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I am extremely honoured to have 
been chosen as the next Chair of 

Trustees for SongBird Survival. Robert 
Middleditch has been instrumental 
in steering the Charity for the last 
five years and we are grateful for 
everything he has done, both at 
Trustee level and at Blackmoor Farm, 
where he continues to study the 
songbird population.
     I hope that I can live up to Robert’s 
standards and take SongBird Survival 
forward. As way of introduction, I am 
an arable farmer from West Essex with 
a passion for the British countryside, 
fuelled by my love of wildlife 
photography. I am not an ornithologist, 
the knowledge I need comes from our 
Director and other Trustees, but I do 
have a good understanding of the 

countryside and all practices that 
go on there. If you require scientific 
names for obscure species my 
knowledge will be limited. Watching 
my daughter in her school play Mystery 
at Magpie Manor helped me with Pica 
pica and meeting with the inspirational 
writer and producer Mary Colwell 
and then reading her book Curlew 
Moon drew my attention to Numenius 
arquata. Neither are songbirds, but 
there are many common areas when 
studying any bird in order to help with 
their numbers. 
     We need to engage more to help 
with the reversal of the decline 
in songbirds. At present we have 
many very generous and supporting 
members but the future generations 
need to be aware of the balance 

that must be created with an ever-
increasing human population and 
everything that it brings. We cannot 
squeeze wildlife in to smaller and 
smaller areas. We need to find a way to 
live alongside our native wildlife, and 
with informed guidance and sensible 
strategy constructed from sound 
science we can do this, but we need to 
be doing this now. 
     To shape the policy that hopefully 
protects our landscape we need to 
engage those that make it. In order 
to do this we have to have the facts 
that show exactly what is going on 
and the facts that can show what 
needs to be done. For too long we 
as conservationists have spoken of 
a utopia and how to achieve it, and 
there are many who have and are 
doing amazing work to illustrate this, 
but we have not backed it up with 
unbiased science and engaged all sides 
in a level-headed way. Often emotion 
can get involved, the very state that 
inspires people to do something, but 
when discussing and constructing 
strategy to move forward, emotion 
needs to be left at the door. 
     I hope that I can engage many of 
those involved in a common goal, with 
the drive towards a sensible balance 
between seeing songbird numbers 
increase, food production sustained 
and an increasing population helping 
and not hindering habitat . . . and after 
lunch I will tackle national debt!
     The next generation are already very 
conscious of what is happening and 
that something needs to be done. We 
at SongBird Survival can help them and 
with your support we can make the 
difference for them.

By Tom Streeter
Chairman, SongBird Survival
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Tom Streeter and Minky

Iwould like to thank all the members, financial donors, fellow Trustees, 
our director Keith Cowieson, and George and her office team, for all the 

support I received from everyone in my term as Chairman of the Charity.  I 
know that in his capable hands, our new Chairman, Tom Streeter, will receive 
similar support as he leads the Charity in the coming years, which I feel will 
be very eventful. 
     I first became a Trustee in 2002 at the behest of one of the founder 
members of the charity, Antonia Macpherson, and I have very much enjoyed 
being involved in the Charity’s steady progress over the subsequent years.  
The need for a charity like SongBird Survival becomes ever more important 
with each year bringing ever-decreasing songbird numbers. 
     Here on the farm we have monitored all the breeding territories since 
2003 when I entered into one of the Government’s agri-environmental 
schemes. Despite 17% of the farm being in environmental management, we 
have still lost 40% of our breeding bird population over the last 15 years. Last 
year was the first year ever the farm had no breeding swallows, and as I write 
this note of appreciation for everyone’s support in my term as Chairman, 
I anxiously look into the farmyard, more in hope than expectancy, for the 
return of one of our favourite summer migrants. 

By Robert middleditch
Retiring Chairman

Robert Middleditch examining his cover crops
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   Swallow feeding young



Director’s 
Notebook   

Winter 2018/19 round-up
& other issues

What a difference a year makes.  
Last year I was wondering 

about how the ‘Beast-from-the-
East’ might affect the 2018 songbird 
breeding season. This year, at the 
same time, I was wandering around 
on local Cornish cliff footpaths in a 
tee-shirt, watching and listening to 
cliff-top dwelling birds displaying and 
singing lustily during their various 
courtship rituals. And migrants were 
back, slightly earlier than usual, with 
swallows hawking around the local 
raven and peregrine nesting cliffs 
and chiffchaff and an early blackcap 
skulking and starting to sing in gorse, 
tamarisk bushes and scrub.
     Additionally, this winter I have been 
more active than usual, surveying 
overwintering birds on farmland.  
As well as participating in my usual 
Wetland Bird Surveying outings (for a 
week to the far north-west of Scotland 
and more locally in Cornwall), I have 
signed up to the British Trust for 
Ornithology’s (BTO) English Winter 
Bird Survey (EWBS). The aim of this 
survey is to investigate how wintering 
birds (and Brown Hare) benefit from 
using Agri-environment scheme (AES) 
options in winter. This remains a major 
gap in the BTO and others’ knowledge. 
The survey is designed to 

complement existing studies that have 
evaluated the effects of AES options 
on farmland birds and will help further 
the understanding of why the majority 
of our breeding farmland birds are 
still in decline. And in this respect, it 
strikes me that there is a strong case 
for the BTO to coordinate closely with 
the Game and Wildlife Conservation 
Trust, whose own Big Farmland Big 
Count (BFBC) is now in its 6th year and 
going from strength to strength, with 
a record 1400+ farmers participating 
in 2019 (see pages 34 & 35). Although 
only a single day’s snap-shot, the 
BFBC is yielding some very interesting 
information that is largely out-of-
sight, and therefore out-of-mind, to 
many in the conservation community, 
and probably in the upper echelons 
of Defra and Natural England too.  
For example, in North Norfolk, Jake 
Fiennes, Holkham Estate’s General 
Manager for Conservation, coordinated 
the survey in their BFBC effort over the 
estate’s 48 farmsteads covering 10,000 
hectares. The spectacular results 
yielded sightings of 28,000+ birds from 
102 species. A phenomenal effort by 
all involved, and matched elsewhere 
nationwide by many other farmers 
and land managers, in quality if not 
quantity.  

     However, on a more downbeat 
note, one of my EWBS sites has had 
some brutal hedgerow ‘management’ 
inflicted upon it this winter. I despair 
when I see valuable farmland songbird 
shelter, foraging and breeding habitat 
flailed into near oblivion, resulting in a 
sad collection of motley mere stumps 
for birds, with no attempt or seeming 
effort to leave breeding cover or the 
wherewithal for winter berries to grow 
this year. Worse still, some of it appears 
to have been done to facilitate ‘nice’ 
views over an adjacent river estuary, as 
no road safety or agricultural reasons 
could possibly apply to some stretches 
of the devastation. Hedgerows are 
invaluable habitat for our farmland 
songbirds and other species and must 
be managed, sensitively. Our outgoing 
Chairman, Robert Middleditch, 
recommends wildlife-friendly, annual 
‘tipping’ whereby the hedge retains 
its bulk and density, important for 
songbird nesting cover, and plenty 
of potential berry-bearing material 
for songbird winter foraging - as 
well as being labour and flail saving.  
Frustrated rant over.            

Meanwhile, the BTO is following 
the EWBS up, with an English Farm 
Woodland Bird Survey, this time 
designed to assess how well birds have 
colonised over 22,000 farm woods 
that have been planted in England 
since 1988.  Most of these woods are 
small, between 1 and 5 hectares in 
size, and were planted in a wide variety 
of settings, ranging from complete 
isolation through to placement 

alongside existing established 
woodland. This should provide a 
very interesting natural experiment 
in woodland habitat restoration and 
help assess whether woodland grants 
have proven public money well spent 
from a conservation point of view. All 
of these various surveys are important 
data collection and sampling exercises, 
and allow policy makers at Defra, 
Natural England and the other national 
agencies to evaluate how well current 
AES are performing for nature, and 
help shape future New Environmental 
Land Management Schemes (NELMS).  
I urge all our members to support the 
BTO and GWCT in such activity if they 
can. Without empirical information 
from the field, it is very hard to give the 
decision makers in government the 
true picture of the state of our natural 
environment.    
     Turning now to other matters, this 
year’s Annual General Meeting 
in March was a great success. Tom 
Streeter, our new Chairman, opened 

proceedings to our best attended event 
for several years, and we were treated 
to some fascinating presentations from 
the researchers currently working on 
our ‘Cats, Cat Owners and Wildlife’ and 
‘Ecology of Thrush Breeding’ Projects 
(see pages 6-7 and 26-27 respectively).  
Audience participation was a new 
element too, with members invited 
to join in a ‘cats’ prey identification 
quiz’ - luckily after lunch. And it was 
especially noteworthy, and inspiring, 
that all 3 guest speakers were young 
women scientists, a welcome sign of 
the times. The Charity is very pleased, 
in conjunction with our research 
partners, to be playing our part in 
encouraging women into Science, 
Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM) disciplines, 
funded by you, our generous members 
and donors.
     On the subject of research, the 
Board of Trustees has just approved 
one new study, relating to birds and 
insecticides, and is in the process of 

examining a further 2 new research 
proposals involving woodland and 
hedgerow birds. More details will 
follow when these deliberations are 
complete, but suffice to say that our 
rolling Research Programme will 
continue to shine a light into areas 
and subjects where quality research is 
either sparse, inadequate or lacking.   
     Finally, having mentioned Robert 
our outgoing Chairman earlier, I will 
take this opportunity to pay tribute to 
his outstanding work and devotion to 
duty as the Charity’s Chairman of the 
Board of Trustees over the last 5 years. 
It has been a pleasure and privilege, to 
work with and for Robert. He has been 
Chairman for most of my tenure, and 
proved to be an excellent sounding 
board and mentor in farming matters 
for me. He is steeped in the land, 
possesses a veritable fount of common 
sense, hard acquired knowledge and 
practical conservation experience 
amassed over a lifelong farming 
career, during which he has been 
a founder director of the Forum for 
Sustainable Farming, a participant in 
Unilever’s Sustainable Arable Farming 
for an Improved Environment, and the 
Farmers for Nature projects.  Robert 
has also served as Chairman of his 
local Farming & Wildlife Advisory 
Group in Suffolk, and much more 
besides. His intellectual curiosity about 
the natural world remains to this day, 
sparked at an early age, hence the 
deep and broad love of ‘his’ birds on 
the farm. Robert has served us well, 
will continue to do so as a Trustee, and 
through his long-running Blackmoor 
Farm study.

By Keith Cowieson

‘Brutalised’ Cornish hedgerow

Chiffchaff

Prof. Robbie McDonald & team fielding questions at our AGM
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We’ve arrived at the end of year 
two of our cat project, which 

is working with cat owners to find 
practical, effective, and cat-friendly 
ways to reduce domestic cat predation 
of vulnerable wildlife. In our last 
update (September 2018), we outlined 
the latest research Dr Sarah Crowley 
has been carrying out. This involved 
asking a diverse group of cat owners 
to express their views on their pets’ 
roaming and hunting behaviour by 
ranking a set of sixty-two statements 
such as, “Their hunting behaviour 
is the least attractive part of cat 
ownership” and “Hunting by cats 
doesn’t bother me”. The analysis of this 
study is now complete and has allowed 
us to identify five key perspectives, 
or viewpoints, expressed by cat 
owners. These range from owners 
who prioritise their cats’ ‘right to roam’ 
and are happy with them hunting to 
owners who are very concerned about 
their pets’ potential impact on wildlife 
and work hard to minimise this. We are 
now in the process of writing up this 
study for publication.
     On the subject of publications, 
we’re pleased to report that the first 
academic paper from this project 
was published in January this year. 
Called, ‘Hunting behaviour in domestic 
cats: An exploratory study of risk and 

responsibility among cat owners’, the 
paper is an analysis of Sarah’s initial 
round of interviews with cat owners 
and is freely available for anyone to 
read; a link is provided at the end of 
this update. The final component of 
Sarah’s work investigating cat owners’ 
views will be to expand the in-depth 
findings of both the interviews and the 
sorting exercise into a survey. This will 
help us identify how common each 
of our five ‘cat owner perspectives’ 
is among a much larger sample of 
people, and to find out how other 
factors (such as owner demographics 
or cat behaviour) are associated with 
particular viewpoints. The survey will 
be carried out later this year. 
     Meanwhile, this spring we have 
embarked on the largest and most 
ambitious part of the project, our 
‘intervention study’; this will be 
taking up all of our ecologist Martina 
Cecchetti’s time over the next few 
months. Over the past few weeks we 
have recruited a fantastic group of 
participants from across south west 
England, all of whom have cats that 
regularly hunt wildlife. More than 
300 people are currently submitting 
electronic records to us whenever 
their cat brings back prey, and will 
continue to do so for the next three 
months. Some of our participants will 

also be provided with satellite loggers 
so we can track their cats’ movements 
outdoors, and we will once again 
be taking whisker samples to study 
some of the cats’ diets (for more about 
how this works, revisit our April 2018 
update). 
     After several weeks of recording, we 
will be splitting our cat owners into six 
groups, five of which will introduce an 
‘intervention’: something designed to 
reduce the amount their cats hunt or 
catch. Building on promising findings 
from last years’ pilot study, these 
interventions include changing the 
food of one group to a high quality, 
‘meaty’ variety, and making mealtimes 
more challenging for a second group 
by introducing puzzle feeders to their 
routine. The study also includes more 
traditional techniques such as adding a 
bell to cats’ collars, and a more recent 
invention called the ‘Birdsbesafe®’ 
collar, which is designed to warn birds 
of a cats’ presence. Our final group 
will try another novel idea: regular, 
dedicated playtime using specific toys, 
to increase their cats’ opportunities to 
express normal hunting behaviours in 
the comfort of their own home. 
     Owners will carry on recording 
what their pets catch for another 
five weeks with these interventions 
in place. We hope that all the 

interventions help reduce the amount of wildlife killed but should also be 
able to compare techniques to see which is most effective. While Martina 
works to understand how these interventions affect cat behaviour and 
ecology, Sarah will be holding meetings and online discussions with the 
cat owners taking part in our study. We are interested, for example, in 
what motivated owners to participate in the study, how practical they find 
implementing the different strategies, and how they feel their cats are 
responding to the various interventions. With hundreds of people and cats 
taking part in this research, it’s no small task, but we are excited to see 
what we find out! Watch this space for more updates later in the year.

Research paper: 
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pan3.6
RG website: http://wildlifescience.org/

By Dr Sarah Crowley
April 2019

Cats, Cat Owners & 
Wildlife:  

Project Update, April 2019

Dr Sarah Crowley briefing at our AGM Martina Cecchetti briefing at our AGM

Birds be safe collar

SONGBIRD SURVIVAL Spring / Summer 2019 7SONGBIRD SURVIVAL Spring / Summer 20196

‘most northerly’ parakeets cause 
flap in Glasgow park  

Glasgow’s wild parakeet flock is colourful and popular with 
the locals but their days may be numbered

About 20 or 30 of the birds have made their home in 
Victoria Park in the west of the city. 

     Stan Whitaker of Scottish Natural Heritage said he 
believed they were the most northerly flock of parrots in 
the world.

“Surprisingly parakeets seem to be very adaptable to 
different environmental conditions,” Mr Whitaker said.
“Almost certainly parakeets were kept as pets and they have 
either escaped or perhaps been deliberately released.”
     A parakeet is any one of a large number of small to 
medium-sized species of parrot that generally have long tail 
feathers.

‘Spread diseases’
Mr Whitaker told BBC Scotland’s The Nine programme: 
“Invasive species cause impacts on native wildlife, the 
economy and the way that we live. Their droppings can 
also spread diseases. So we can’t just think about what the 
impacts are at the moment, we have to look ahead 40, 50 
years into the future and see what impacts are likely to be 
then.”
     A study is being carried out by government wildlife agency 
Scottish Natural Heritage to see if Scotland’s only breeding 
colony of ring-necked parakeets will have to be removed.
Mr Whitaker said: “It would be feasible to catch them and 
potentially rehome them. If we allow it to get much bigger, 
certainly in London the way that the fruit farmers manage 
them there is by shooting.”

‘Joy to watch’
Local resident Susan Harris is a fan of the birds. She said: “On 
that day that I first saw a parakeet it really took my breath 
away. It’s such a joyous bird. It’s a beautiful green, it has a 
beautiful coral beak. It’s just a joy to watch.”
     She said: “I think to call them an invasive species, why not 
call them a successful species? They are adaptable. There is 
obviously a place for them in nature and they’ve come and 
they’ve taken advantage of it.”
 
BBC NEWS 
13 April 2019
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-47911103

Ring-necked Parakeet



Do Domestic Cats Have a 
Right To Roam?  

Many cat owners value their pets’ wildness and resist 
confining them indoors

Few owners – farmers aside – 
actively encourage their pet cats 

to go out hunting. Nevertheless, 
many owners seem reluctant to 
take preventive measures, such as 
confining their pet indoors, despite the 
evidence that pet cats can sometimes 
deplete local wildlife populations. 
I’ve previously argued that the very 
stridency of the wildlife lobby in 
demonising domestic cats may have 
increased the resolve of some owners 
to resist their calls for cats to be 
restricted or even banned outright.
Anti-cat feelings run highest in 
Australasia, where the indigenous 
wildlife appears especially vulnerable, 
having evolved in the absence of a 
cat-sized predator, and also in North 

America. In the UK, the consensus 
is that pet cats have little effect on 
wildlife populations, apart from the 
few that stray into nature reserves 
with vulnerable species, such as 
ground-nesting birds. There may be 
good biological reasons behind this: 
in Europe, free-roaming domestic 
cats have lived alongside wildlife for 
millennia, and there is evidence for 
recent adaptation to cat predation by 
some birds.
     Cat owners in the UK accordingly 
have a fairly relaxed attitude towards 
their pet’s impact on the local fauna, 
only about a quarter considering 
hunting an important issue. This 
proportion rises to little more than one 
in three among non-owners, some 

of whom may well have taken their 
predatory habits into account when 
deciding that cats are not for them. 
Cats remain popular as pets, occupying 
about a quarter of British households, 
and only about 10% are kept 
permanently indoors (and many of 
these are expensive purebreds), in stark 
contrast to the USA, where perhaps 
two-thirds are never allowed outdoors. 
In an international comparison of 
attitudes towards cats, the UK scored 
lowest both for considering cats a 
threat to wild animals (despite being 
overwhelmingly pro-wildlife) and in 
the desirability of legislation to restrict 
cats from coming and going as they 
please. In British law cats are classified 
as property, and, unlike dogs, their 

owners cannot be held accountable for 
their actions. Official guidance on the 
welfare of cats refers to enabling the 
performance of “natural behaviour”, 
which presumably includes predatory 
behaviour, either real or simulated. 
Does this imply that British cat owners 
simply do not care about their pets’ 
predatory habits, or have they not 
yet been sufficiently pressurised into 
facing up to what some consider their 
most irresponsible habit?
     A new study has demonstrated 
that, even in the UK, most cat owners 
express some unease about their cats’ 
hunting prowess, but at the same time 
feel that they do not have the right to 
stop them. Semi-structured interviews 
with 48 cat owners revealed a range 
of attitudes towards hunting, but 
few (apart from two living on farms) 
considered hunting a desirable feature 
of owning a cat. The predominant 
view was somewhat paradoxical; that 
hunting should be tolerated because it 
is “natural”, but a problem nonetheless, 
for owner and prey alike. In the words 
of one respondent “It’s a kind of 
mixture. Like, it’s acceptance that that’s 
in their nature to do it, but, you know... 
I still feel a bit cross with them.” Cats 

are often valued for their wild side; “I 
think there’s a general perception…
that cats are independent by nature 
and they’ll do exactly what they like. 
In some ways, that’s why we like them, 
because they do that.” The interviews 
also revealed some recognition that 
pet cats have an unfair advantage, 
because they can seek the protection 
of their owners whenever they need 
to: “[Wildlife has] got more right, I think 
to be there than the cat. Well, [cats are] 
domesticated, aren’t they? They’re not 
a wild thing . . .”.
     Natural, perhaps, but not desirable. 
Many owners expressed distaste at 
having to deal with the prey that 
their cats brought home, whether 
alive, maimed or dead. They also 
perceived that they might have some 
responsibility to reduce their cat’s 
hunting, but did not know how to 
control it without impinging on the 
cat’s well-being or restricting it unduly 
“I could shut the cat flap at night so 
he doesn’t get out . . . But then for me 
I’m denying him his natural instincts.”  
Many owners had considered 
restricting their cat’s comings and 
goings, but primarily to keep them 
safe, not so much to save the lives of 

wild birds and mammals.  
Although UK cat owners tend to feel 
that restricting their cats’ movements is 
unnatural, they are generally in favour 
of restricting their right to reproduce. 
Neutering (desexing) rates are as high 
in the UK as they are in Australasia and 
the USA, in many localities above the 
level needed for the pet cat population 
to be self-sustaining, resulting in the 
adoption of cats from farms or from 
other neighbourhoods. This apparent 
paradox has only emerged in the past 
half-century or so, with the advent 
of safe and affordable surgeries. 
Neutering, preferably pre-pubertal, 
is heavily – and very successfully – 
promoted by animal welfare charities 
as the most humane way of limiting 
the cat population and ensuring the 
highest possible welfare.
Cats’ right to breed, though irrefutably 
“natural”, seems to have become a 
non-issue: how long until their right to 
roam goes the same way?

By Dr John Bradshaw – 
Psychology Today
8 January 2019

Cat with Robin
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muntjac deer and grey 
squirrels dubbed ‘illegal aliens’ 

under Brexit crackdown 
Exclusive: Rescue groups will be 

breaking the law if they nurse a 
creature back to health and return it to 
wild. 
     Government wildlife bosses are 
designating muntjac deer and grey 
squirrels “illegal aliens” from Brexit day, 
banning rescuers from saving them. 
From 29 March it will become illegal to 
nurse any that are injured and return 
them to the wild. Rescue groups have 
warned that they and vets will be 
forced to euthanise animals, prompting 
anger from wildlife lovers, with more 
than 37,000 signing a petition against 
the new rules. 
     Non-native grey squirrels are 
blamed for the decline in native reds 
by competing for food and infecting 
them with the squirrel pox virus. 
Natural England has told rescuers that 
the Invasive Alien Species Order 2019 
means no more licences for the species 
will be issued, leaving them unable to 
help if a member of the public finds an 
injured one. 
     EU regulations, devised in 2014, 

aimed at controlling non-native 
species that put natural plants and 
wildlife at risk, are taking effect in EU 
countries at different times. But animal 
lovers have written to environment 
secretary Michael Gove expressing 
their “shock and horror”. “To so harshly 
interpret EU legislation so that the 
most vulnerable minority of these 
already vilified species (orphaned and 
injured) are robbed of the chance of 
rescue seems utterly heartless,” the 
letter says. 
     Natalia Doran, from rescue group 
Urban Squirrels, said: “While Urban 
Squirrels can guarantee that it will 
abide by the law, we have to warn 
that a lot of ‘civil disobedience’ rescue 
will take place and the order will be in 
reality unenforceable.” She suggested 
grey squirrels could be controlled with 
an oral contraceptive.  “The numbers 
of grey squirrels that come into rescue 
are not significant statistically but are 
very significant for the compassion 
footprint of humanity,” she said. 
     Jade Emery, of Animal Aid, 

said: “This tyrannical and pointless 
regulation will mean rescue 
organisations are forbidden from 
helping a single squirrel.” A Defra 
spokesperson said: “With only an 
estimated 15,000 red squirrels left in 
England, it is crucial we work to protect 
this endangered species. “Invasive 
non-native species, including the grey 
squirrel, challenge the survival of our 
rarest species and damage sensitive 
ecosystems. “Their impacts are severe 
and growing, costing the economy 
more than £1.7bn per year.”
     The Forestry Commission says 
grey squirrels strip bark from trees, 
causing up to £10m of damage 
each year. Environment department 
chiefs are helping fund research on 
contraceptives for grey squirrels. 
Muntjacs are blamed for clearing 
growth that supports native birds and 
butterflies. 

By Edward lucas – The Times
11 May 2018

Natural born killers? 
Tackling feline hunting to 

save wildlife
Josh Loeb discusses recent research that examined owners’ 

perceptions about their cats’ roaming behaviour

You can’t really change what they do . . . part of their make-up is to hunt.’ That 
sentiment, expressed by a cat owner interviewed as part of a study examining 

people’s views of their pet cats’ hunting habits, articulates a commonly held view 
about cats’ tendency to prey on birds and other wildlife – namely that there’s 
nothing anyone can do about it.
     But now a charity, SongBird Survival, has partnered with researchers from 
the University of Exeter to develop solutions designed to minimise cats’ damage 
to wildlife. Their work is predicated on an assumption that, far from being an 
unalterable fact of life, cats’ habits can be altered – or at least mitigated.
     Though the extent of cats’ impact on UK wildlife is disputed, with the national 
population of Felis catus estimated as being between eight and 11 million 
currently, the species (which was domesticated in the Near East and is believed to 
have arrived in the British Isles between 500 BC and 43 AD) undeniably has some 
impact.
     As part of the first stage of their work, researchers interviewed 48 cat owners 
from a range of domestic situations about their pets’ roaming and hunting 
behaviour, what worried them and what they felt responsible for as part of a 
qualitative study.
     The resulting paper, ‘Hunting behaviour in domestic cats: an exploratory study 
of risk and responsibility among cat owners’ – published in the journal People 
and Nature – describes how hunting is widely viewed as ‘normal’ behaviour, with 
owners rarely feeling a strong sense of individual responsibility for preventing or 
reducing it.
      Many feel that effectively controlling their pet’s hunting habits would 
compromise its welfare, though some reported using bells on collars to try to warn 
birds of the cat’s presence.
‘These early findings suggest that, in the UK, cat impacts on wildlife have low 
cultural salience compared with Australia, New Zealand, and the USA, and that 
public support for any form of cat management is relatively low,’ the paper states. 
Very few participants in the study said they had considered the potential effects of 
cat density on populations of wild species.
‘We found that owners often don’t like their cat’s hunting,’ explains anthrozoologist 
Sarah Crowley.
‘A lot of the people we spoke to wouldn’t say that they are happy about it and 
wouldn’t want to encourage it – but they saw it as part of what having a cat entails. 
They acknowledge their cats are predatory animals, they’re obligate carnivores and 
they’re driven to hunt.’ 
     Vet Danielle Gunn-Moore from the Royal (Dick) School of Veterinary Studies, 
Edinburgh, told Vet Record that, in addition to impacts on wildlife, predation could 
pose a risk to cats themselves – making finding solutions all the more important.
     Gunn-Moore lists abscesses, wounds, lungworm, roundworm, rodenticide 
toxicity, Toxoplasma gondii and avian influenza as being among many harmful 
side effects that could affect health of feline hunters.
     Exeter has now convened an advisory group, including representatives from 
conservation groups and cat welfare organisations, which is currently trying 
to identify areas of agreement about the best ways to reduce cats’ predatory 
behaviour.
     Meanwhile, Crowley and her colleagues are intending to develop guidance 
for cat owners concerned about their pets’ impact on songbirds and other wild 
animals.

Veterinary Record
January 2019

Muntjac

Grey Squirrel
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Larsen traps are such a tradition that 
it is hard to believe that they were 

not known in the UK only 30 years ago.  
Invented by a Danish gamekeeper, a 
few made their way across the North 
Sea but the knowledge to make them 
work did not filter through. One of 
those original Larsens, complete with 
its maker’s label, sat around in the 
predation control demo area at the 
GWCT’s HQ when I started working 
there in 1982. It was quietly rotting 
away and merely given passing 
reference as ”a Danish magpie trap” 
when shown to visitors.
     The trap had a decoy compartment 
and two catchers but no one knew the 
significance of the live decoy. It was 
our keeper, Malcolm Brockless, who 
realised that the decoy would work 
by causing a territory owner to try to 
drive it away and reported the first 
success in using it on Salisbury Plain.  

My colleague Jonathan Reynolds gets 
the credit for developing the trap, field 
testing it in the spring of 1989, then 
co-ordinating widespread testing by 
gamekeepers the following year.
     Magpies and crows are intensely 
territorial, with each pair defending 
its patch so that it can exploit its 
resources to raise a brood. Place your 
trap and its decoy in the territory of 
an established pair and the “owners” 
will soon be along to try to evict the 
intruder, hopefully getting caught in 
the process. GWCT research, headed 
by Jonathan, showed Larsens are 12 to 
15 times more effective than with just a 
bait, as well as being far more specific.
     This point about target specificity 
is crucial to widespread acceptance.  
This co-ordinated testing showed 
about a one per cent, non-target rate, 
across more than 10,000 captures by 
hundreds of keepers. But the key point 

here is that this is due to the live decoy.  
Simply baiting a Larsen results in 
attracting almost anything that might 
be interested in the bait, as well as 
resulting in far fewer captures.
     Clearly, using a live decoy brings 
a big responsibility. As well as being 
morally obliged to look after any 
animal in our care properly, we also 
have legal obligations under the 
Animal Welfare Act 2005. This is 
reinforced by the conditions on the 
open general licences that allow us to 
use Larsens.  We are obliged to provide 
appropriate food, adequate shelter, a 
perch and water at all times.  
     After much experimentation, I now 
stick exclusively to soaked kibbles of 
complete diet dog food.  This is simple, 
clean and nutritionally balanced: 
my measure of success is that my 
decoys are still fit and well at the end 
of a three-month Larsen trapping 

season.  I am now entirely converted 
to providing water in 600ml rabbit 
drinkers, which ensures that water 
cannot be contaminated with either 
food or faeces.  
     Most Larsens come with a perch 
built in and this essential to prevent 
the decoy from pining away. As far as 
shelter is concerned, the trap should 
have a roof over the perch for both 
shade and to keep off the rain, but I 
always try to add to this by siting my 
trap in the lee of a hedge, tree, wall or 
other structure.

Adventurous
The original Larsen had a wooden 
frame, clad in simple wire mesh.  While 
this works well, times have changed 
and I now only use all-weldmesh 
traps. These traps come in two parts; a 
pair of catchers and a separate decoy 

compartment.  This makes them far 
easier to carry around so you end up 
being a bit more adventurous about 
where you set them. With no wooden 
frame, they are much less likely to 
be seen – therefore less likely to be 
interfered with – as well as being 
harder to vandalise.  The weldmesh is 
less scratchy than wire netting so it is 
kinder to both decoy and captive.
     I rarely leave a Larsen trap in place 
for more than two days. If I have not 
caught by then, I probably won’t, so 
moving to a new site is best. If I know 
there is a crow or magpie to be caught, 
I’ll perhaps move the trap a short 
distance, but otherwise it is off to a 
new site. A bird that dances round the 
trap but won’t go in is frustrating, but it 
will usually get caught either by a short 
move or a two-day rest before moving 
the trap back.

     Another great thing about Larsens is 
that they work best during the period 
of highest damage. When run properly, 
they remove an annual “harvest” of 
crows and magpies, allowing our 
game – and a range of other birds 
from curlew to song thrushes – to be 
more productive. Twenty-plus years 
of records on my own shoot show 
that I take roughly the same number 
of corvids each year, so I’m doing no 
long-term harm to the population of 
either species. This is the real mark of 
sustainability. 

By mike Swan – Head of Education 
and Southern Regional Adviser for 
The Game and Wildlife Conservation 
Trust
Shooting Times
7 March 2019

One for bait, two for joy
Magpie

Larsen trap notice
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On 23rd April, without consultation with those most 
likely to be adversely affected - farmers, land-managers 

and other conservationists - Natural England revoked 
General Licences (GL) 4, 5 & 6, giving only 36 hours’ notice 
before they were withdrawn. These licences provided, 
respectively, the legal authority to kill or take certain species 
of wild birds to prevent serious damage or disease; to kill or 
take certain species of wild birds to preserve public health or 
public safety; and to kill or take certain species of wild birds 
in England to conserve flora and fauna. The species included 
under these GLs include the carrion crow, magpie, jackdaw, 
jay and ring-necked parakeet, amongst others.
     On 25th April, Natural England promulgated specific, 
replacement GLs to allow continued control of problematic 
wild bird species, see here - https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/wild-birds-licence-to-control-
certain-species. Initial scrutiny suggests that, for farmers, 

land-managers and individuals who wish to continue 
controlling problematic wild bird species on their land, in 
order to conserve flora and fauna, GL 19-02 is the most 
appropriate.  
     For further information, research commissioned by 
our Charity, and carried out by the Game & Wildlife 
Conservation Trust, has shown that for farmland hedgerow-
nesting songbirds, overall annual nest success can be 10-
16% lower in sites where no corvid control is undertaken - 
http://bit.ly/SBSCorvidProject. Set against the 56% long-term 
decline in farmland bird populations since 1970, this is an 
impressive result. Even more impressive results have been 
obtained elsewhere for vulnerable ground-nesting farm and 
upland birds such as the globally near threatened red-listed 
curlew - the bird of greatest conservation concern in the UK 
- the red-listed lapwing and the amber-listed meadow pipit 
amongst others - http://bit.ly/WadersGWCT.

Stop Press

Perdix Larsen decoy cage for Crows and Magpies



Ivan Tisdall-Downes, who runs the 
restaurant Native in the capital’s 

foodie hub, makes a squirrel ragu 
by slow cooking the meat from the 
squirrels’ hind legs. He sources the 
meat from his wild boar supplier, 
who also happens to help with grey 
squirrel culling, according to the 
Sunday Telegraph. The former River 
Cottage chef, from south east London, 
said diners are increasingly turning 
to cruelty-free wild meat and are 
interested in minimising their carbon 
footprint - making squirrels a popular 
choice.  Mr Tisdall-Downes then uses 
his ragu to make an open lasagne 
using lightly cooked sheets of celeriac 
instead of pasta.  And the chef uses 
offal from the meat for Native’s game 
parfait, according to Big Hospitality.
     Grey squirrels, which were 

introduced from America in the 1870s, 
are classed as an invasive species that 
out competes the UK’s endangered 
native red squirrel. Mr Tisdall-Downes 
claims the meat tastes like rabbit. 
He said: “Squirrel is one of the most 
sustainable proteins you can cook 
really. It is almost exactly the same 
in taste as rabbit. “It’s tasty, it’s not as 
gamey as rabbit, it’s nice white meat. 
It’s good to cook down slowly and 
make stews from and ragus for lasagne. 
“It’s very good for you, it’s quite lean.” 
He added: “I think sustainable eating 
is becoming more popular now. More 
and more people are more conscious 
of their carbon footprint and the 
damaging additives that get put in 
their food.”
     The London chef is not alone is his 
use of wild meat. Kevin Tickle, who 

runs the Michelin-starred restaurant 
The Forest Side in Cumbria, uses grey 
squirrel meat to make croquettes.  
His “critter fritter” has been on the 
restaurant’s tasting menu since 2016. 
He said diners “find it quite exciting”.
     The red squirrel is officially classed 
as Near Threatened in England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland but is 
locally common in Scotland.Since the 
introduction of grey squirrels, the UK 
population of reds has dropped from 
around 3.5 million to between 120,000 
to 160,000 individuals (according to 
different estimates). The population 
in England is thought to be as low as 
15,000

Evening Standard
5 February 2019

Borough market restaurant Native 
serves up grey squirrel lasagne to 

eager diners – 
A chef is serving up lasagne made out of grey squirrel in 

London’s Borough Market

View to a cull: is grey squirrel the 
ultimate sustainable meat?  

Restaurants serving up the furry rodent are seeing a rise in 
demand as customers look for wild meat sources

A London chef with a mind of his 
own has the internet in a furry 

flurry with news that he has put 
grey squirrel ragu on the menu. Ivan 
Tisdall-Downes, who runs Native in 
Borough Market, also does a delicate 
grey squirrel pie, with sweet pickled 
onion relish. One of the main selling 
points for this meaty option is that it is 
supposedly sustainable. As omnivorous 
customers increasingly look to 
environmentally friendly and wild 
sources of meat, game is attractive. 
And game that was going to be hunted 
and killed anyway, whether people 
wanted to eat it or not – such as the 
grey squirrel – is as good as it gets.
     Now, conservationists across the 
country agree that curbing the grey 
squirrel population – or eradicating it, 
as Prince Charles, a trustee for the Red 
Squirrel Survival Trust, has advocated 
– is crucial to the survival of the reds. 
Of course, eating it raises a number of 
questions; the Wildlife Trusts – which, 
under the Red Squirrel United banner, 

is leading Europe’s largest invasive 
species-management programme – 
won’t be drawn on whether eating grey 
squirrel meat is ethical or not.
     For some chefs and food 
campaigners, a cull with no other end 
in sight than killing results in animals 
– ie food – being wasted. Hence, the 
view that grey squirrel is the ultimate 
in ethical meat eating. Tisdall-Downes 
learned to cook it at River Cottage HQ, 
whose former head chef, Tim Maddams 
– author of the River Cottage Game 
Cookery Book – has long been a fan 
of the ingredient. In the introduction, 
Maddams describes himself as a hunter 
and a committed ethical foodie – to his 
mind, shooting and preparing game 
yourself fosters deep respect.
     When it comes to grey squirrel, 
Robert Gooch, the owner of The Wild 
Meat Company, says he can’t think of a 
more sustainable product: beyond the 
culling aspect, grey squirrel requires 
none of the human intervention 
and energy consumption that the 

production of farmed meat does. He 
has been selling squirrel for 15 years 
– on the website and in farm shops 
and local co-ops – and demand has 
steadily risen.
     Of course, animal rights activists 
argue that cruelty-free meat does not 
exist. And learning how grey squirrels 
are culled, you can see their point. As 
well as shooting there is live trapping, 
which then requires the animals be hit 
to death. As the squirrels are classed as 
vermin, they can be killed year-round, 
meaning lactating mothers can die, 
and their dependent youngsters starve. 
Beyond that, there are the (admittedly 
few and far between) detractors of the 
cull at large, for whom it is not only a 
pointless exercise – it borders on the 
xenophobic, but that’s a whole other 
can of worms.

The Guardian
February 2019

Ingredients
• 2 squirrels
• 1 kg potatoes
• 5-6 cloves of garlic
• 1-2 dried chillies (optional)
• 1 small glass of vinegar
• Salt
• 250 ml olive oil

Method
1. Cut the squirrel meat into small pieces and fry in   
 the oil in a large frying pan, until well toasted. 
 Remove from the pan.
2. Add the sliced potatoes and fry, and then remove   
 from the pan.
3. Remove most of the oil from the pan, until only a   
 little remains. 
4. Put the squirrel and potatoes back in the pan. 
5. Crush the garlic and chillies in a pestle and mortar.   
 Add the vinegar and a little salt and mix well.
6. Add this to the squirrel and potatoes and fry until   
 the vinegar is cooked through.
7. To serve, sprinkle with chopped parsley and enjoy   
 with bread.

Spanish style squirrel 
with garlic
Based on a traditional Murcian recipe
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survive at the expense of desperate 
cases such as the Mauritius kestrel. 
“Where does it end?” Jones says. 
“You can’t save rhinos? You can’t save 
elephants? There’s no room in the 
modern world for Californian condors? 
The worst is: ‘We don’t have enough 
money.’ How much money is there in 
the world and how much is wasted 
on trivial things? It’s such a defeatist 
argument.”
     How do you save species? “It’s 
very easy. It’s no secret at all,” says 
Jones. We meet at the remote Welsh 
farmhouse he shares with his partner, 
his two young children, 6,000 books, 
a black-chested buzzard-eagle called 
Igle and countless skulls, remains 
and taxidermied animals he has 
encountered around the world, from 
giant tortoises and a huge grizzly bear 
to a polecat’s penis bone. “They talk 
to you after a while,” he says of his 
treasures. “A specimen is a repository 

for an infinite amount of information. 
You’ve got to live with your specimens, 
your animals. They’ve got to be part of 
your life.”
     Jones is tall, witty and imaginative, 
with “the admirable passion and zeal of 
an adolescent pigeon fancier”, as David 
Quammen put it in his book The Song 
of the Dodo. He embraces EO Wilson’s 
concept of biophilia, the human need 
to live intimately with other species. He 
has done so all his life and it has honed 
his hands-on approach to saving 
species.
     His fascination with animals began 
in his earliest moments – soothed 
by an owl’s hoot in his cot – in rural 
Carmarthenshire, Wales. As a boy, 
Jones rescued injured wild creatures 
– badgers, tawny owls, kestrels – and 
bred raptors in homemade cages. “My 
headmaster always used to say: ‘Why 
don’t you do proper work instead of 
playing with the birds in your back

garden?’ Deep down in my heart, 
I knew that breeding birds was 
something very special. When I learned 
about the plight of the Mauritius 
kestrel, I thought: ‘I can do that.’”
     Jones challenges the classic 
conservation wisdom that we must 
first precisely understand the reasons 
for a species’ decline and then restore 
its habitat. Instead, he argues that 
scientists must tweak the limiting 
factors on a species’ population – food, 
nesting sites, competition, predation, 
disease – with practical fieldwork. “If 
there’s a shortage of food, you start 
feeding. If there’s a shortage of nest 
sites, you put up nest boxes. You don’t 
need endless PhD students studying 
a species for 20 years.” Conservation 
science, he argues, is often too remote. 
“Do you sit back and monitor a sick 
patient or do you treat them and see 
what works? A lot of species have been 
studied to extinction.”
     In Mauritius, he used traditional 
captive-breeding methods developed 
by his heroes – Durrell and the 
conservationists Sir Peter Scott – 
“cosseting them in captivity and 
encouraging them to reproduce”. To 
this, he added new scientific methods 
to manipulate the birds’ productivity 
such as “double-clutching”, removing 
a kestrel’s eggs and hand-rearing the 
young to encourage females to lay a 
second brood.
     Controversially, he also applied 
these techniques to wild birds, 
spending hundreds of hours camping 
beneath wild kestrel nests. “The most 
important thing when you start to 
work with a critically endangered 
species is to know that species with 
great intimacy,” he says. He trained 
wild Mauritius kestrels to take 
white mice; supplementary feeding 
encouraged them to lay more eggs. “By 
stealing those eggs and putting them 
in incubators, I could get them to lay 
second clutches. When I’d hatched 
eggs in captivity, I put some of the 
youngsters back in the wild and I fed 
the wild parents so they could look 
after them.”
     Then, when he discovered that 
mongooses – brought to the island 
in 1900 to control rats – were raiding 
nests, he designed mongoose-proof 
nest boxes for safer wild breeding, 
trapped mongooses around nest sites 
and, if he encountered a mongoose 
during his fieldwork, killed it with 
his bare hands. His bosses were 
“very sceptical”, he says: “Traditional 
conservation is all about preserving 
animals and being hands-off. Here I 
was doing completely the opposite.” 

The last surviving bird of prey on 
Mauritius seemed doomed. In 

1974, there were only four Mauritius 
kestrels left in the wild and attempts 
to breed them in captivity were failing. 
Extinction was “all but inevitable”, in 
the words of Norman Myers, one of 
the world’s leading environmental 
scientists.
     Carl Jones, a biologist who 
arrived on the island in the 70s as an 
idealistic 24-year-old, remembers his 
employers, the charity that became 
BirdLife International, instructing him 
to “pull out elegantly” and leave the 
kestrel-saving to Mauritius government 
officials. “That actually meant closing 
it down, because the Mauritians didn’t 
have the resources or capacity for 
doing it,” he says.
     What happened next on the island 

of the dodo is a source of inspiration 
in an age of extinction. Since 1970, 
humanity has wiped out 60% of 
mammals, birds, fish and reptiles, 
according to WWF, and one in eight 
bird species are threatened with 
global extinction. But Jones rescued 
the kestrel from oblivion, increasing 
its numbers a hundredfold, before 
going on to save more species than 
probably any other individual. Now 
the chief scientist at Durrell Wildlife 
Conservation Trust, the charity 
founded by Gerald Durrell, he has 
preserved many plant species and 
nine animals, including four other 
bird species that numbered fewer 
than 12 known wild individuals: the 
pink pigeon, the echo parakeet, the 
Rodrigues fody and the Rodrigues 
warbler. The 64-year-old has 

won the Indianapolis prize – the 
conservationists’ Oscars – but he is 
not an international celebrity, perhaps 
because his thinking challenges the 
conservation establishment.
     There are few better guides to 
the Anthropocene – the era of the 
sixth mass extinction, in which we 
live – but Jones sighs at that phrase. 
“We definitely have to be aware of 
what’s happening, but we can do a 
lot to reverse these trends. All species 
are saveable,” he says. Even obscure 
insects? “I’m sure you can find 
examples where they are not saveable. 
I know this is very cliched, but you’ve 
got to start with solutions, otherwise 
you do nothing.”
     He is still infuriated by Myers’ 
argument for wildlife triage – 
prioritising species more likely to 

‘It’s very easy to save 
a species’

How Carl Jones rescued more endangered animals than 
anyone else. Without Jones, the world might have lost the 
Mauritius kestrel, the pink pigeon, the echo parakeet and 

more – but the biologist’s methods are controversial.

Carl Jones by Richard Jones for the Guardian

Carl Jones with tortoise by Richard Jones for the Guardian
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But his methods worked.
     Jones worked on Mauritius 
throughout the 80s and 90s and still 
spends three months there each year. 
He used similar hands-on techniques 
to rescue the pink pigeon (now 
numbering 400 wild birds) and the 
echo parakeet (now 750) and worked 
with islanders on Rodrigues, 600km 
(370 miles) east, to restore lost forests, 
helping the Rodrigues fody and the 
Rodrigues warbler increase in number 
to 14,000 and 20,000 respectively. 
Some rarities still require “supportive 
management”, says Jones: the number 
of Mauritius kestrels has declined 
recently, although he is confident the 
population can be boosted with more 
nest boxes.
     Many conservationists view “single-
species” conservation as trivial or 
expensive – an old-fashioned luxury 
in the 21st century. Jones argues that 
this is completely wrong. “Working 
with species is a key to unlock all the 
problems that you see in the system,” 
he says. Restoring a species revives 
an actor that performs a function 
– grazing or scavenging – within 
an ecosystem. “When you save an 
individual species you end up looking 
after the whole system.”
     Jones’s species-saving has led to 
the restoration of whole systems. 
Round Island, a once-verdant islet near 
Mauritius inhabited by unique reptiles 
including the Round Island boa and 
Günther’s day gecko, was reduced 
to a moonscape by goats and rabbits 
released by sailors. These invasive 
mammals were removed to allow the 
flora to recover. Surprisingly, however, 
native plants found nowhere else in 

the world then started to decline. 
Jones decided to put the Aldabra giant 
tortoise, from the Seychelles, on to 
Round Island. “Everybody thought it 
was the worst idea in the world. They 
said: ‘You can’t do this. Extinctions on 
islands are caused by exotic animals 
and you want to put exotic animals 
on islands!’” Jones stressed that he 
would be restoring the ecological role 
of extinct giant tortoises. By the 90s, 
he had won people round. Now, 600 
tortoises roam Round Island and native 
plants such as the ebony tree are 
thriving again thanks to the tortoises’ 
grazing and seed dispersal.
     Jones thinks small islands are 
where we can begin to revive species. 
How would he revive Britain, one of 
the most nature-depleted countries 
in the world? After decades working 
overseas, the Durrell trust is planning 
collaborative projects to revive 
British wildlife. Restoring “ecological 
functions” with proxy species is an 
idea whose time has come: Konik 
horses are already used widely on 
nature reserves to mimic the grazing 
of extinct wild horses. One extinct 
European species is the great auk; 
Jones thinks a penguin species could 
be a proxy. “We should seriously assess 
the ecology of the great auk to see 
whether or not there is an appropriate 
penguin we could release in the 
northern hemisphere as its ecological 
replacement. We could reactivate the 
lost ecological interactions of the great 
auk. It’s a wacko idea, but it’s a lovely 
idea.”
     Britain is pathologically nervous 
about carnivores, but Jones advocates 
slow, consensual rewilding and hopes 

eventually to reintroduce extinct 
wildcats to Wales. “If we bring wildcats 
to Wales, we’ll do it very gently. We’re 
not going to thrust it down farmers’ 
throats. We’ll do it by showing that 
wildcats won’t have any profound 
effects on farming practices and might 
even be beneficial, reducing rodent 
numbers and medium-sized predators 
such as foxes.”
     Small islands could be ideal 
laboratories for larger carnivores. 
“I’m not necessarily saying we should 
put wolves and bears back into the 
Highlands, but we could certainly be 
thinking about putting them on some 
islands and large fenced areas.” He 
admits this is not perfect, but “it’s a 
way of getting them back into people’s 
consciousness, about seeing the 
beneficial impact that these species 
can have on systems”.
He would like to use captive breeding 
to save the turtle dove, the most rapidly 
declining European bird species, which 
could be lost from Britain within a 
decade. Big conservation charities, he 
argues, are “very risk-averse” and hide 
behind landscape-scale conservation 
schemes.
     “While you’re doing big landscape 
stuff, the species can disappear and 
you can say: ‘Oh well, you know, these 
things happen,’” he says. “There’s 
a great reticence to do hands-on 
conservation in Britain. Think about 
your dying patient. You get in there 
and start looking after them, rather 
than standing back and watching them 
through binoculars.”

By Patrick Barkham – The Guardian
26 November 2018

Natural England is overwhelmed – 
and farmers are paying the price

Last week, on the first day of the government’s ban on 
farmers shooting pest birds, I walked across St James’s 

Park and came across a pigeon murdered by a crow. It was 
on its back, wings spread, with a nasty hole torn in its chest. 
It looked like a botch job by an amateur heart surgeon, or an 
allegory for the whole messy, sorry affair.
     The ban — a sudden revoking of the old general licences 
to shoot — was announced right in the middle of the crop-
sowing season by Natural England, a semi-autonomous 
offshoot of Defra. It consulted no one and gave baffled 
farmers just a few days’ notice, insisting that this was the 
only possible course of action after lobbying group Wild 
Justice claimed the licences were illegal.
     Wild Justice was founded by the punky little TV presenter 
Chris Packham and now the countryside has risen up in 
revolt against him. The online air is thick with petitions and 
counter-petitions. There’s one demanding that the revoking 
be revoked; another insisting Packham’s sacked from the 
BBC for not being ‘impartial’. Someone’s been hanging dead 
crows on Packham’s garden gate — though whose side 
they’re actually on is anyone’s guess. And there’s now a 
trend for sending him photos of new-born lambs savaged by 
crows.
     Well, we all know it happens. As James Delingpole points 
out in his article, nature is gruesome. Like him, I’ve seen a 
lamb with bleeding holes where its eyes once were and a 
crow standing thoughtfully on its head. In County Durham 
one spring I saw a pair of crows murdering a pigeon. One 
stood on the poor pigeon’s wings, pinning it to the ground 
while the other pecked a hole in its chest. That’s why I’m so 
sure I know how the park pigeon met its end. But what’s the 
point in trying to re-educate Packham and the Wild Justice 
gang? What can anyone possibly hope to gain by sending 
him photos of crow-blind lambs? Chris is a vegan and a re–
wilder, for heaven’s sake. He’s not interested in ensuring that 
the farming industry is humane and productive — he wants 
an end to it.
     Intensive farming is the arch-enemy of eco-warriors. 
It’s pushing us towards an ‘ecological apocalypse’, they say. 
Packham’s plan for ending the suffering of lambs would 
be to stop breeding them altogether. The idea for the Wild 
Justice petition against the general licence came last year, 
said Packham, after he met a man casually shooting pigeon 
in a wood. If he was interested in a utilitarian calculation of 
animal rights, he’d be all for people bagging pigeon for the 
pot — it must be the most ethical source of meat there is: 
happy birds, raised free, killed cleanly.
     But what worries Packham and his friends isn’t animal 
suffering so much as man feeling entitled to inflict it. Let 
nature take care of itself, they say; man shouldn’t control 
or cull. Instead, let’s reintroduce bears, wolves and lynx. It’s 
not clear how Chris will cope when a wolf gobbles his pet 
poodle, nor am I sure what Wild Justice thinks man is, if not 
an animal. But then that’s the paradox at the heart of eco-
fundamentalism: man mustn’t behave like a beast, but he 
mustn’t assume he’s any better than one either.
     Wild Justice’s actions are understandable, given what 
it believes, and they should have been predictable too. 
What’s not at all understandable is the behaviour of Natural 
England, an organisation set up to help the countryside, 
presided over by a Conservative government.
     Natural England knew in early March that Packham and 

his pals were planning to call for a judicial review of the 
licence to shoot pests, and it understood the chaos a sudden 
withdrawal of the licence would cause, so why didn’t it 
consult, or ask for legal help? God knows there’s enough 
money swilling about in shooting circles.
     Natural England did write to a few of the countryside 
crews — the British Association of Shooting and 
Conservation and the National Farmers’ Union — but as 
BASC has exposed, that was only to reassure them that Wild 
Justice posed no threat. The letter to BASC from NE read: 
‘We are of the view that general licences are a legitimate 
regulatory tool… while a decision is to be taken regarding 
the options for review [planned for this summer], the three 
contested general licences remain in place.’
     Only they didn’t. And come 25 April the licences were 
gone. Natural England is committed, it says, to working in 
an open and collaborative way with farmers — so why has 
there been no consulting on any interim measures? The 
new provisional licence that’s supposed to tide farmers over 
until the season ends isn’t fit for purpose, says BASC, and I 
can vouch for the fact that it’s almost impossible to apply 
for. I had a go, but after downloading Adobe Flash Player, at 
the website’s request, for the fifteenth time, I gave up.
     None of this is Chris Packham’s fault because none of 
this is even what he had in mind. The Wild Justice petition 
requests the general licences are reviewed and amended 
not this year, but in time for next spring. Packham says 
they never wanted a sudden ban. Nor was one necessary, 
if Scottish Natural Heritage is anything to go by. SNH — the 
equivalent of NE, but in Scotland — has the same type of 
licences with the same difficulties under EU law, and yet no 
plans for any immediate change without consultation.
Some sense foul play — Natural England is itself a hotbed of 
eco-maniacs, they say, deliberately out to thwart farmers.
     Much more likely, it’s simply understaffed and 
overwhelmed. In the past ten years, Natural England has had 
its budget and its staff numbers nearly halved. In January, 
before the general licence row even emerged, staff were 
said to be demoralised and quite unable to cope. In the end, 
the whole shooting party is under Defra’s control, and it’s to 
Defra that the poor frustrated farmers should complain.

By mary Wakefield – The Spectator 
4 May 2019

Mauritius Kestrel Falco punctatus Pink Pigeon Nesoenas mayeri
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A ‘murder of crows’ in St James’s Park



What conservation solutions are 
available if a protected bird of 

prey is feeding on the chicks of red-
listed colonial or semi-colonial waders/
shorebirds? A new paper (which 
actually focuses on amber-listed 
Little Terns) may well be of interest 
to conservation practitioners and 
research ecologists.
Threats to young chicks
Predation can limit bird populations, 
especially in ground-nesting and 
colonial species. In the UK, non-native 
mink can be trapped, foxes can be 
shot and badgers can be kept away 
using fences – but what can you do if a 
Kestrel is eating your Little Tern chicks? 
That’s the subject of a new paper by Dr 
Jen Smart (RSPB) and Dr Arjun Amar 
(RSPB & Fitzpatrick Institute of African 
Ornithology, University of Cape Town).
Diversionary Feeding
One potential solution in a predator/

prey conflict situation is to use 
Diversionary Feeding – providing prey 
items that are easier to collect than 
wader or tern chicks. In their paper in 
the Journal for Nature Conservation, 
Jen Smart and Arjun Amar test 
the efficacy of this solution. In this 
example, the prey items were Little 
Tern chicks and the predators were a 
small number of nesting Kestrels but 
the same situation could arise on a 
beach with nesting Ringed Plover, on 
an island with nesting Avocets or on 
a wet grassland with semi-colonial 
Lapwings.
     Over a seventeen-year period, 
teams of RSPB staff and volunteers 
have been trying to help Little Terns 
nesting in Great Yarmouth, Norfolk. It’s 
an internationally important colony of 
up to 369 pairs, which is equivalent to 
about a quarter of the UK population. 
It is also close to a local conurbation, 

with generalist predators such as foxes, 
cats, crows and gulls, on a beach that 
is a favourite with dog-walkers.
     Electric fences and friendly wardens 
can keep most people and animals 
away but birds are still a problem, 
especially a small number of Kestrels 
that have learnt that the tern colony 
is a great feeding area. In six of the 
17 years, feeding stations were set 
up close to Kestrel nests, to try to 
reduce the impact of Kestrels on the 
Little Terns. In four years (two with 
Diversionary Feeding and two without) 
there was intensive monitoring of 
the Kestrels’ feeding behaviour, to 
ascertain how their diet changed when 
alternative food was supplied.
Does Diversionary Feeding 
work?
In the Great Yarmouth Little Tern 
colony, predation by Kestrels has been 
a serious issue. Over the whole 17-year 

study period, at least 3436 Little Tern 
chicks were taken by Kestrels and, to 
put this in context, only 2536 chicks 
fledged.
     In the face of this challenging 
situation, providing food very close to 
the nest sites of individual Kestrels that 
were known to focus their attention 
on the Little Tern colony has been 
remarkably successful.
The key results from the paper 
are:
Predation levels were 47% lower and 
productivity of Little Terns almost 
doubled in years when Kestrels were 
fed.
     During the four years of intensive 
monitoring, predation rates were 
eight times as high when diversionary 
feeding was not employed. This 
equates to 9.1 Little Tern chicks per 
day, as opposed to 1.1 chicks per day.
     Providing alternative prey, in 
the form of surplus day-old poultry 
chicks and laboratory mice, not only 
reduced the impact on Little Terns; 
it reduced predation of other local 
wildlife. By observing the prey that 
was delivered to the nest, over the 
course of four breeding seasons, the 
research team found that 3.4 times 
as many items of wild prey were 
presented to Kestrel chicks in the two 
years when alternative food was not 
provided, compared to the years with 
Diversionary Feeding.
     The researchers note that, by 
counting prey items provided to Kestrel 
chicks, they are ignoring the tern 
chicks that will have been consumed 
by adults. They suggest that young 
tern chicks were treated as ‘snacks’ for 
adults, possibly because they were too 
small to be worth transporting back to 
the nest. They estimate that 20% of the 
artificial food supplied to the Kestrels 
may have been eaten by the adults.
     The cost of supplying food to the 
Kestrels was between £100 and £200 
per nest. The cost of employing a 
research assistant to find, feed and 
monitor nests was £12,000. Now, 
having proved that Diversionary 
Feeding works, it would be possible to 
significantly reduce staff time, because 
the intensive monitoring undertaken 
as part of this study would only be 
necessary for a short time, to ensure 
any fed kestrels were responding 
positively to the food provided.
There is a large amount of detail 
in the paper about the specifics of 
Diversionary Feeding in this situation. 
Supplementary materials provide 
details about the timing of predation 
events across the day and information 
about how much food per day was 

supplied to the Kestrels, over the 
course of the breeding season.
A growing problem?
As the number of breeding birds in 
the wider countryside has declined, 
hot-spots such as nature reserves have 
attracted the attention of predators. 
Providing increased areas of suitable 
habitat for species such as Marsh 
Harriers and Bitterns, reintroducing 
species (e.g. Red Kite) and providing 
nest sites (e.g. Peregrine) in areas that 
are close to key sites for colonial and 
semi-colonial waders (and terns) may 
well mean that we see more conflicts 
between pairs of avian predator and 
prey species, both parties of which 
are of conservation concern. In some 
cases, as for the Norfolk Kestrels, a 
small number of individuals learn to 
target areas in which there are high 
concentrations of young birds.
The authors point out that different 
predator-prey interactions may 
well require different conservation 
solutions. In the case of Kestrels, the 
adults were well able to dissuade 
scavengers from approaching the 
feeding sites, which were located 
close to their nests. In other situations, 
feeding sites could themselves attract 
predators, scavengers and vermin, 
especially if food supply is not 
regulated carefully. Any Diversionary 
Feeding measures will need to be 
thoughtfully monitored to check for 
unintended consequences.
Diversionary Feeding may well be 
an important tool to use in specific 
circumstances; it’s already used by 
the RSPB to deter Red Kites preying 
on Lapwings at a nature reserve in 
Oxfordshire, for instance. Conservation 
practitioners and research scientists 
will find it useful to read the whole 
paper. If Diversionary Feeding is 
employed, then it seems sensible to 
develop protocols to test whether 
it works in different predator-prey 
systems and to report back on the 
outcomes.
Paper
This work is published as: Diversionary 
feeding as a means of reducing raptor 
predation at seabird breeding colonies 
Jennifer Smart and Arjun Amar, 
Journal for Nature Conservation, 
www.doi.org/10.1016/j.jnc.2018.09.003

By Graham Appleton – 
Wader Tales Blog
19 September 2018

wadertales.wordpress.com/2018/09/19/
deterring-birds-of-prey/

Deterring Birds of Prey

Kestrel

Little tern’s nest & eggs

Little tern settling on nest

Little tern chick

Diversionary feeding posts and prey
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A s spring approaches and birds 
are starting to breed it’s time to 

consider whether they will be able to 
find sufficient food for their chicks. 
Rather like going to the supermarket 
after BREXIT! The majority of farmland 
birds feed their young on invertebrates 
(insects and spiders) because they are 
a rich source of protein and fat, but 
the media these days is full of stories 
about insect declines. Indeed, our own 
long-term monitoring studies in Sussex 
and at Loddington are showing that 
the total number of invertebrates have 
declined by about half since the 1970s, 
but most of this decline occurred 
before the 1970s and have remained 
lower since then.
     There is though considerable 
variation between different groups of 
invertebrates with some increasing, 
some remaining stable and some 
declining. The measure we use for 
the grey partridge is an index that is 
comprised of six groups of insects 
identified as important in chick 

survival. This index has shown a 
decrease of 50% since 1970. For this 
index we also have a target level which 
is the minimum needed to ensure 
sufficient chicks survive to maintain a 
population of grey partridge. We don’t 
have such a target level for any other 
bird species.
     However, more recently we 
developed a general bird food index 
that is comprised of the groups of 
insects consumed by the majority of 
farmland birds, each multiplied by 
their approximate weight. When we 
collect invertebrate samples we can 
calculate these indices for each habitat 
so at least we can make a standardised 
comparison between habitat types.
     Our research has shown that crops 
and non-crop habitats on farmland all 
support varying levels of invertebrates. 
However, it is not only their densities 
that are important for birds but also 
whether they can be caught which 
depends on the vegetation structure 
and accessibility for birds. This is 

especially true for game bird chicks 
being so small and vulnerable to 
chilling. They need a fairly open 
structure that dries quickly after 
rain, which is why the conservation 
headland approach was developed.
In this approach, agrochemicals are 
used sparingly or not at all to allow the 
weeds under the crop to survive, whilst 
the crop provides shelter from avian 
predators. It’s the weeds that support 
most of the invertebrates, more on 
this below. However, after decades of 
herbicide use, weed communities are 
not what they used to be and instead 
we are looking towards establishing 
specific brood rearing mixes. There are 
several mixes on the market although 
none have been tested to determine 
whether they are delivering sufficient 
invertebrates. This is something we 
would like to rectify.
     Other habitats also support 
invertebrates and we have sampled 
many of these over the years, along 
with crops. Most crops these days 

support insufficient invertebrates 
to maintain a population of grey 
partridge, typical levels of grey 
partridge chick food index (GP CFI) 
are typically about 0.2 for cereals, 
root crops and grassland, 0.4-0.6 for 
winter oilseed rape, spring beans and 
peas, all below the target level of 0.7. 
Even if crops are grown organically, 
only spring beans exceeded this target 
in recent years. In terms of food for 
a wider range of farmland birds, the 
same patterns were found as for the GP 
CFI, although spring oats and spring 
beans had the highest levels on some 
farms. The legume crops and clover 
leys score well mainly because of the 
pests associated with them, thus if 
insecticides are used their value will 
decrease.
     Of the non-crop habitats, flower-
rich grassy habitats and pollen and 
nectar mixes always support high 
densities of invertebrates and usually 
well exceed the GP CFI target level (see 
Fig .1), however, such vegetation may 
be too dense for foraging chicks or 
adult birds that forage on the ground. 
Wild bird seed mixes and some game 
covers (but not maize) are highly 
variable and can exceed the GP CFI 
but not always. Their value depends 
on the species in the mix, with plants 
(especially brassicas) that have crop 
pests such as weevils and beetles 
boosting the chick food and also on 

the levels of weeds. The vegetation 
structure again influences which birds 
can make use of them.
     When wild bird seed mixes are 
established can also determine their 
value. Autumn sown mixes ensure 
that some growth is present when 
birds start foraging, but there is 
less choice of plants whilst spring-
sown ones can have insufficient 
cover in dry springs, as occurs more 
frequently these days. On sites that 
have a rich diversity of weeds, the 
conservation headland approach (now 
known as unharvested headlands) 
can support sufficient invertebrates, 
as can annually cultivated margins 
for rare arable plants or natural 
regeneration. If few weeds are present 
within a conservation headland then 
broadcasting mustard, which supports 
many insects, can help remedy the 
situation.
     If the aim is to encourage a broad 
suite of farmland birds then the choice 
of habitats is different as it will be the 
adults that foraging and some are 
capable of collecting invertebrates 
from a taller range of plants. When we 
compared the biomass of invertebrates 
in different habitats the results were 
different to those of the grey partridge 
index (Figure 2), with grass margins 
and game cover performing poorly.
      So can I make some 
recommendations as to what are 

the best mixes, well as scientists 
frustratingly often say “it depends.” The 
inherent levels and diversity of weeds 
is one crucial factor. Weeds differ in the 
number of insects they support, their 
agronomic importance and whether 
their seeds are liked by farmland birds. 
Taking these factors into account we 
ranked weeds into their overall level of 
desirability (Figure 3).
     The soil type and local weather 
is also important influencing weed 
communities, but also whether 
autumn or spring sowing is better. 
If brood rearing cover is to help 
encourage grey partridge then low 
growing plants from which the 
chick can collect insects are best, for 
example mustard, clover and vetches, 
with some taller plants to provide 
cover. If provision of wild bird seed is 
important then kale is one of the seeds 
most preferred by farmland birds and 
second year kale can provide cover 
and an abundance of weeds, as can 
some of the other wild bird seed mixes. 
Overall though “don’t put your eggs in 
one basket” and provide a variety of 
habitats to ensure at least some deliver 
each year and locate these near to 
where birds are likely to be nesting to 
reduce the effort they spend finding 
food and reduce the time nests are left 
unattended.

Can your farmland birds find 
enough food? 

GWCT Farmland Ecology Blog, April 2019  
By Professor John Holland, 

Head of the Farmland Ecology Unit, GWCT

Grey Partridge
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The Scottish Farmer, April 20th 2019
looking for balance in the 
countryside
Sir – Your dramatic front page story 
in The Scottish Farmer, April 13 and 
forthright editorial about the killing of 
a golden eagle by a sea eagle should 
act as a long overdue wake up call to 
self-professed conservationists and 
government departments alike.
     They should note that 
reintroductions and blanket protection 
of certain potentially problematic 
species is counter-productive and 
unsustainable.
     Unfortunately, our largely urban 
population who are subjected to a 
barrage of so-called nature programmes 
on television have been led to believe 
that harmony exists in the countryside 
and if there should be a problem, then 
nature will find its balance.
     The reality is that those who should 
know better are unwilling to face up 
to the fact that in our largely managed 
countryside, nature is currently out 
of balance, with an overabundance 
of some problematic, predatory and 
scavenging species.
     While lambs have become an 
increasingly regular target for Scotland’s 
burgeoning sea eagle population, 
ground-nesting farm and upland birds 
like skylark, curlew, golden plover and 
lapwing face an increasingly hostile 
environment and if they do manage 
to produce some eggs by avoiding the 
attention of badgers,buzzards, crows, 
foxes and gulls, the chances are that 
their young will be taken by one or 
other of these predators before reaching 
maturity.
     Even the best intentioned and 
properly targeted predator control is 
unlikely to do more than scratch the 
surface when many predatory and 
scavenging species are over-protected 
by law.
     When a reintroduced species starts 
to cause problems for those who make 
their living from the land and help feed 
the nation to boot, as is happening with 
sea eagles, it is usually too late to do 
anything about it.
     Because the farming community 
has been to the fore in pointing out 
the damage that these birds have 
been doing to sheep almost since the 
day they were first reintroduced, the 
government needs to intervene and 
agree on a practical solution to stop this 
problem and other similar ones from 
spreading.

 

    
At the same time, government 
departments also need to heed the 
constant warnings about the continuing 
loss of our wildlife, farm and songbirds 
in particular as a result of increased 
predation.
Colin Strang Steel
Trustee, SongBird Survival

E-mail from Stephen Brown 
19th November 2018
Following the reproduction of articles 
concerning grey squirrels, Autumn/
Winter 2018; I once heard alarm calls 
from a grey squirrel when a cat was 
taking an interest in one at the top of a 
tree. Last December we were all given 
a toy at a club dinner. When blown 
like a trumpet the noise was hideous 
with tones similar to a squirrel’s alarm 
call. I kept the toy and last Spring a few 
good blasts from a persistently visiting 
grey squirrel sent the animal away 
at the fastest rate I have ever seen. 
The greys were subsequently absent 
from our property for several months. 
I understand the illustrated toy is 
available from novelty shops and might 
be worthwhile other people trying it.
 
Facebook message from Alan Matthews  
1st November 2018
My new Sparrowhawk defence around 
my feeders seems to be doing the trick. 
I built this little sanctuary not to look 
pretty but to protect the finches. It’s 
up 2.5 weeks and no sign of the usual 
carnage I get from the sparrowhawks 
so far. I added in the Goldfinch song.
Link to video: http://bit.ly/AlanMatthewsFB 

Dear Sirs/madams at SongBird 
Survival
Setting off from the house to replenish 
the bird table I was suddenly buzzed 
by a small bird demanding food. I saw 
it was a Marsh tit so I put sunflower 
seeds on my hand and it immediately 
landed, took one and flew off down the 
garden to an Alder Carr only to return 
for another seed – this procedure 
continued as long as I was prepared 
to stand there. (I suspect the seeds 
were hidden in bark) I immediately 
telephoned Philip Hollom the famous 
ornithologist who lived in the village.  
He came immediately doubting my 
ability to identify a willow tit and to his 
utter astonishment confirmed it was 
one. I gave him seeds and the little bird 
was happy to feed from his hand and 
for three years on anyone else’s as long 
as I whistled it (which always brought 
it fast up the garden). Philip declared 
this as unique and unheard of, and he 
found it fascinating as everyone did. 
It was never in a hurry, spent time 
selecting the fattest seed, was very 
casual and never seemed to look at us, 
and never worried even when perching 
on a child’s hand shaking with 
excitement, the bird hung on! He did 
appear to have a wife the first spring 
but she never came to the hand. I had 
no doubt it was a Marsh tit but wanted 
expert confirmation it was not a Willow 
Tit which is much scarcer. 
     This period of our life was spent 
in Surrey with a large garden and 
woodland alongside.  We never saw 
a Sparrowhawk so garden birds 

lETTERS IN THE PRESSYOUR lETTERS AND
were fearless. This could never have 
happened here in Norfolk where they 
cause terror with songbirds under 
constant risk of attack, although we did 
have a tame Robin for over five years 
whose corpse was sent from Norwich 
Research Centre to Cambridge for 
further research. The result was of 
great interest to scientists – reports are 
held by me.
Antonia macpherson
Broadlands, Norfolk

E-mail from Bernard Hunt 
Now that the R.S.P.B are carrying out 
selective predator control on several 
of their reserves (both mammalian 
and avian) to alleviate the further 
demise of `rarer` species it seems apt 
to point out that SongBird Survival 
have been singing from this hymn 
sheet for so many years previous to 
this momentous (and inevitable) last 
ditch attempt to halt the unnecessary 
decline. 
     If only it had started earlier we 
could have been in a much more stable 
condition regarding our threatened 
species and the combined efforts of all 
the wildlife organisations, fighting to 
protect our precious rare birds could 
be concentrated on the other major 
factors contributing to their demise 
such as shooting on migratory routes, 
the effects of chemicals and domestic 
pets (I welcome your research on cats.) 
     The simple truth is with the absence 
of the wolf and lynx, we are the apex 
predator by default and finally this 
message seems to be getting through. I 
have been heartened by the success of 
the pine martin in recent years and it is 
my long lasting dream to see the lynx 
reintroduced to our shores along with 
the wolf but I do feel this needs very 
close monitoring in order to preserve 
some of our rarest species (such as the 
Scottish wildcat.) Keep up the good 
work.
Just as a footnote is it possible a strain 
of domestic cat could be found that 
lacks the hunting gene what a perfect 
source of breeding material these 
would make for the pet trade ( i guess 
there would always be a necessity for 
hunting tendancy to be retained for 
farm cats etc (just a thought ) . . .

letter published in The Scotsman 
and reply from Colin Strang Steel
Rapture Rap
When the songbirds and garden birds 
which proliferated around my house 

20 years ago are mostly all extinct in 
this country area, it is a stark reminder 
of the attitude of the town-dwellers 
who now dominate every aspect of our 
countryside.
     Over the last couple of centuries, 
man has taken over responsibility for 
maintaining the ‘balance of nature’ 
and in the last half century the town-
dwellers heavy-handed approach, 
aided by the machinations of single-
interest pressure groups, has made 
a terrible botch of that task. Our 
defenceless small birds have paid a 
truly terrible price for that botch.
     Now we have Duncan Orr-Ewing, 
the top man at the Royal Society for 
the Protections of Birds in Scotland (16 
January), extolling the virtue of even 
more raptors, because that is what the 
tourists want.
     So, forget the small birds. According 
to the RSPB the money is in raptors, 
and only money matters to them.
Irvine Inglis
18 January 2019

Saving Songbirds
Irvine Inglis makes a sad but true 
statement about the disappearance 
of songbirds from around his house 
(Letters, 18 Jan).
     This decline has happened despite 
a multi-million pound conservation 
industry which has failed to tackle 
one of the biggest problems of all 
– predation. It is distressing to note 
that the numbers of some of our 
most beloved birds, such as skylarks 
and house sparrows, have crashed by 
around 60-70 percent in the space of 
just one lifetime. Many other species 
of songbirds are suffering a similar 
mnajor decline. 
     On the other side of the coin their 
predators, including crows, jackdaws 
and magpies, are all up by over 100 
percent, while the number of badgers 
has exploded from around 50,000 in 
1980 to well over half-a-million now. 
Add the growing number of domestic 
cats, foxes, grey squirrels and birds 
of prey, all of which either compete 
with or eat songbirds, and it is hardly 
surprising that some species are 
heading fast for extinction.
     The mistakes of the past and the 
indifference shown to songbirds by 
government and conservation groups 
must be reversed so that songbirds 
can resume their rightful place in the 
nations’s affection.
     If we really want to restore 

songbirds populations, there has 
to be universal agreement that 
overabundant predator and scavenger 
species control must be undertaken, 
otherwise the decline and suffering of 
songbirds will continue unabated, until 
few people will remember the magic of 
a dawn chorus.
Colin Strang Steel
Trustee, SongBird Survival

SBS letter to The Telegraph
April 2019
Peter Hall, Tim Palmer and Charles 
Smith-Jones, are spot on when 
they, as successful practising land-
manager conservationists, state that 
the revocation of General Licences 
to control problematic bird species 
could not have come at a worse time, 
likely to do the most damage to the 
prospects of a number of endangered 
species (Letters, April 26). Research 
commissioned by our Charity, and 
carried out by the Game & Wildlife 
Conservation Trust, has shown that 
for farmland hedgerow-nesting 
songbirds, overall annual nest success 
can be from 10-16% lower in sites 
where no corvid control is undertaken. 
Set against a 56% long-term decline 
in farmland bird populations since 
1970, this is an impressive result. Even 
more impressive results have been 
obtained elsewhere for vulnerable, 
ground-nesting farm and upland birds 
such as the globally Near Threatened, 
red-listed curlew - the bird of greatest 
conservation concern in the UK - the 
red-listed lapwing and the amber-listed 
meadow pipit, amongst others.
     Natural England’s precipitate 
blanket revocation of General Licences, 
taken without consultation with 
those most likely to be adversely 
affected - farmers, land-managers 
& other conservationists - has 
been condemned, rightly, by many 
commentators, in Parliament, in 
the media and by concerned nature 
-loving members of the general public. 
It is therefore vital to mitigate, swiftly, 
the damage that this ill-considered 
action will impose upon vulnerable 
prey species the length and breadth 
of England, from the uplands, across 
the farmed landscape to the urban 
towns and cities where the bulk of our 
nature-starved population now live.  
Keith Cowieson
Director, SongBird Survival
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Grey squirrel deterrent from Stephen Brown

Sparrowhawk garden bird feeder protection from Alan Matthews



In 2018 the Game and Wildlife 
Scottish Demonstration Farm 

(GWSDF) began a research project 
into thrush breeding distributions 
and success in North-East Scotland, 
supported by SongBird Survival. The 
project is located in the Deeside area, 
bordering the Cairngorms National 
Park. The project includes the 
monitoring of two separate areas; The 
GWSDF, which is categorised as low 
intensity agricultural hill edge farmland 
and The MacRobert Trust Estate which 
is mostly categorised as high intensity 
agricultural lowland farmland. The 
aim of the project is to determine how 
habitat, agricultural intensification 
and predators impact abundance and 
breeding success of Song Thrush, 

Mistle Thrush & Blackbird. Only the 
three thrush species mentioned are 
monitored as other thrush species 
such as fieldfare and redwing do not 
typically breed in North East Scotland, 
with most individuals being winter 
migrants. 
     Monitoring activities include 
counting foraging thrush in fields, 
woodland territory counts, nest 
observations, raptor counts and soil 
invertebrate sampling, all of which 
takes place between March-July. 
Results so far have shown that both 
areas sustain a healthy population 
of thrushes, with song thrush being 
the most abundant species. GWSDF 
however supports a higher density of 
thrushes and breeding success rates 

are higher. This is thought to be due 
to the low intensity management of 
the farm in recent years, the variety 
of suitable habitats available, low 
Accipiter raptor numbers and the 
effective legal predator control which 
is conducted across the project area. 
However, 2018 was an abnormal year 
weather-wise, with a very wet and cold 
spring and a very hot and dry summer. 
Such conditions may have affected 
food availability and caused some 
individuals to abandon nests (figures 
below) as energy and resources may 
not have been sufficient to continue 
with brood investment. The project 
will continue through 2019 to provide 
more data, hopefully without adverse 
weather conditions taking their toll.

An Assessment of Thrush 
Breeding Distributions and 

Success in North-East Scotland  
By Marlies Nicholai, Research Assistant, Game & Wildlife 

Scottish Demonstration Farm, Auchnerran

SONGBIRD SURVIVAL Spring / Summer 2019 27SONGBIRD SURVIVAL Spring / Summer 201926

Mistle thrush nest and eggs

Song thrush incubating

Marlies Nicholai briefing members at our AGM

Nestful of young blackbirds

Auchnerran team with Dr Christopher Paul Bell



Animadversor’s 
Diary  

Keeping out the Intruders

Our village borders on farmland to 
the south and beyond that there 

are woodland areas of the order of 
1000 acres. I apologise for using what 
may be regarded as an old unit but I 
have never got my head round what 
a hectare looks like. To the north one 
only has to go a couple of kilometres to 
find similar woodland areas albeit not 
so extensive. For years – and we have 
resided here for over half a century – on 
most mornings there were hundreds of 
jackdaws on the move travelling north 
and then as dusk approached in the 
evening they returned to what I took to 
be the rookery. Why you may ask am I 
using the past tense? The answer is that 
about three years ago they reversed 
their directions of travel so it would 
appear that the rookery must now be 
to the north. I can only surmise that 
their previously favoured residence was 
destroyed by the harvesting of trees or 
perhaps their favoured feeding ground 
was no longer available to them.
     When they are flying overhead I 
always have to stand and stare for a 
few minutes to enjoy the procession 
which appears totally undisciplined 
at first glance yet is a well regimented 
operation taken as a whole. At 
particular times of the year it becomes 
even more obvious that the large 
majority are paired – something that 
gives me a feeling of warmth as I 
can empathise with their displayed 
contentment. Sometimes, particularly 

on the homeward trek, the cacophony 
of their calls has to be heard to be 
believed as they chatter incessantly 
among themselves. 
     Although I am given to understand 
that jackdaws will take other birds’ 
eggs, I believe this is not their favoured 
activity and certainly I have never 
witnessed it. So unlike my views on 
some other corvid species I am quite 
happy for them to share my immediate 
environs.  Indeed there are usually 
about ten individuals that appear on 
my front lawn in the morning having 

presumably dissociated themselves 
from the main group to carve out their 
own lifestyle. I am more than happy 
to see them as they prod with their 
beaks to find chafer bugs and other 
invertebrates. 
     Not everyone however may be 
content with their presence because 
last year I noticed that they had chosen 
to nest in the chimneys of several 
houses in an adjacent road. One 
wonders why this occurred last year 
for the first time to our knowledge in 
some 50 years. Perhaps these breeding 
pairs are from the aforementioned 
non-conformists or maybe the major 
rookery has become overcrowded 
necessitating alternative arrangements. 
Clearly the nesting had caused a 
problem to some householders 
because I have since noticed that a 
few of the chimneys have been fitted 
with bird guard cowls to prevent the 
intruders from repeating the activity.
     While jackdaws have never tried 
to predate eggs or nestlings from my 
bird boxes I have always found a need 
to guard against the greater spotted 
woodpecker, cats and squirrels which 
can get a beak or paw inside a box 
with a non-protected hole. For many 
years I have fitted thick wood on the 
outside of the boxes to create a kind of 
tunnel but this year I have purchased 
the protector plates available from 
SongBird Survival. They really are neat 
little devices supplied complete with 
screws and can be fitted in a couple 
of minutes. They will clearly remove 
even that smidgen of doubt that I may 
have had about the effectiveness of my 
home-made tunnels.

For the greater good  
After calling for a wider debate on predator control to help save 

endangered species such as the curlew, BBC producer 
Mary Colwell explains why confronting a difficult and 

bloody truth is vital for wildlife

I ’ve been involved with the 
complexities of curlew conservation 

for more than two years. It’s been 
a fascinating insight into the world 
of conservation, the demands of 
agriculture and the requirements 
of shooting. I’ve learnt a lot and 
been humbled and inspired in equal 
measure. I’ve also been challenged to 
the core of my being and by far the 
greatest source of dissonance, which I 
wrestle with daily, is whether or not to 
control predators.
     As a producer of documentaries 
on Nature and the environment 
for the BBC, I’ve been trained to 
be dispassionately even-handed. 
My own ideas are irrelevant when 
making a programme. The mantra 
that is (or should be) ingrained into 
every producer’s brain - never rely on 
second-hand information and always 
fairly represent different sides of a 
dispute - has held me in good stead. 
I’m proud of the neutrality of what I 
produce.
     During my 500-mile walk for 
curlews in 2016, I took my BBC training 
with me, including into personally 
challenging situations, such as facing 
the intense predator management 
carried out on grousemoors.
I hope the same sense of even-
handedness that underpins my 
documentaries comes across in my 
book about the walk, Curlew Moon.
     At the end of May, The Guardian 
asked for an opinion piece on 
predator control and I wrote what I 
hoped was a fair assessment of the 
differing perspectives surrounding 

controlling foxes and crows. However, 
my personal, emotional response to 
the plight of curlews is different. It’s 
something I feel in the depths of my 
soul and I’ve found myself having 
to struggle far more intensely with 
internal conflict than I realised at the 
start.
     All the major issues that face 
conservation bear down on curlews, 
the shy and wild wader that sings 
haunting songs - nothing less 
than how we parcel up the land to 
accommodate food production, water 
catchment, forestry, leisure, sport, 
population growth, climate change 
and development. Saving curlews is 
not about tweaking the management 
of nature reserves, as they rarely nest 
in them. This story is in the fields, in 
the day-to-day grit and grind of life 
and the question of whether or not to 
control the generalist predators that 
do so well in these highly managed 
landscapes is part of this complex mix.
     The producer in me understands the 
different views surrounding predator 
control. The scientist says listen to 
the evidence and act accordingly. 
However, the part of me that makes 
me the person I am, someone who 
wants to celebrate and nurture all of 
life, feels torn. I know predator control 
is one of the two main ways to bring 
curlews back from the brink - the other 
being large-scale restoration of habitat 
- but knowing that doesn’t make it any 
easier to accept.
     I’ve always been opposed to the 
killing of any wildlife. It’s my firm 
belief that in this crowded, multi-use 

country, wildlife has a hard enough 
time simply surviving and we should 
be using our ingenuity to find ways to 
help all creatures thrive, not layer up 
injustice by killing.
     It’s not the fault of a fox or a crow 
that they do well in our human-made 
landscapes - it’s a situation we’ve 
created and it’s our moral duty to work 
around them without resorting to 
lethal control.
     And yet, each year, as I monitor 
what’s happening to curlew 
populations around Ireland and the 
UK, it breaks my heart to hear of failure 
after failure of curlew nests. In some 
places, no chicks survive at all and 
haven’t for many years. We’ve lost half 
the population of breeding curlews 
in the UK in the past 20 years and the 
trend continues.
     In southern Ireland, they may well 
be functionally extinct as a breeding 
bird in a decade. Wales and southern 
England aren’t far behind.
Loss of habitat is a major factor, but so, 
too, is predation. The main predators 
of curlews and other ground-nesting 
birds, foxes and crows, are highly 
adaptable and increasing in number. 
Non-lethal control, such as electric 
fencing around nests, increases 
hatching success, but fledging rates 
don’t improve, which is ultimately 
what counts. As soon as many chicks 
wander outside the fenced area, 
they’re eaten.
     However, despite knowing the 
science, seeing the effect of predation 
on the ground and listening to many 
views, I could no more easily pull a 
trigger on a fox today than I could two 
years ago. My understanding of the 
issues is immeasurably greater, but my 
heart is heavier. Venturing into curlew 
conservation has been a difficult 
personal journey and one that shows 
no sign of getting any easier. 
 
mary Colwell is author of ‘Curlew 
moon’, published by Harper Collins 
and available to buy at the SBS shop: 
www.songbirdsurvivalshop.org.uk
Countrylife
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Pair of Jackdaw

Chimney resident

Curlew chick
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Why the pine marten is 
not every red squirrel’s 

best friend   
by Doctor Craig Shuttleworth and Professor Matt Hayward

P ine martens are returning to areas 
of the UK after an absence of nearly 

a century. Following releases in mid-
Wales during 2015, reintroductions are 
proposed in north Wales and southern 
England for 2019.
     The pine marten is a small native 
carnivore that inhabits a range of 
woodland habitats. It’s an excellent 
climber and often nests within tree 
cavities. This opportunistic predator 
has a varied diet including fruit, eggs, 
songbirds and small mammals.
By the 1920s, pine martens were 
virtually extinct in the UK after 
centuries of persecution to protect 
game birds and poultry. Only a 
population in north-west Scotland 
and small numbers in northern Wales 
and England survived. With UK legal 
protection, their range has expanded 

since the 1980s, increasing their 
encounters with the grey squirrel.
Since George Monbiot penned “how to 
eradicate grey squirrels without firing 
a shot” in 2015, the media has courted 
the charismatic mammal as the saviour 
for the UK’s embattled red squirrels.
The media message is simple: the 
return of pine martens will herald the 
decline or even eradication of grey 
squirrels, which, since their arrival from 
North America in 1876, have caused 
regional extinctions of the native red 
squirrel. That’s because pine martens 
supposedly prefer eating greys, while 
leaving reds alone.
     The optimism around pine martens 
in the UK originated from research 
in Ireland and Scotland. In Scotland, 
scientists studied forests containing 
pine martens, red squirrels and grey 

squirrels. The more pine martens 
they recorded using a woodland 
area, the more likely they were to 
find red squirrels and the less likely 
grey squirrels were to be there. Like 
earlier Irish studies, this suggested that 
pine martens suppress grey squirrel 
populations to the overall benefit of 
red squirrels.
     However, that’s not quite the whole 
story. There’s a desire in the media 
to find heroes and villains in nature 
which simplifies the situation and 
obscures the potential impact of a 
returning predator on British wildlife 
and livestock. Sadly, ecology and 
conservation are rarely simple and the 
restoration of pine martens will not 
always follow a script.
Red squirrels on the menu?
The Scottish pine marten researchers 

make clear that pine martens 
sometimes eat red squirrels. In a small 
number of other studies conducted 
elsewhere in Europe, reds were in fact 
a significant seasonal component of 
pine marten diet – up to 53% in one 
case.
     It’s therefore incorrect to suggest, as 
some conservation groups have, that 
dietary studies show pine martens very 
rarely eat red squirrels. The reality is 
that predation rates reflect the relative 
abundance of red squirrels to other 
prey, encounter rates and local habitat 
characteristics.
     Why grey squirrels have declined in 
the presence of pine martens remains 
uncertain. The impact of martens on 
greys may vary geographically and 
it’s unwise to simply extrapolate the 
findings from Scotland and Ireland to 
the rest of the British Isles without a 
note of caution. Suggesting the pine 
marten is the best long-term solution 
for grey squirrel control in England is 
premature and requires more research 
to confirm.
     Pine martens have been absent from 
much of England for around 100 years, 
a period of significant agricultural and 
urban change. Landscapes have altered 
dramatically and many potential prey 

species have regionally declined. 
Pine marten predation upon these 
could therefore prove to be locally 
significant.
     This should not be a barrier to 
reintroducing pine martens. Instead, 
it reinforces the need for informed 
discussions with all interest groups 
likely to be affected. We must 
acknowledge that as a last resort, lethal 
control of predators may be necessary 
to conserve rare species such as some 
ground nesting birds.
   As the pine marten becomes more 
common in the UK and Ireland, 
inevitably there will be scenarios where 
lethal intervention is unavoidable. A 
pine marten predating a seabird colony 
was shot in 2018 under licence to 
protect an internationally important 
breeding population.
     Measures to prevent predation of 
poultry or game birds are frequently 
recommended where pine marten 
restoration is occurring. These include 
the installation of electric fencing, 
cutting back branches overhanging 
pens and ensuring that wire netting 
has no holes martens could get 
through.
     While these management 
recommendations are useful, many 

people may find it difficult to 
implement them. As a result, any 
negative impacts of a returning 
arboreal predator will fall heavily upon 
a handful of poultry owners.
      The return of the pine marten 
may also complicate the conservation 
or reintroduction of other species. 
Although the location and other details 
are confidential, there were concerns 
that a pine marten was adversely 
affecting a red squirrel conservation 
programme after an individual was 
found to be regularly visiting release 
enclosures.
     As pine martens naturally spread 
from Scotland into northern England, 
adaptive and measured responses will 
be needed to responsibly manage their 
return. An approach to conservation 
that’s media-friendly but built on 
limited evidence rarely works, and 
certainly won’t in pine marten 
restoration.

Craig Shuttleworth
Honorary Visiting Research Fellow, 
Bangor University

matt Hayward
Associate professor, 
University of Newcastle

Red Squirrel by Diana Gordon
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Volunteer Spotlight   
Thank you to all our wonderful volunteers who have been holding events, passing out 
leaflets and newsletters and placing donation boxes, posters and leaflets in their local 

shops, garden centres and libraries.

Lots of lovely country folk turned out to Park Farm, Thorney 
near Peterborough to hear more about our work and how 
they can help us.
     Keith Cowieson, SBS Director, explained the issues facing 
songbirds in the UK, the causes for the decline in numbers 
and the research that SBS commissions in order to try to find 
solutions to reverse these declines.
     At Park Farm, Thorney, Michael Sly plays an important part 
in helping to make a richer environment for the birds and 
other wildlife. His farm is part of the Thorney Farmland Bird 
Friendly Zone, with such initiatives as dedicated skylark plots 
to provide safe nesting sites for these and other birds, feeding 
winter seed mixes through the difficult winter months, and 
by growing nectar flowers, vital for insects and to create a 
healthy eco-system.
     Park Farm has also been involved in Open Farm Sunday 
every year since 2006, welcoming over 65,000 visitors over 
the years, informing, educating and of course entertaining 
the many visitors to their fantastic farm.  SBS has been proud 
to be invited to come and tell Park Farm’s visitors more about 
our work and help more people to understand the difficulties 
faced by our nation’s songbirds.
     To find out more about Open Farm Sunday at Park Farm 
Thorney go to www.parkfarmthorney.co.uk
     A heartfelt thank you to SBS member Peter Stuffins and 
his family for organising the evening, including the lovely 
refreshments, and to our gracious host Michael Sly for 
allowing us to use his wonderful facilities.
     Everyone enjoyed themselves very much on a cold wintery 
night and came away with a real understanding of the issues 
our birds face and what we are doing to address them.

SBS talk at Park Farm, Thorney

 Can you help?  Whether it is organising a talk or coffee morning, putting a donation box and/or 
some leaflets in your local garden centre or shop, a sponsored walk or any other idea to help 

raise awareness and funds for our work – then please call the office or email us at 
dawn-chorus@songbird-survival.org.uk. We are here to help and support you with whatever 

wonderful ideas you come up with!

Arlington Bluebell Walk
Thank you to our lovely member, John McCutchan who 
opens up this wonderful woodland every year in aid of 
many charities.
     This year he requested SBS to send him some posters 
and leaflets to be used as part of a display of various 
Conservation Organisations.
     You can find out more about the event at 
www.bluebellwalk.co.uk We are so excited to be part of 
such a wonderful scheme, now in its 47th year!
     Thank you so much to John for running the event and 
including us. We hope lots of visitors see our information 
there and it brings us more members and supporters.

A view from the 
kitchen window  

I t is always rewarding when a newly 
sited bird feeder starts to attract 

a variety of songbirds. Encouraged 
by the number of birds being drawn 
to feeders around the house and 
adjoining woods, some new “Perdix” 
feeders capable of holding up to 
15kgs of bird seed were placed 
strategically in woods around the 
farm. Within a matter of days all the 
feeders, mounted on posts to prevent 
pheasants from reaching them, were 
empty. A trail camera set up opposite 
one of the feeders soon identified the 
main culprits as roe deer. They were 
using their tongues to pull out the 
birdseed, most of which just fell onto 
the ground and was then devoured by 
pheasants. In order to keep the deer 
at bay a frame of 2” square mesh has 
been put round the feeders, which 
has certainly had the effect of slowing 
down the consumption of seed, whilst 
still allowing smaller birds access to 
feeding ports.
     In the early part of the winter a 
large flock of mainly bramblings, but 
also chaffinches and goldfinches were 
to be seen feeding on seeds from an 
“unharvested” crop grown under a 
government conservation scheme. 
These small birds spent most of the 
day on the ground devouring the 
seeds and as evening approached, 
they congregated in an impressive 
line on nearby telegraph wires before 
eventually flying into a wood to roost 
for the night. Unfortunately, it did 
not take long for the seed supply 

to be exhausted and the birds then 
dispersed. It would have been more 
satisfactory if the seed had lasted 
throughout the winter as the birds 
must have faced an uncertain future 
for the remaining “hungry months” 
until the natural food supply was 
restored. It would be good if seed 
merchants could produce a mixture 
that would last throughout the barren 
winter months.
     No doubt as a result of the 
unseasonably warm weather in mid-
February lapwings and oystercatchers 
started arriving earlier than normal at 
the wetland area on the farm. It was 
heartening to see the lapwings drifting 
in over successive days, although the 
pleasure at seeing them was marred 
by the arrival of large numbers of 
noisy black headed gulls, also taking 
up positions around the ponds. They 
have now been joined by a number of 
black-backed gulls as well as crows, 
which means that the lapwings are 
likely to be in for a busy, if not stressful, 
summer fending off aggressors if they 
are going to rear any young at all. Up 
until Christmas cattle grazed the rough 
areas around the ponds, which has 
helped to break up the rougher ground 
and allow small pools of water to form 
in their footmarks. It will be interesting 
to see if this change to the terrain, 
combined with cattle dung, proves 
attractive to waders as well as smaller 
birds. 
     Having spotted a wild Greyhen last 
summer on an area of raised peat-bog 
and heather, a pair of Black grouse 
have been purchased and placed in a 
large pen. If the Greyhen lays eggs, the 
intention is to try and hatch them in an 
incubator, and in due course release 
the young into the heather. There is 
a long way to go but if it works, as 
it has with English partridges which 
have been released, it could herald 
the return of Blackgame, which have 
been absent from the farm for over 
25 years. Neither the Blackgame (nor 

indeed the lapwings) stand any realistic 
chance of survival without constant 
pest control. The multi-agency 
‘Working for Waders’ initiative has 
had some success in restoring waders 
to parts of the country where they 
have been absent for a long time and 
this has involved a cooperative effort 
with farmers and other landowners in 
restoring habitat, as well as carrying 
out widespread predator control. It 
would be good if more farmer groups 
could be established throughout the 
country, particularly in Scotland, to 
aid conservation and help restore 
the balance that remains starkly in 
favour of predators. Working together 
at habitat improvement and predator 
control is so much more effective than 
working in isolation.
     One worrying prospect that can 
only spell bad news for birds and 
other forms of wildlife is the Scottish 
Government’s desire to see much 
of the countryside covered by trees. 
Unless this objective is handled 
sensitively and the right trees grown 
in the right places, this can only 
spell disaster for wildlife and birds 
in particular. Increased forestry, 
particularly blanket softwoods, will 
undoubtedly lead to a corresponding 
increase in predators, both avian and 
mammalian, which can only have an 
adverse impact on songbirds as well as 
waders.

By Colin Strang Steel                       
Trustee, SongBird Survival

Can you help?
Like inspiring these budding young ornithologists 
enjoying an SBS event.

Perdix feeder

Brambling galore on the wires
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2019 Big Farmland Bird 
Count Results GWCT BFBC Blog  

February saw the sixth annual Big Farmland Bird Count 
(BFBC) organised by the Game & Wildlife Conservation 

Trust, with record numbers of participants and species 
recorded. 

Over 1400 farmers took part and recorded 140 species 
across over 1 million acres. That’s more farmers than in 
any previous year. 

     The BFBC was launched in 2014 to highlight the positive 
work done by farmers and gamekeepers in helping to 
reverse the decline in farmland bird numbers. The count 
offers a simple means of recording the effect of any 

conservation work currently being instigated by farmers 
and gamekeepers on their land, such as scatter feeding birds 
through winter or growing crops specifically to provide seed 
for birds. 

What did farmers see? 
The most commonly seen species were blackbirds and 
woodpigeons, seen by over 75% of our participants. Robins 
and blue tits were seen by over 70% of the farmers. 

The graph below shows the full list of the 25 most 
commonly seen species. 

At the other end of the scale, we were delighted to see 
that a total of 30 species from the Red List for Birds of 
Conservation Concern were recorded, with 5 appearing in 
the 25 most commonly seen species list: fieldfares, starlings, 
house sparrows, yellowhammers and song thrushes, with 
the first four seen by over 30% of the farms taking part. 

The five most abundant birds seen were woodpigeons, 

starlings, lapwing, black headed gulls and rooks. A total 
of 148,661 were found, making up nearly 50% of the total 
number of birds recorded. 

8 of the top 25 most abundant species are on the Red List 
for Birds of Conservation Concern: starlings, fieldfares, 
lapwings, linnets, redwings, herring gulls, yellowhammers, 
and house sparrows.

Who took part? 
The type of farms taking part reflected the full range of farm 
businesses we had hoped to see. 

The average farm size of those taking part was 739 acres, 
with 66% growing arable crops, 52% having beef or sheep, 
and 13% growing field vegetables. There were also a number 
of dairy farms, horticulture units, poultry producers and pig 
producers submitting counts. We are really pleased to get 
such a variety of interest. 

48% of participants are in some form of agri-environment 
scheme, demonstrating their long-term commitment to 
environmental management. 

40% of participants were providing some form of extra seed 
feed for birds, either through growing wild bird seed mixes, 
or by providing additional grain through scatter feeding or 
via hoppers. 

Where were participants from? 
Farmers from every county in England took part and there 
were also responses from Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales. We also had a number of farmers from Austria take 
part! 

Norfolk had by far the most returns, with 145 farmers 
completing the survey. This was followed by Suffolk with 92, 
Herefordshire with 63, and Hampshire with 60. Our thanks 
go out to these counties for their huge support.
 
Where did people count? 
The survey areas included important environmental features 
such as hedges, woodland ponds, grass margins, ditches 
and trees. Most survey sites were next to winter cereals, 
grassland or overwintered stubbles. The features recorded 
are a good demonstration of the variety of habitats present 
in farmland across the UK.
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I started watching birds in the early 
1970s, when tree sparrows were 

common and house sparrows were a 
nuisance in our suburban Birmingham 
garden. Tree sparrows nested in a 
tree near my home, we ringed a 
small number of broods each year in 
Edgbaston Park just three miles from 
the city centre, and several winter 
flocks of 100 or more birds could be 
found in the surrounding countryside. 
House sparrows were simply 
everywhere.
     Historically, sparrows were pest 
species. In the 1950s and 1960s, 
throughout the country, house and 
tree sparrows would descend on 
milky-white wheat and barley seeds 
a little before it was time for harvest. 
Swarms of hundreds would drop out of 
the hedgerows and into the crop, like 
locusts in a biblical scene.
     Such sights are largely a thing of the 
past – we recognise the tree sparrow 
as a species of significant conservation 
concern and even the house sparrow 

has been red-listed. This is not because 
of the danger of extinction – the 
latest UK population estimate is still 
about five million pairs – but because 
of the rapid change in its numbers. 
Potentially, such declines can be 
important warnings of threats to the 
environment we share with birds. 
     After World War II, the key driver 
in agriculture was a need to feed the 
nation. This was reflected locally, 
where individual farmers were trying 
to produce as much food as possible, 
which would increase income of 
course. When I was a boy, a Norfolk 
farmer I know well was encouraged 
to kill sparrows with a catapult, 
graduating to an air rifle and then a 
shotgun loaded with sparrow shot 
– cartridges with particularly small 
pellets that enabled up to 50 sparrows 
to be despatched with one shot. He is 
now a staunch conservationist, doing 
everything he can for the sparrows on 
his farm.
     Controlling sparrows in those days 

was not a new thing – the first sparrow 
clubs, dedicated to the removal of this 
scourge, were set up by farmers at least 
as early as 1743. They worked with 
parish councils to distribute bounty 
money to those who killed adults or 
collected nestlings. At the end of the 
18th century, three old pennies (1.25p) 
per dozen adults was the standard rate 
of Suffolk house sparrows, at a time 
when a loaf would probably have cost 
a penny.

Modern Farming
A modern Norfolk farm is a very 
different place to those once plagued 
by house sparrows. There are fewer 
buildings in which sparrows can nest, 
the harvest is short, ploughing starts 
early, barns are sealed, hedges have 
been removed, there are no livestock 
being fed though the winter, there is 
little spring-sown cereal to see birds 
through March and April, and precious 
few summer insects to feed to tiny 
chicks. In these food-free, shelterless-

farms, there are no places for gangs of 
sparrows to feed, hide and nest.
Fifty years ago the house sparrow was 
also an annoyance in towns. As a child, 
one of my jobs was to create “invisible” 
stick-and-cotton cages around clumps 
of yellow crocus, just before the buds 
burst and the flowers could be torn to 
shreds. Until recently, my parents lived 
in that same house of my childhood, 
yet they rarely saw a house sparrow.
     British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) 
volunteers involved in the Garden Bird 
Feeding Survey were the first to spot 
that house sparrows were being lost 
from many of our gardens and the 
trends are still being monitored by the 
BTO’s Garden Bird Watchers.

“spare the spray and help the 
sparrow”

Thick vegetation
Most of us cannot influence what 
happens to house sparrows on farms, 
but we can give house sparrows a 
lifeline around our homes, in towns 
and villages. Research has shown that 
the best gardens for house sparrows 
are ones in which food is provided 
throughout the year and where there 
is thick vegetation to provide cover at 
mealtimes.
     With chicks in the nest, a house 
sparrow needs to find insect food, so 
spare the spray and help the sparrow. 
Though house sparrows will nest 

colonially in hedges and climbers such 
as Boston ivy and honeysuckle, they 
would prefer to gain access to your 
roof space or use nest boxes.
     The tree sparrow is the brown-
capped, dumpier country cousin of the 
house sparrow. Checking BirdTrends 
on the BTO website, I see that numbers 
of tree sparrows were already in 
decline by 1970, reaching their lowest 
ebb in about 1994.
     Numbers have doubled in the past 
20 years, but the population is still 
estimated to be just a tiny fraction of 
what it was 50 years ago.
     There may be about 200,000 pairs 
now, but that is compared with five 
million. Who would have thought, in 
1970, that such a rapid decline was 
even possible – and across the whole 
of the UK? That is why it is worth 
keeping an eye on common birds, 
because sometimes things change.
     One of the good things about tree 
sparrows is that they are easier to 
help than some other species. They 
have always been colonial by nature 
and patchy in their distribution. When 
coupled with the fact that birds will 
readily use nest boxes, a local recovery 
programme becomes possible.
     Detailed research, largely by RSPB, 
has shown that “first aid” for tree 
sparrows consists of supplementary 
winter feeding and locating nest 
boxes close to areas where adults 
can find aquatic insects with which 

to feed their youngsters. In these 
wetland fringes, productivity is high 
enough to support the expansion of 
the species. By targeting help in this 
way, many conservation organisations, 
local farmers and water companies 
are making a real difference to tree 
sparrows.

Optimism
All is not doom and gloom. There 
are some great initiatives to increase 
local tree sparrows, as just shown, 
and a growing awareness that insect 
populations need to be conserved if 
we do not want to see an even greater 
loss of biodiversity. In our towns and 
villages, house sparrows are likely to 
benefit from rewilding programmes 
designed for species as diverse as 
hedgehogs and bees, as well as the 
provision of nest sites for swifts and 
house martins.
     If we can find room for wildlife, our 
adaptable and opportunistic sparrows 
are likely to take advantage. The return 
of house sparrows to a city street 
of village green is a sign that local 
people are creating space for wildlife, 
and the presence of tree sparrows 
in the countryside I a sure sign of 
conservation stewardship.

By Graham Appleton
Shooting Times and Country 
magazine
August 2018

A tale of two sparrows  
Numbers of house sparrows have fallen dramatically in 

recent years, though there is now some cause for optimism

House sparrow – down 70% since 1977

Tree sparrow – down 96% since 1967
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There is a long, straight front drive 
on my shoot, with well-kept 

hedges on both sides. Halfway along, 
a strip of scrubby woodland branches 
away to the south, with a track on 
either side. I was parked in the gap, 
surveying the fields for roe, when a 
movement in the drive caught my 
eye. It was a musket sparrowhawk 
powering towards me about a foot off 
the ground. Realising I was there, at the 
last minute, it flipped up and over the 
car and as I looked in the mirror, I saw 
it drop back down and bank hard right 
to continue its regular attack run down 
the side of the bushes.
     Every time I see a sparrowhawk in 
the partridge ground I curse, though 
a musket is no great threat – he 

specialises in much smaller quarry. It 
is his much larger wife that includes 
partridges on the menu, and I have 
no doubt that I lose several pairs each 
spring. I have seen a sparrowhawk take 
a bird out of an autumn covey, but it 
is the period from January to March 
when greys are most vulnerable. Living 
in pairs means they have many fewer 
eyes to spot for danger and the need 
to work hard for food means they are 
preoccupied too.

All-out war
Many people find it had to understand 
that I have high regard for the 
predators I do battle with. From March 
to June it is all out war on crows 
and magpies. My aim is to have no 

established pairs throughout the 
period and mop up any interlopers as 
soon as possible after they arrive. This 
does not mean that I hate these birds; 
far from it. Magpies and crows are very 
clever and I admire their enterprise in 
making a living in all sorts of different 
circumstances – they are superbly 
adaptable.
     The same goes for my other arch 
enemy, the fox. If I want my wild 
nesting pheasants and partridges to do 
well, I must control foxes, and every 
opportunity to nail one during late 
winter and spring has to be taken. But 
here again, I am still very happy to 
watch and admire a fox going about its 
business. Watching one spring up and 
pounce on a vole through 

several inches of snow is very special; 
something for the memory bank that 
lasts a lifetime.
     There are those who think that 
nature should be left to its own 
devices, to achieve that famed “natural 
balance”, without human interference. 
The trouble is, there is no such thing. 
There are too many of us for there 
to be a natural world, so whatever 
balance we find, it is made by man, 
whether by accident or design. You 
could say that we disrupt the balance 
so much that we have a responsibility 
to try to redress it.

Boundaries
There has long been a view among 
ecologists that you have to manage the 
habitat, and the wildlife with take care 
of the rest, but again the argument 
is flawed. No matter how wonderful 
a habitat you create, it will inevitably 
have its boundaries. So a wonderful 
marsh for breeding waders still suffers 

from crows and foxes moving in from 
outside, meaning that predation risk 
is far higher than the natural balance, 
which is now lost in the mists of time.
     It is mostly generalist predators, 
which survive on a very diverse diet, 
that cause us problems. Foxes are 
a good example; they are held at a 
relatively high density by feeding 
opportunistically on all manner of 
foods provided by us. From bits of 
leftover picnics to road casualty 
wildlife, rats, rabbits and pet food put 
out specifically to attract them to 
suburban gardens, they have a plethora 
of choice.

“Prey availability only 
regulates predator populations 

when there is no alternative 
food source”

     Nesting lapwings on the wader 
marsh are likely to be an insignificant 
morsel against this background, but 
that does not mean that the foxes 

do not apply an intolerable level of 
pressure when they decide to forage 
out there in spring. If the foxes ate 
all the lapwings they would not go 
hungry, but would simply change 
to other foods. Prey availability only 
regulates predator populations when 
there is no alternative food source.
But this does not mean that we try 
to eradicate foxes, or even try to 
drastically reduce their population 
over the country. What is needed is a 
local reduction in numbers at the key 
vulnerable time. For most of the year, 
a fox is no threat to the ever watchful 
lapwing – it is only in the spring and 
nesting that bring vulnerability, and 
therefore the need for control.
     Back to my model of predation 
control on the home shoot. Whether it 
be crows, magpies of foxes, the same 
basic scheme applies. I set about a 
control programme in early spring and 
aim to keep numbers low throughout 
the nesting and rearing season, then 
ease off. Next spring will be a repeat 
exercise, with recolonization by the 
predators meaning that I’ll need to trap 
and shoot much the same numbers 
again.

“Whatever balance we find, it 
is made by man, whether by 

accident or design”

      To this extent, what I am doing 
is entirely sustainable, just taking a 
regular “crop” of predators each year to 
produce a sustainable harvest of wild 
game. I really would only need to give 
up for one season and populations 
would settle back to something pretty 
similar to when I started just over 20 
years ago.
     I take real pride in this sustainable 
model and I would certainly give up if 
I felt I needed total eradication of any 
of these predators to get a result. Over 
the years I have seen just about every 
species of bird of prey that you would 
expect on the shoot and I always 
treasure the glimpses of merlins, 
peregrines and harriers, both hen and 
Montagu’s. Even the day-to-day views 
of kestrels and buzzards make me 
stop for a moment and there is always 
a small rush of excitement when a 
sparrowhawk flashes into view.

By Dr mike Swan; Head of Education 
and the Southern Regional Adviser 
for the GWCT
Shooting Times and Country 
magazine
September 2018

love thine enemy  
Control does not mean total eradication of a predator 
species - but a “crop” taken at the right time can help 

other fauna to thrive too

Sparrowhawk
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Come and visit us at the

Game Fair at Hatfield House
26th – 28th July

Come and meet the team, find out more about our latest research and enjoy a 
fantastic day out at the show.

Why not join us for a drink?
Bonhams Auctioneers are generously hosting a drinks reception on each day of the show 

between 12 and 2pm on their stand on Gunmakers Row
Pop in to our stand at the show in the morning to get an invite card or email 

george@songbird-survival.org.uk

George is also the person who’d love to hear from you if you would be able to help out 
on the stand for any of the show – volunteers are always needed!

Charity Gifts for summer!  
Help songbirds by buying from SongBird Survival

Every purchase raises funds for our vital research programme

See our full range and buy at www.songbirdsurvivalshop.org.uk
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