Every bird counts (500 words)


How many species of birds do you think that you could find within a mile’s radius of home in the winter and in the summer?  Most of us have a mixture of habitats close by – waterways, farmland, parks, gardens and woodland – and the chances are that it may well be over sixty in each season.  Are there more species than there were twenty years ago?  Which birds are easier to find and which ones have become scarce?  These are important questions and lie at the heart of a massive new survey of British and Irish birds.

Every twenty years, staff from the Thetford-based British Trust for Ornithology organise a complete survey of the birds of Britain and Ireland, working with colleagues from BirdWatch Ireland and the Scottish Ornithologists’ Club.  The islands are divided into over 75,000 tetrads, each one of which is 2km by 2km, about the same area as the circle around your home, and we try to get birdwatchers to visit as many as possible and to record all of the species that they see or hear.  This is a huge exercise that started on 1 November and will take until 2011 to complete.

The BTO’s first national atlas, covering the period 1968 to 1972, provided maps of where to find breeding species in Britain and Ireland.   Since then, a series of atlases has given us invaluable insights into the fortunes of our birds.  They have highlighted massive declines for many common farmland birds and focused on species, such as Corn Bunting and Tree Sparrow, that were silently disappearing. These alarming changes helped to set farmland conservation priorities. 

In Bird Atlas 2007-11 we will look for new patterns and set a new agenda for conservation priorities. How easy will it be to find Yellowhammers?  Are Lapwings finding life tough?  How widespread are Starlings?  Have conservationists helped to bolster populations of Barn Owl?  This time around, we expect to see the biggest changes for woodland species, with Willow Tit, Lesser Spotted Woodpecker and Spotted Flycatcher at the top of the list of species that are causing concern.  On the other hand, we might also see an expansion of species, such as Goldcrest and Long-tailed Tit, that have enjoyed our milder winters.  

People can help with the national Bird Atlas in many ways; you do not have to be a serious birdwatcher.  Did you see a Kestrel on the way to work or can you hear Tawny Owls calling in the evening?  Why not log on to www.birdatlas.net, register yourself as an Atlas volunteer and report birds on Roving Records forms.  You do not even have to go anywhere; gardens are great for birds.  Think about getting involved in Garden BirdWatch (www.bto.org/gbw/index.htm) and add your records of Starlings, Song Thrushes and Spotted Flycatchers – all red-listed species of conservation concern – to the biggest ever stock-take of Britain’s birds.













