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Mediterranean Gull with chicks, Belmont Reservoir, 2008. (John Power)



PROGRESS SO FAR 
Any lingering doubts that we might have been overambitious in launching a new survey so soon 
after the publication of the breeding atlas in 2001 were soon dispelled when the winter 2007/08 
results came pouring in.  

So far records have been received from more than 400 observers. Timed visits in one or both 
seasons were carried out by more than 200 people who produced staggering totals of 28,000 records 
during winter and 25,000 during the breeding season.  

Roving records, totalling 32,000 in winter and 25,000 in summer, have been gleaned from the BTO 
website and a variety of other sources, most significantly from records submitted for use in the 
Lancashire Bird Report. Although many of the roving records are duplicated this has meant that a 
staggering 110,00 records have been added to the county database in the first year of this four-year 
survey – fortunately the vast majority of these came in digital form! 

Tetrads completed during 2007-2008 
We aim to cover all of the county’s 930 or so tetrads at least once in each season and have got off to 
an excellent start. We now have the results for winter 2007/08 and most of those for the 2008 
breeding season. Winter timed visits were carried out in 385 tetrads (41% of the total) and in at least 
288 tetrads during summer (31%). Coverage in each season is shown on the maps below. 

Many survey sheets, particularly in the south-west, have been submitted to the BTO digitally. The 
BTO has uploaded all of our roving records and TTVs for winter 2007/08 but has not yet had time 
to do the breeding TTVs, so the BTO website does not yet show the full extent of completed tetrads. 

 
Winter 2007/08 

  

Summer 2008 



Allocated tetrads 
Many more tetrads have now been allocated 
to surveyors (see below) bringing the total to 
721 or 77% of those available. 

 
 
The majority of the 210 tetrads for which we 
don’t yet have surveyors are in the Forest of 
Bowland, east Lancashire and St. Helens. We 
urgently need people to volunteer to cover 
these squares, so if you or someone you know 
might be able to take on one or more please 
get in touch with the BTO or the relevant 
regional organisers.  
 
Species recorded to date  
A total of 201 (Category A & C) species have 
been reported during the winter survey period 
(November to February) up until the end of 
January 2009. These include a number of rarities 
and no doubt more will turn up before the end of 
the winter survey. Detailed comparisons with the 
last national winter atlas in 1981-84 are not yet 
possible but some striking changes stand out: 
 

�� A dramatic increase in Little Egrets from 
just one record in the whole of Britain and 

Ireland in the last survey to about 100 in 
Lancashire alone. 

�� Significant increases in Lancashire in 
some species of wildfowl such as Pink-
footed Goose (see map below) and waders 
such as Black-tailed Godwit. 

�� Wintering by species like Blackcap and 
Chiffchaff previously regarded primarily 
as summer visitors. 

Pink-footed Goose Abundance 2007/08 & 
2008/09 

 
(Dot sizes: 0-49, 50-399, 400-2999, 3000+) 
 
The first two winters have included a major 
invasion of Waxwings, good numbers of 
Crossbills (throughout the year) and a smaller but 
more surprising influx of Cattle Egrets. 
Scandinavian thrush and finch numbers have so 
far been unexceptional but the next two years 
could hold some surprises. 

The number of species recorded during the 
breeding season (April to July) in 2008 nearly 
equals the winter total but a much larger 
proportion of these were vagrants, winter 
stragglers or early migrants. In all, 196 species 
were recorded during timed visits but only 139 
were regarded as possibly or definitely breeding. 
This compares with 146 likely breeding species in 
the county during our last atlas in 1997-2000. One 
of the ‘missing’ species is Spoonbill which seems 



unlikely to recolonise soon. Only Turtle Dove is 
known to have become extinct in Lancashire since 
our last survey and it is likely that the remaining 
discrepancy between the two surveys is due to the 
small number of completed timed visits in some 
upland areas, notably the absence of breeding 
records of Hen Harrier and Ring Ouzel. 

This emphasises the need to gather as much 
information about breeding status as possible – 
not just on timed visits but from roving records as 
well. 

With just one season’s records it is difficult to 
quantify the changes in distribution or numbers of 
most breeding species, especially migrants, but it 
seems highly likely that the continuing decline of, 
among others, Tree Pipit, Whinchat, Wood 
Warbler, Spotted Flycatcher and Yellow Wagtail 
will be confirmed. 

We have more information on the distribution of 
some largely sedentary species, whose winter 
records reflect the breeding range.  

Willows Tits have so far been reported (in winter 
or summer) from just 13 tetrads compared with 70 
during 1997-2000. Marsh Tits, on the other hand, 
appear to be holding their own with records 
received from 24 tetrads so far compared with 49 
in 1997-2000 – at least in their north Lancashire 
stronghold of Silverdale and the Lune Valley, 
although far fewer have been recorded further 
south. 

Initial assessment of the status of Lesser Spotted 
Woodpecker is far from optimistic – just five 
scattered winter or summer records since 
November 2007, compared with presence in 54 
tetrads in the last breeding survey. 

Grey Partridges also appear to declining at an 
alarming rate. They were recorded in 53% of 
Lancashire’s tetrads (491) during 1997-2000 but 
in only 147 so far this time. This confirms the 
45% decline in numbers counted during the 
Lancashire BBS since 1994. 

Likewise Cuckoos, which show a 55% local BBS 
decline, have so far been located in only 65 
tetrads (346 in 1997-2000). 

However, there are ‘winners’ as well as ‘losers, 
most notably Buzzard which has consolidated its 
breeding range in the north of the county and 
expanded it hugely in east, central and south 
Lancashire, the Fylde and North Merseyside (see 
maps below).  
 
 

 
Breeding distribution of Buzzard, 1997-2000 
(small dots = possible) 

 
 
Presence of Buzzard 2007-2009  

 



Other species showing expanding ranges include 
Long-tailed Tit and Nuthatch. With (timed tetrad 
and roving) records currently received from about 
60% of the county, Nuthatches have been reported 
from 230 tetrads in comparison with the 
confirmed total range of 207 tetrads in 1997-2000. 
Many of these were tetrads where the species was 
not recorded in the earlier survey. This seems to 
be the result of a consolidation in the Ribble 
Valley, north Lancashire and southern Merseyside 
and an expansion into south-western and central 
Lancashire and to a lesser extent the Fylde.  
 
 
 
 
 
Breeding distribution of Nuthatch, 1997-2000 
(small dots = possible) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
Presence of Nuthatch 2007-2009 

 



Atlasing in SD47 by John 
Wilson 

In the north of the county we have appointed 
stewards for each 10km square and, surprise, 
surprise, I plumped for SD47 centred on 
Leighton Moss. This is my sixth Atlas survey 
of the area but it was still exciting to start 
work in November 2007, especially as this 
was the first time we have used tetrads to map 
distribution in winter. In the first year we 
have carried out TTVs in all except one of the 
tetrads in the Lancashire part of the square 
and the whole area has been well covered by 
roving records. We also have a good network 
of local observers – excellent for picking up 
records of wintering Blackcap or breeding 
Spotted Flycatchers. 

The winter survey has revealed just how 
scarce species such as Meadow Pipit, Linnet, 
Reed Bunting and even Pied Wagtail are, but 
how widespread Nuthatch, Raven and 
Buzzard have become. The other striking 
finding is how important human habitations 
are for many species even in a mild winter 
and even more so in this much colder winter. 
One point worth making is the TTVs done 
this winter will show some interesting 
differences from than those done last winter 
with marked declines in Redwing, Fieldfare 
and the tits during the December/January cold 
spell. 
 
There were a few mutterings to start with that 
the breeding atlas was being repeated too 
early just eight years after the last Lancashire 
Atlas. However, first indications show some 
interesting changes in distribution, we appear 
to have lost Tree Pipit, Yellowhammer and 
Cuckoo but gained Kingfisher and Stonechat. 
The range of Whitethroat has contracted 
markedly, while Raven, Buzzard and 
Nuthatch have extended. The maturing of the 
two RSPB reedbed-creation projects has 
extended the range of Little Grebe, Tufted 
Duck, Reed Warbler and Water Rail. 
 
Validating records for the square is quite a 
task with just over 24,000 records involving 

133 species in winter and 141 in the breeding 
season. Most queried records fall into two 
categories –entering records on the wrong 
line, e.g. Lesser Spotted entered for Great 
Spotted Woodpecker or entering the wrong 
tetrad, e.g. having Avocet breeding in front of 
the Lower Hide at Leighton instead of the 
saltmarsh tetrad. 
 
 

Reflections on Bird Atlas 
Surveying by Derek Cook 
The British Trust for Ornithology has 
organised a survey over 4 years, 2007 to 
2011, to map the distribution of wintering and 
breeding birds. Alongside the national survey 
a county atlas is also being prepared. As a 
local bird watcher who volunteered to take 
part, how was it for me? 

My initial thought was to undertake surveys 
in two tetrads in the first year, 2007/08, one 
where I live which is SD64Y (Marl Hill 
Moor) and in another I am familiar with 
SD75B (Slaidburn) which includes the 1 
kilometre square I survey each year as part of 
the Breeding Bird Survey. The requirements 
for the winter surveys are timed visits to each 
tetrad in the early winter period 
(November/December) and a similar visit in 
the late winter period (January/February). As 
these made only modest demands on my time 
I was able to complete the first visits by 15 
November so I decided to request a further 
two tetrads, SD64T (Crimpton) and SD64U 
(Hodder Bank Fell) adjacent and to the west 
of my ‘home tetrad’. 

Although I had previously spent many hours 
walking and bird watching in all four tetrads, 
atlas work presents new opportunities to 
explore hidden corners of an otherwise 
familiar area. You are advised to try to visit 
each type of habitat in a tetrad and one such 
area I had not visited before was a steep sided 
wooded valley on private land with no public 
footpaths accessing it. Permission was sought 
to go into this area and was readily given and 
this area produced my only confirmed 
breeding of Buzzard and Pied Flycatcher. 



Large parts of my SD64 tetrads are moorland 
where there is the ‘right to roam’ and by 
leaving the well-walked routes I discovered 
singing Tree Pipits in two tetrads, unexpected 
finds in my local patch. By carrying out 
winter surveys I was visiting some places for 
the first time in winter and surprise finds were 
my first Lancashire Jack Snipe on Marl Hill 
Moor in February, and wintering Woodcock 
north of Slaidburn and on Hodder Bank Fell. 
Another unexpected discovery was on a 
breeding season timed tetrad visit. I was given 
permission to look into a barn where neither I, 
nor the farmer, had seen anything of interest 
before and to my surprise I discovered a Barn 
Owl. An even greater surprise was when I 
returned for an evening visit in late July and 
found a family of Barn Owls present. 

The BTO requirement for the breeding season 
is for a timed tetrad visit in the early breeding 
season, April/May, and a second timed tetrad 
visit in the late breeding season, June/July. 
However, the requirements of the county 
survey are more demanding as they wish to 
establish which birds breed in each tetrad and 
ask for a count of pairs of ‘scarce breeding 
species’ of the county. Additional visits are 
required to achieve this and the full range of 
habitats in each tetrad should be covered. I 
found establishing breeding evidence 
rewarding particularly for these scarce 
species, and especially so when the evidence 
confirmed breeding. The guidance notes 
comment that the list of scarce breeders might 
look long but in actual fact relatively few of 
these species will occur in any one tetrad. In 
east Lancashire we are lucky to have much 
excellent and varied habitat and one of my 
tetrads had 13 species of scarce breeder and 
another had 11. In the Hodder Bank Fell 
tetrad, which has a variety of habitats 
including moorland, woodland and sections of 
the River Hodder, I recorded 13 scarce 
species breeding, including up to eight pairs 
of Redstart and up to eight pairs of Stonechat. 
In the Slaidburn tetrad there were 11 scarce 
species, including up to seven pairs of 
Redstart and confirmed breeding of Lapwing, 
Grey Wagtail (3 pairs), Dipper, Spotted 
Flycatcher and Rook. 

Timed tetrad visits produced relatively 
modest totals of individual species 
particularly in winter. Mine ranged from 17 
on a late winter survey in Crimpton to 29 on a 
late winter survey in Slaidburn. The latter 
survey again illustrated that you never know 
what may turn up with two Peregrines seen 
over farmland north of Slaidburn.  

Breeding season timed tetrad visits produced 
consistently higher species counts of between 
38 and 46 in total. Other species seen in the 
tetrads at other times can be added as roving 
records and these again can be unexpected 
such as my first Shelduck and my first singing 
Garden Warbler seen in Slaidburn. The 
resulting totals with over 70 species recorded 
in two of the tetrads and 69 and 57 in the 
other two illustrate the richness of species 
available in local patches. My winter season 
and breeding season records in these four 
tetrads produced a total of 93 different species 
confirming how rewarding focussed effort 
like this can be to the individual birdwatcher. 
Within this total there were many individual 
highlights such as an early breeding season 
timed tetrad visit to the meadows above 
Whitewell where Oystercatcher, Lapwing, 
Snipe, Curlew and Redshank were calling on 
breeding territory and young Lapwing chicks 
were seen. 

Atlas surveying has taken me into places I 
have not been to before. It has also meant that 
I have been out birdwatching at times when I 
would not normally be there. You never know 
what you might see and it has produced 
surprises in areas I have visited many times 
before. The varied habitats in the ELOC area 
are attractive to a large number of species and 
I have found it a thoroughly rewarding 
experience and good exercise too! I have 
therefore signed up for new tetrads for 
2008/09 and hope to be able to continue in the 
final two years of bird atlas as well. 

 

 

 

 



Local Atlas Regional Organisers 
East Lancashire 
Tony Cooper  
anthony.cooper@talktalk.net 
 
North Lancashire 
Jean Roberts 
JeanRbrts6@aol.com 
 
Fylde and Preston 
Stuart Piner 
stuartpiner@hotmail.com 
 
South-west Lancashire, North Merseyside 
and Chorley 
Bob Harris 
harris@liverpool.ac.uk 

and Steve White 
stephen.white2@tesco.net 
 
 
 


