	Parus major newtoni
	Britain & Ireland




	Blue Tit
	Parus caeruleus obscurus
	Britain, Ireland and the Channel Islands




	Treecreeper
	Certhia familiaris britannica
	Britain & Ireland




	Jay
	Garrulus glandarius rufitergum
	Britain and northwestern France




	Chaffinch
	Fringilla coelebs gengleri
	Britain & Ireland




	Greenfinch
	Carduelis chloris harrisoni
	Britain




	Goldfinch
	Carduelis carduelis britannica
	Britain, Ireland, Channel Islands and adjacent continent




	Twite
	Carduelis flavirostris pipilans
	Britain & Ireland




	Bullfinch
	Pyrrhula pyrrhula pileata
	Britain & Ireland and Channel Islands




	Yellowhammer
	Emberiza citrinella caliginosa
	Britain & Ireland (except southeastern England)





The five most important sites for waders and wildfowl in Britain, in terms of bird numbers, are all wholly within England. They are the Wash, Morecambe Bay, and the Ribble, Humber and Thames Estuaries. England also contains all nine British sites which regularly support 100,000 or more waders and wildfowl in winter (although it shares the Solway with Scotland and the Dee with Wales), and three-quarters of Britain’s wetlands (37 of 50 sites) which supported at least 20,000 wintering waterbirds (an internationally-recognised threshold of importance) in the five-year period 1995/96–1999/2000 (Table 2.20). It also held 26 of the 30 sites holding 20,000 or more roosting gulls in January 1993 (Table 2.21). For the 30 wader and wildfowl species which regularly occur at one or more sites in Britain in internationally important numbers, English sites are particularly important for Bewick’s Swan, Barnacle Goose (Svalbard population), Brent Goose (both bernicla and Svalbard hrota races), seven species of duck and 14 species of wader: most British sites of international importance for these 24 species are in England and, for 13 of them, all the sites of international importance in Britain are in England (Table 2.22). It is not surprising, therefore, that a large proportion of England’s SPAs have been selected because of their wildfowl and wader interest. Of the current total of 80 SPAs in England, 61 are formally classified, in whole or part, for their internationally important wader and wildfowl interest (Table 3.2). Table 2.23 gives, for selected species, the numbers in English SPAs as a proportion of their national and international totals, clearly indicating the outstanding importance of the English SPA series for wetland birds. In fact, just 14 of England’s 80 SPAs are not formally classified in recognition of their non-breeding wader and wildfowl and/or their breeding seabirds. Current research into the regularity with which large numbers of gulls roost at key sites is likely to reveal that many also support gulls in numbers of international importance.

Table 2.14 Species whose British breeding population is either confined to, or is found mainly within, England



	Species whose British breeding population
lies wholly within England
	Additional species for which at least 80% of the
British breeding distribution is in England



	Bittern
	Canada Goose*



	Egyptian Goose*
	Mandarin*



	Red-crested Pochard*
	Gadwall



	Marsh Harrier
	Garganey



	Montagu’s Harrier
	Honey Buzzard



	Lady Amherst’s Pheasant*
	Hobby



	Crane
	Red-legged Partridge*



	Avocet
	Little Ringed Plover



	Stone Curlew
	Turtle Dove



	Mediterranean Gull
	Ring-necked Parakeet*



	Woodlark
	Little Owl*



	Nightingale
	Nightjar



	Black Redstart
	Lesser Spotted Woodpecker



	Savi’s Warbler
	Yellow Wagtail



	Marsh Warbler
	Cetti’s Warbler



	Dartford Warbler
	Reed Warbler



	Bearded Tit
	Lesser Whitethroat



	Golden Oriole
	Firecrest



	Serin
	Marsh Tit



	Cirl Bunting
	Willow Tit



	 
	Nuthatch



	 
	Hawfinch



	 
	Corn Bunting




Note:   * are non-native species derived from introductions

   Both Marsh Harrier and Bearded Tit have bred in Scotland since the sources were published

Sources: Gibbons et al. (1993), Donald (1995).

Table 2.15 Species with 80% or more of their British wintering distribution in England



	Bittern
	Mediterranean Gull



	Bewick’s Swan
	Ring-necked Parakeet*



	Canada Goose*
	Little Owl



	Egyptian Goose
	Kingfisher



	Mandarin*
	Lesser Spotted Woodpecker



	Gadwall
	Woodlark



	Shoveler
	Shorelark



	Red-crested Pochard*
	Water Pipit



	Ferruginous Duck
	Cetti’s Warbler



	Ruddy Duck*
	Dartford Warbler



	Red-legged Partridge*
	Firecrest



	Golden Pheasant*
	Bearded Tit



	Lady Amherst’s Pheasant*1
	Marsh Tit



	Avocet
	Willow Tit



	Little Stint
	Nuthatch



	Ruff
	Hawfinch



	Green Sandpiper
	Lapland Bunting



	Common Sandpiper
	Cirl Bunting



	 
	Corn Bunting




Note:     Species included are those where 80% or more of the 10km-squares occupied in Britain in the main individual accounts in the Winter Atlas are in England

* are non-native species derived from introductions

1 Lady Amherst’s Pheasant is included as all but one of the seven occupied squares were in England

Source:  Winter Atlas (Lack 1986).

Table 2.16 Species at the geographical limits of their range in England



	Species
	Distributional limit



	Red-necked Grebe
	Westernmost European wintering



	Black-necked Grebe
	Northernmost European wintering



	Cory’s Shearwater
	Northernmost nonbreeding gatherings
    in world



	Bittern
	Northernmost resident and wintering in world



	Little Egret
	Northernmost wintering and breeding



	 
	    in world



	Pink-footed Goose
	Southwesternmost wintering in world



	Smew
	Westernmost wintering in world



	Marsh Harrier
	Northernmost wintering in world



	Merlin
	Southernmost breeding in Western Palearctic



	Red Grouse
	Southernmost resident in Western Palearctic



	Avocet
	Northwesternmost wintering in world



	Stone Curlew
	Northernmost breeding in world



	Golden Plover
	Southernmost breeding in world



	Little Stint
	Northernmost wintering in world



	Dunlin
	Southernmost breeding in world



	Black-tailed Godwit
	Northernmost wintering in world



	Green Sandpiper
	Northernmost wintering in world



	Mediterranean Gull
	Northernmost breeding and wintering
    in world



	Iceland Gull
	Southernmost wintering in Western Palearctic



	Glaucous Gull
	Southernmost wintering in Western Palearctic



	Little Auk
	Southernmost wintering in world



	Turtle Dove
	Northwesternmost breeding in world



	Woodlark
	Northernmost residents in world



	Water Pipit
	Northernmost wintering in world



	Nightingale
	Northernmost breeding in world



	Cetti’s Warbler
	Northernmost residents in world



	Dartford Warbler
	Northernmost residents in world



	Chiffchaff
	Northernmost wintering in world



	Firecrest
	Northernmost wintering in world



	Cirl Bunting
	Northernmost residents in world




Table 2.17 Breeding seabirds in English Special Protection Areas (SPAs)



	Species
	Number of SPAs with
qualifying numbers
	Number of birds
in English SPAs
	Number of birds in
English SPAs as
% of British total
	Number of birds in
English SPAs as
% of international total



	Mediterranean Gull
	5
	23
	74
	<1



	Lesser Black-backed Gull
	5
	63,008
	76
	51



	Herring Gull
	3
	18,160
	11
	2



	Kittiwake
	2
	89,606
	18
	3



	Sandwich Tern
	9
	8,495
	61
	6



	Roseate Tern
	4
	38
	59
	2



	Common Tern
	11
	3,104
	25
	2



	Little Tern
	23
	1,474
	61
	7



	Puffin
	3
	49,583
	11
	6




Note:     Species included are those for which English SPAs support at least 10% of the British breeding population

Source:   Stroud et al. (2001).
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Figure 2.2 Total numbers of waterfowl recorded by WeBS in England and Britain, June 1995 to May 2000

Table 2.18 Numbers of waterfowl recorded by WeBS in England in late spring/early summer and in mid-winter as a proportion of those recorded in Britain as a whole 1995/96–1999/2000



	Period
	Numbers in late-
spring/early summer
	Month of
minimum count
	Minimum
as % British count
	Numbers in
mid-winter
	Month of
maximum count
	Maximum as % of
British count



	1995/96
	157,239
	May
	74
	2,226,841
	January
	79



	1996/97
	153,540
	June
	80
	2,329,284
	December
	79



	1997/98
	163,914
	June
	76
	2,628,308
	December
	82



	1998/99
	163,755
	June
	79
	2,440,731
	January
	82



	1999/2000
	173,665
	June
	80
	2,379,617
	November
	79




Sources: Cranswick et al. (1997, 1999), Musgrove et al. (2001), Pollitt et al. (2000), Waters et al. (1998).

Table 2.19 Estimates of the number of roosting gulls in England in January 1993



	Species
	Inland roosts
	Coastal roosts
	Total
	% of British total



	Black-headed Gull
	830,730
	610,387
	1,441,117  
	86



	Common Gull
	165,389
	157,607
	322,996
	75



	Lesser Black-backed Gull
	  27,228
	  21,664
	  48,892
	80



	Herring Gull
	  63,780
	192,846
	256,626
	68



	Great Black-backed Gull
	  21,077
	  17,838
	  38,915
	90



	Total gulls
	1,108,204  
	1,000,342  
	2,108,546  
	81




Source: Burton et al. (2003).

Table 2.20 English wetlands regularly supporting a peak mean of 20,000 or more waterbirds in the five-year period 1995/96–1999/2000



	Site
	County
	Total number of waterbirds1



	The Wash
	Lincolnshire/Norfolk
	322,964



	Ribble Estuary
	Lancashire
	263,030



	Morecambe Bay
	Lancashire/Cumbria
	259,042



	Thames Estuary
	Essex/Kent/Greater London
	156,425



	Humber Estuary
	Lincolnshire/Yorkshire
	151,009



	Solway Estuary
	Cumbria/Scotland
	148,775



	North Norfolk
	Norfolk
	141,975



	Dee Estuary
	Cheshire/Wales
	121,954



	Mersey Estuary
	Lancashire/Cheshire
	104,784



	Somerset Levels
	Somerset
	86,672



	Swale Estuary
	Kent
	81,801



	Blackwater Estuary
	Essex
	80,574



	Severn Estuary
	Gloucestershire/Somerset/Wales
	72,828



	Ouse Washes
	Cambridgeshire/Norfolk
	64,433



	Breydon/Berney
	Norfolk
	58,557



	Medway Estuary
	Kent
	56,372



	Hamford Water
	Essex
	55,417



	Alt Estuary
	Lancashire
	53,266



	Chichester Harbour
	Sussex/Hampshire
	49,254



	Stour Estuary
	Suffolk/Essex
	48,061



	Lindisfarne
	Northumberland
	41,912



	Langstone Harbour
	Hampshire
	40,061



	Lower Derwent Valley
	Yorkshire
	39,207



	Abberton Reservoir
	Essex
	36,711



	Colne Estuary
	Essex
	35,579



	Duddon Estuary
	Cumbria
	34,766



	Dengie Flats
	Essex
	34,442



	Alde Estuary
	Suffolk
	31,979



	Nene Washes
	Cambridgeshire
	28,457



	Poole Harbour
	Dorset
	28,429



	Martin Mere
	Lancashire
	27,284



	Walland Marsh
	Kent
	26,890



	Rutland Water
	Leicestershire
	26,022



	Tees Estuary
	Yorkshire/Durham
	23,873



	Exe Estuary
	Devon
	23,506



	Crouch/Roach Estuary
	Essex
	22,490



	Orwell Estuary
	Suffolk
	20,050




Note:   1 Waterbirds includes swans, geese, ducks, divers, grebes, cormorants, herons, waders and rails, but it does not include gulls and terns (the recording of which is optional under WeBS) or non-native species. Counts are the sums of the highest counts for each individual species during the winter, irrespective of month. Note that the Fleet/Wey Estuary, Dorset; Southampton Water, Hampshire; Deben Estuary, Suffolk; Blyth Estuary, Suffolk; Taw/Torridge Estuary, Devon; Beaulieu Estuary, Hampshire; Pagham Harbour, Sussex; Portsmouth Harbour, Hampshire; Cotswold Water Park, Gloucestershire/Oxfordshire/Wiltshire; Dungeness, Kent and the Arun Valley, Sussex each supported over 15,000 waterfowl in the period and have exceeded the 20,000 threshold prior to this.

Source:  Musgrove et al. (2001).

Table 2.21 Wetlands holding 20,000 or more roosting gulls in England in January 1993



	Site
	County
	Number of roosting gulls



	Severn Estuary
	Somerset, Gloucestershire & Wales
	165,536



	Ribble Estuary
	Lancashire
	118,465



	Thames Estuary
	Essex & Kent
	61,422



	The Wash
	Norfolk & Lincolnshire
	60,683



	Chew Valley Reservoir
	Somerset
	59,008



	Solway Estuary
	Cumbria & Scotland
	58,049



	Draycote Water
	Warwickshire
	55,001



	Queen Elizabeth II Reservoir
	Surrey
	45,340



	King George V & William Girling Reservoirs
	Essex
	41,000



	Stewartby Clay Pit
	Bedfordshire
	39,940



	Mersey Estuary
	Cheshire & Lancashire
	35,443



	Morecambe Bay
	Cumbria & Lancashire
	34,462



	Poole Harbour
	Dorset
	34,297



	Wheldrake Ings
	Yorkshire
	33,559



	Pagham Harbour
	Sussex
	31,210



	Romney Sands
	Kent
	30,504



	Blithfield Reservoir
	Staffordshire
	28,705



	Hillfield Park Reservoir
	Hertfordshire
	28,195



	Queen Mary Reservoir
	Surrey
	28,000



	Rutland Water
	Leicestershire
	22,863



	Hanningfield Reservoir
	Essex
	22,512



	Audenshaw Reservoirs
	Lancashire
	22,373



	Orwell Estuary
	Suffolk
	22,161



	Willen Lake
	Buckinghamshire
	21,001



	Eccup Reservoir
	Yorkshire
	20,364



	Wilstone Reservoir
	Hertfordshire
	20,236




Source: Burton et al. (2003).

2.5 A melting pot for migrants

The majority of the species which constitute the English avifauna occur as regular, if sometimes scarce migrants, irregular visitors and vagrants (Table 2.2). Huge numbers of birds pass through England at migration time, bound to or from breeding or wintering areas as distant as southern Africa, northern Europe, the Canadian Arctic or the southern Oceans. Many, perhaps most, pass through rather quickly, but many individuals of such familiar species as the Swallow stay in England to reproduce or, as with Bewick’s and Whooper Swans, to overwinter. Individuals of a larger number of species, including such birds as Curlew Sandpiper and Spotted Redshank, stay in England for a much shorter period each year, perhaps just a few hours or a few days. Nevertheless, their stay may be of critical importance to their future prospects for survival or reproduction. Many individuals amongst some of our most familiar resident species, such as the Robin or Black-headed Gull, are not really resident at all: English breeding birds may move tens or even hundreds of kilometres after the breeding season, sometimes to southern Europe, whilst their place is taken by individuals from Fennoscandia or northwestern Russia (Wernham et al., 2002; Migration Atlas).

For a very large number of species, landfall in England is highly unpredictable and infrequent, often being intimately associated with the weather, both here and, especially, over the Atlantic Ocean and the Eurasian landmass. Whilst such species may originate from any quarter of the globe, those from the Americas and Siberia predominate. Thus, at migration times, England is a melting pot in which resident species and regular migrants rub shoulders with storm-driven strays from the Americas or wanderers from eastern Asia. On rare occasions, England plays host to an astonishing assemblage of scarce migrants and vagrants. Such was the case in autumn 1999. Between late September and mid-November of that year, the Isles of Scilly hosted at least six Green-winged and one Blue-winged Teal, two Ring-necked Ducks, at least one Lesser Scaup, a Surf Scoter, at least nine White-rumped Sandpipers, two Buff-breasted Sandpipers, two Upland Sandpipers, a Ring-billed Gull, a Yellow-billed Cuckoo, two Common Nighthawks, a Chimney Swift and a Baltimore Oriole from the Americas; a Red-throated Pipit, a Citrine Wagtail, a Booted Warbler, four Barred Warblers, about six Red-breasted Flycatchers and two Rose-coloured Starlings from the east, at least ten Richard’s Pipits, an eastern race Stonechat, a White’s Thrush, a Siberian Thrush, three Pallas’s Warblers, about 20 Yellow-browed Warblers, nine Raddes’s Warblers and a Dusky Warbler from the far east. In addition, a Short-toed Eagle, a Blue Rock Thrush, three Subalpine Warblers and a Bee-eater arrived from either southern Europe or west-central Asia. Little wonder that English birders are so fascinated by migration and keep such a close eye on the weather. The fascination with movements and migration is not wholly focused on the likely occurrence of rarities. Birders, for example, also tend to keep a careful note of the arrival and departure dates of regular summer and winter visitors. Perhaps understandably, arrival dates are more assiduously reported. Tables 2.24 and 2.25 provide information on the range of arrival and departure dates for some of the more numerous summer and winter visitors in counties at the extreme southwest, southeast and north of the country. In general, summer visitors tend to arrive earlier and leave later in the south than the north and many arrive earlier and linger longer in the southwest than in the southeast. The reverse, as might be expected, appears true for the rather few winter visitors which occur sufficiently regularly in each of the counties to allow a comparison. Pattern in departure dates is much less evident. Loxton et al. (1998) made a particularly detailed comparison of the arrival dates of summer visitors in Sussex with those in Leicestershire between 1966 and 1996. They found that, on average, 21 of 23 species for which they had good data arrived earlier in Sussex, by as much as 15 days in the case of the Redstart. Sand Martins arrived at the same time whilst Ospreys (based on rather small numbers) were recorded a day earlier in Leicestershire. Whilst variation in arrival and departure dates is a fascinating subject in its own right - and few topics engender as much discussion amongst birders in early spring - such data have been used to test some of the predictions of climate change. Loxton et al. (1998) for example, demonstrated that, alarmingly, many species are arriving far earlier in Sussex now than in the 1960s, in line with what we might expect to result from global climate change (see section 2.7).

Table 2.22 The number of sites in England and Britain supporting internationally important numbers of waterbirds in the five-year period 1995/96–1999/2000



	Species (race/population)
	Qualifying
threshold
(number of
individuals)
	Number of British sites
with internationally
important numbers
	Number of English
sites with internationally
important numbers
	English sites
as % of
British total



	Bewick’s Swan
	170
	8
	8
	100



	Barnacle Goose (Svalbard population)
	120
	1
	1
	100



	Brent Goose (bernicla)
	3,000  
	9
	9
	100



	Brent Goose (hrota Svalbard)
	  50
	1
	1
	100



	Teal
	4,000  
	7
	7
	100



	Pochard
	3,500  
	1
	1
	100



	Avocet
	700
	1
	1
	100



	Golden Plover
	18,000    
	2
	2
	100



	Grey Plover
	1,500  
	16  
	16  
	100



	Lapwing
	20,000    
	5
	5
	100



	Sanderling
	1,000  
	2
	2
	100



	Dunlin
	14,000    
	14  
	14  
	100



	Black-tailed Godwit
	700
	10  
	10  
	100



	Curlew
	3,500  
	4
	4
	100



	Pintail
	600
	13  
	12  
	  92



	Shelduck
	3,000  
	12  
	11  
	  92



	Gadwall
	300
	11  
	10  
	  91



	Oystercatcher
	9,000  
	7
	6
	  86



	Wigeon
	12,500   
	6
	5
	  83



	Redshank
	1,500  
	24  
	19  
	  79



	Ringed Plover
	500
	4
	3
	  75



	Turnstone
	700
	8
	5
	  63



	Shoveler
	400
	9
	7
	  78



	Knot
	3,500  
	19  
	14  
	  93



	Bar-tailed Godwit
	1,000  
	17  
	12  
	  71



	Whooper Swan
	160
	6
	3
	  50



	Pink-footed Goose
	2,250  
	33  
	8
	  24



	Greylag Goose (Icelandic population)
	1,000  
	26  
	1
	    4



	Great Northern Diver
	  50
	2
	0
	    0



	Slavonian Grebe
	  50
	3
	0
	    0



	Greenland White-fronted Goose
	300
	8
	0
	    0



	Barnacle Goose (Greenland population)
	320
	10  
	0
	    0




Source: Based on data in Musgrove et al. (2001).

 

We have no intention of providing an exhaustive account of migration and its causes, nor of the effects of weather on birds more generally: these topics have been discussed elsewhere in considerable detail (e.g. Elkins 1988a, Moss 1995, Wernham et al., 2002; Migration Atlas). Nevertheless, as we are amongst the many who are fascinated by this aspect of our native avifauna, we take this opportunity to provide a brief description of the occurrence of migrants in England and discuss the origins of the various migratory elements of the English avifauna.

Table 2.23 Waterbirds on England’s SPAs: total mean peak numbers 1992/93–1996/97 as a proportion of British and international populations




End of sample
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