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FOREWORD

BY
MELISSA HARRISON

Imagine a garden entirely without birds. Imagine a whole street empty of them – worse, a town with no spring nests or morning birdsong, no swifts or swallows overhead on hot days, its back-garden bird feeders entirely unvisited, and each tree’s welcoming cradle of branches vacant, untenanted, and still.

Actually, don’t: it’s far too horrible. Nobody wants to live without birds, our lovely, feathered familiars since the dawn of humankind. Yet that’s where we could be heading if we don’t change course – and soon.

It’s a bit too much to think about, isn’t it? Especially now. But the good news is this: not only can we turn things around – by which I mean you, and you (and me!) – but doing so is going to be loads of fun.

It all starts with curiosity: what’s out there, and what’s it up to? What’s it doing now, and why? In my experience, connecting with the natural world makes our world bigger and more beautiful – more rewarding to be in, too.

I’ve found that imaginatively enlarging our world to include our fellow creatures leads pleasurably and naturally to care and custodianship. ‘This new thing I care about,’ we find ourselves thinking, ‘what does it need? And how can I help?’

Action born of love is joyful and easy; it rewards us tenfold and is never a drain. I hope this book will help you to really see the birds around you – and more importantly, the ones that aren’t – so that your own journey to custodianship can begin.

Melissa Harrison




INTRODUCTION

For those of us that love the natural world, the times we are currently living through can seem scary and bewildering. With news headlines spreading fear while mass protests and environmental movements appear to be doing little to incite real change, it can be hard not to feel overwhelmed and helpless. The concept of climate change can be difficult to fathom – in Britain we can travel for miles and see green fields and woodland, birds in the trees and in the sky. But does this really provide us with the whole picture of what is happening on our watch?

Some of the UK’s most iconic birds have recently been placed on The IUCN’s Red List. This list was established in 1964 and has become the world’s most comprehensive source of information on the global extinction risk status of animals, plant species and fungi. The list currently includes species such as the Nightingale, Skylark, Curlew and House Sparrow. These amazing birds sit in uncomfortable proximity to other once plentiful, now threatened species, such as the Puffin, Lapwing, Turtle Dove, Yellowhammer and many, many more.

There are many complex reasons for the drastic fall in numbers of these listed UK species, but certainly one major contributing factor is habitat loss. However, comprehending the concept of habitat loss is not as straightforward. We can see that there are fields, trees and rivers – what is less obvious is the loss of abundance of biodiversity, the loss of breeding grounds, and the absence of specific food which, alongside other hidden effects of climate change, are dramatically harming nature in our own countryside and even in our own backyards.

The good news is that there are many things we can do to help, and this book will hopefully be not only a celebration of the feathered friends that so desperately need our attention, but also a guide to how we can all help save our birds.
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Chapter One

WOODLAND

For forest birds, an ancient woodland must feel like a city bursting with opportunities for the finest food; the best accommodation to meet all your individual requirements; and teeming with other feathered folk to sing to, including some to try your best to steer clear of. These woods are alive with the sound of birdsong, with the sweet harmonies of finch couples, the thick banter of a rookery, the spooky nocturnal calls of owls and the ever-present alarms of thrushes and tits. Birds feel as much a part of a forest as dead leaves, acorns, fungi and rope swings. But sadly, some woods are now deathly quiet that you can hear a pine needle drop. This is often due to the planting of fast-growing and often non-native conifer and pine trees. They might be perfect for timber production and cash turnover, but not quite so perfect for our birds that need the insects, nesting places and ecosystems that thrive in mixed and broad-leafed forests. Yes, we need more trees planted (in the right places!) but more importantly, we need to protect the ancient woodland that we already have, the citadels for our native birds.
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Nightingale

Luscinia megarhynchos
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To catch the song of the Nightingale is a deep pleasure. Heard during the day the melody can easily be lost in the gossip of other small passerines and the woodland ambience surrounding it. But the song takes on a whole new feel when heard during the cover of darkness in woodland, when few other songbirds are up, as the melodic phrases are punctuated by the silence between verses, the song feels like an effervescent ‘I am me, I am here, and I am free.’ Which, for quite an unenigmatic-looking bird, is a mighty chant. No wonder the Nightingale has been famed throughout Europe for centuries. Every summer our artiste travels all the way from West Africa to breed in the south of the UK, southern and central Europe but each year the numbers arriving get lower and lower. Our once insect-rich summers are a thing of the past due to pesticides and intensive farming practices, so why should our visitor extend its travel plans when there is simply nothing to eat here? Sadly, the Nightingale is now singing the blues as climate change is affecting their African wintering grounds too and throwing everything out of whack.
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Marsh & Willow Tit

Poecile palustris & Poecile montanus
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Practically impossible to tell apart, the only real difference between these two is their calls and songs. For me they are almost the perfect-looking birds – it’s the black cap and bib contrasted with the silvery buff of the body that really does it for me. I think they are a design classic – just like Adidas’s three stripes, the anglepoise lamp or the Helvetica font. Yes, I know they are very understated, but they are perfectly formed.

Sadly, both species are in decline. They are both sedentary, meaning that they don’t migrate but stay put all year round after finding their own territory in old woodland. The decline is probably driven by woodland management – the old, wet stumps needed by the Willow Tit (which digs its own nest holes), and the dead trees (with pre-drilled holes) preferred by the Marsh Tit, simply aren’t on offer. As neither species is willing to travel too far in search of new and suitable habitat, the loss of corridors connecting what remains may sadly be limiting the number breeding.
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Woodcock

Scolopax rusticola
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These perfectly camouflaged woodland waders look like they would wheeze like a tiny set of bagpipes if you picked them up. But don’t be fooled by their beaky and portly appearance, these birds are pretty sharp; cloaked in an impossible display of invisibility, there is no way you would spot a Woodcock as it rests or nests among the dead leaves on the forest floor, unless you are about to step on it, when it dramatically springs to life, up and away. Their formulaic flights of courtship above woodland at dusk – known as roding – are fast and furious. Folklore has it that a disturbed female Woodcock can courageously fly away from danger with her chicks on her back, safe from harm.

A lot of our wintering birds are from Europe and eastern Russia and they migrate here for food, shelter and a milder climate for a few months. There are millions of Woodcocks distributed around the world but, unfortunately, they are a prized shooting bird and it is the fall in numbers of breeding birds here in the UK that rings alarm bells. It is thought that this is due to habitat loss caused by over-grazing deer and the general drying out of woodland and removal of deadwood. But the monstrous fact that you can legally hunt these amazing birds is also a factor that cannot be ignored.
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Lesser Spotted Woodpecker

Dryobates minor
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Lesser spotted indeed! These beautiful but elusive sparrow-sized birds get most of their attention from the pages of bird books. Deliberations often occur when there is a woodpecker on the garden feeder. ‘Quick, get the book!’ ‘Hmmm, was it a Great or Lesser Spotted?’ The answer is almost always that it was the big and bold Great Spotted Woodpecker. So, the Lesser once again fades into the background and although it’s featured in all the books, this charmer is so rare it could simply disappear with the turn of a page. It is rightly a difficult bird to spot, preferring to spend its days foraging high in the hidden treetops totally out of our eyeline and, like the Woodcock (see page 20), the drying and removal of dead wood by local authorities has to be considered as a cause for their decline. If we can put this knowledge of how to protect their habitat into practice, we have the power to make the Lesser Spotted a much more frequently spotted woodpecker.
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Pied Flycatcher & Spotted Flycatcher

Ficedula hypoleuca & Muscicapa striata
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Flycatchers are found around the world and come in all different shapes, sizes and colour formations – the Indian Paradise-flycatcher and Pale-eyed Pygmytyrant are personal favourites. As far as names go, the
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Hawfinch

Coccothraustes coccothraustes
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Golden Oriole

Oriolus oriolus
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Fieldfare & Redwing

Turdus pilaris & Turdus iliacus
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Wood Warbler

Phylloscopus sibilatrix
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Lesser Redpoll

Acanthis cabaret
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Nightjar

Caprimulgus europaeus
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WHAT CAN WE DO?
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