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There are 47 individual Wildlife Trusts covering the whole of the UK and the Isle of Man and Alderney. Together The Wildlife Trusts are the largest UK voluntary organization dedicated to protecting wildlife and wild places everywhere – at land and sea. They are supported by 791,000 members, 150,000 of whom belong to their junior branch, Wildlife Watch. Every year The Wildlife Trusts work with thousands of schools, and their nature reserves and visitor centres receive millions of visitors.

The Wildlife Trusts work in partnership with hundreds of landowners and businesses in the UK. Building on their existing network of 2,250 nature reserves, The Wildlife Trusts’ recovery plan for the UK’s wildlife and fragmented habitats, known as A Living Landscape, is being achieved through restoring, recreating and reconnecting large areas of wildlife habitat.

The Wildlife Trusts also have a vision for the UK’s seas and sea life – Living Seas, in which wildlife thrives from the depths of the oceans to the coastal shallows. In Living Seas, wildlife and habitats are recovering, the natural environment is adapting well to a changing climate, and people are inspired by marine wildlife and value the sea for the many ways in which it supports our quality of life. As well as protecting wildlife, these projects help to safeguard the ecosystems we depend on for services like clean air and water.

All 47 Wildlife Trusts are members of the Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts (Registered charity number 207238). To find your local Wildlife Trust visit wildlifetrusts.org
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Introduction

The Concise Garden Bird Guide is first and foremost a garden bird identification guide containing detailed descriptions of the most commonly encountered species, as well as some rarities and birds you may only see flying overhead in gardens. It also includes general guidelines on food, feeders, nest boxes and other items that can greatly increase the presence of birds in gardens. More detailed information on the practical elements of creating a bird-friendly garden, such as making nest boxes and gardening for wildlife, is available in books devoted specifically to these purposes.

Attracting Birds

You can entice birds to even the smallest garden by putting out foods such as seeds, grains and kitchen scraps. They are also attracted to berry-bearing shrubs and trees, particularly in autumn and winter, and by the insects that feed on plants. Native plants are generally better food sources than introduced ones, although non-native plants such as cotoneasters and pyracanthas, which produce large amounts of fruits in autumn, are just as useful as native species. In larger gardens, plants that are particularly good for attracting birds but are considered invasive, such as Teasels and Common Nettles, can be grown in specially dedicated wilderness areas.

Even the smallest pond attracts insects and other invertebrates, and provides birds with an additional source of food. A pond may provide a place for birds to drink and bathe if it has shallow areas at the edges; a smaller water source such as a bird bath serves this function very well.

Dense shrubs and trees provide cover for shelter and nesting, as well as food. Shelter in the form of nest boxes attracts birds, but they will only nest if there is enough small insect food available nearby, because even the seed-eating species feed their young on insects. Birds that are nesting should not be disturbed. Bear in mind that it is illegal to approach or inspect artificial or natural nests where birds are nesting (generally early March–late August), and to carry out tree surgery where nesting birds are present.

Identifying Birds

The information in this book includes the size of each featured species in average length, variations in plumage colours, calls and songs, habitat details and aspects of behaviour. Many birds can be tricky to identify even for the most experienced birdwatcher. When attempting to identify a bird, check the following distinguishing characteristics:

Flight

This can be a major identification clue. As examples, woodland birds such as woodpeckers have an undulating flight that is particularly noticeable when they are flying across an open area; Kingfishers have a fast and direct flight, often close to the surface of water; ducks and swans fly with rapidly moving pointed wings and outstretched necks.

Shape

General shape and distinguishing characteristics such as the bill shape, and tail or leg length.

Colour and plumage patterns

Some birds, such as Mute Swans, are distinctive and relatively easy to identify. However, colour and plumage patterns are not always the best guides to identification. Male birds often differ from female birds, juveniles generally differ from their parents (and often from each other), and the plumage of many birds varies depending on the time of the year and the light conditions. Some species, such as Willow Warblers and Common Chiffchaffs, are very similar and may be particularly difficult to identify.
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Behaviour

Many birds, such as tits, are gregarious and often likely to be seen in flocks, particularly during winter, while others are more frequently seen in pairs. It is also useful to look at the way a bird is feeding and relating to other birds.

Noise

Although some bird calls and songs are quite obvious and easy to learn, others are more difficult. The ‘quack’ of a Mallard, the soft cooing of a feral pigeon and the strident calls of gulls are familiar sounds to many people, but warblers, with their various similar-sounding calls, can take many years to achieve familiarity with.

Bill Shapes

Birds have evolved a variety of bill shapes according to the food that they eat. In general, birds with thin bills are insect eaters, those with thick bills seed eaters. Birds in these categories do, however, vary their diets. Nestlings of seed-eating birds such as House Sparrows are fed on grubs and soft insects, and thin-billed tits happily eat peanuts. Other bill variations include the broad and sharp-edged bills of Bullfinches for stripping buds and crushing fruits and seeds; the ‘all-purpose’ bills of thrushes for eating a wide variety of foods; and the sturdy hooked bills of birds of prey such as Sparrowhawks, which are suited to tearing up flesh.

BILLS OF TYPICAL INSECT EATERS
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BILLS OF TYPICAL SEED EATERS
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OTHER BILL TYPES
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Plants for Birds

TREES, SHRUBS & FLOWERING PLANTS

Plants provide food for birds in the form of insects, seeds and autumn fruits. Large plants such as trees and shrubs also offer cover, shelter and nesting places. Examples of plants that attract birds are shown on the following pages.


Elder Sambucus niger
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Deciduous tree to 10m tall. Large clusters of heavily scented creamy-white flowers, followed by purple-red berries in August– September. Flowers are popular with nectar-feeding insects, fed on by birds in summer, and the berries attract birds such as thrushes. Gives good cover for nesting birds.




Goat Willow Salix caprea
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Usually to about 12m tall. Catkins about 3cm long. Fruits ripen in May–June and are followed by woolly seeds. Attracts numerous insects. Leaves are eaten by larvae and support many aphids and sawflies, all of which are important to birds.




Common Alder Alnus glutinosa
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To about 25m tall. Favourite food source for many birds, such as Siskins and Lesser Redpolls, which feed on the catkins in spring and the seed cones in autumn–winter.




Common Hawthorn Craetegus monogyna
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Dense, thorny deciduous tree to 16m tall, often grown in hedgerows. Offers protection for nesting birds. Small, dark red autumn berries (haws) provide food for finches and thrushes. Clusters of creamy-white flowers attract numerous insects in spring–summer, which are eaten by birds. Larvae of many moth species feed on the leaves and are themselves a food source for birds.




Pendunculate Oak Quercus robur
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Massive deciduous tree to 45m tall. Male flowers form long catkins in spring, and acorns appear in stalked clusters in autumn. Mature oaks are habitats for thousands of creatures, including insects and other invertebrates, which are a valuable food source for birds particularly when they are nesting in spring. They offer suitable sites for nesting, including cavities for hole-nesting birds such as tits. Acorns are favoured by birds like Jays and Nuthatches.




Wild Crab Malus sylvestris
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Small tree to 9m tall. A parent species of cultivated apples. White or pink flowers in spring and small greenish fruits in autumn. In spring the flowers attract insects that provide food for nesting birds. Windfall fruits of different varieties of apple are an invaluable food source for birds such as Redwings and Fieldfares in hard weather.




Holly Ilex aquifolium
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Evergreen shrub or small tree to 25m tall, often used as hedging. Dark green leaves with sharp spines. Flowers in spring, followed by bright red berries in autumn. Dense foliage provides cover for roosting and nesting. Berries are popular with birds such as thrushes.




Honeysuckle Lonicera periclymenum


[image: ]



Deciduous climber with sweetly scented, creamy-white flowers suffused with red or purple, followed by red berries. Established honeysuckles provide good nesting sites for thrushes. They attract aphids, which are an important food source for birds, and the berries are fed on by warblers, thrushes and finches.




Common Ivy Hedera helix


[image: ]



Self-clinging evergreen climber with woody stems that can grow to 20m in length. Yellowish-green flowers in globular heads, then berries that darken to purplish-black. Ivies provide food and shelter for birds all year round. Mature plants may shelter Wren nests. In summer the flowers attract many insects that are a source of food for birds, and in autumn the fruits attract berry-loving birds such as thrushes.




Dog-rose Rosa canina
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Scrambling deciduous small shrub about 3m tall, with stems covered in thorns. Large pink or whitish flowers; fruit is an ovoid bright red hip. More than 200 insect species feed on roses, and they attract aphids, which are an important part of many birds’ diets. Hips attract warblers, thrushes and finches in autumn.




Teasel Dipsacus fullonum
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Robust prickly biennial to 2m tall. Good plant for a garden wilderness area. Flowers July–August. Produces spiky seed-heads. One species of bird in particular, the Goldfinch, has evolved a very sharp bill for extracting seeds from the heads.




Blackberry Anthriscus sylvestris
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Perennial to 3m tall, with very prickly, arching stems, pink or white flowers and fruits ripening from red to black. Also known as Bramble. Grows in scrub, hedgerows and woods. An invasive plant most suitable for a wild area of a garden. Provides excellent cover for nesting birds such as Dunnocks. Autumn blackberry crop attracts a variety of birds, including whitethroats and thrushes.




Primrose Primula vulgaris
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Clump-forming perennial with usually pale yellow flowers (garden varieties are available in a wider range of colours). Flowers are solitary and borne on long stalks. They attract a host of insects, and in autumn the seeds are eaten by birds such as finches.
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