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Introduction

Time spent at home shapes our perceptions and changes the ways in which we interact with the wider world. As we discovered during those initial months of the coronavirus pandemic, increasing time spent at home leads you to notice the small things around you, to take greater interest in your garden and its wildlife, to make home and the creatures with which you share it the focus of your world. Busy lives mean that we have lost a lot of that focus, but maybe by maintaining an interest in garden birds we can get some of that back.

Garden birds provide a window onto the natural world: the behaviours that they exhibit mirror those seen in other creatures, living in other habitats or in different countries. By understanding their lives, we can better understand the lives of creatures that we only ever glimpse through the medium of television or online. If we learn to appreciate our garden birds and to recognise them as fellow living creatures, then perhaps we can learn to take more interest in the lives of those others, living at a distance in the jungles of Southeast Asia or on the plains of South America. Our activities have an impact on a global scale, through the clothes we buy, the foods we eat and the consumables with which we fill our homes. If we can foster new relationships with our closest neighbours – the birds in our gardens – then perhaps we can learn to take greater care of these other natural communities, wherever they occur.

I think it is unlikely that you are the kind of person to simply put out food for visiting birds and then take no more interest in them. In fact, I think that very few people fall into that particular category. We are a naturally curious species and the sights and sounds of garden birds are inevitably of interest. We delight in seeing them visit, relish in watching their behaviour, and gain a warm feeling from the thought that, by providing food, we are helping them to get through the winter. The provision of food feels to us like a helping hand, that we are in some way atoning for our wider impacts on fellow creatures. It is an act of charity, a generous provision, and something that binds us to the natural world around us. Of course, it isn’t all about the birds; in most cases it is as much for our benefit as theirs. Just as the recovery times of hospital patients have been shown to improve from having a view of the natural world, so the view onto our bird tables and hanging feeders provides interest, a sense of connection and nourishment for our health and well-being.

This book is about the birds that visit our gardens. It is about why they visit and what they do while they are here. It provides an opportunity to see these visitors in new ways, to recognise who they are and to understand their behaviour. The view from your kitchen sink or comfortable chair provides a window, quite literally, onto the world of these birds and brings you closer to their lives. As you discover more about them you will, inevitably, look more closely and take more interest. These will become ‘your’ garden birds and you will begin to recognise them as individuals, each one making its way through the world. You will see different behaviours as the months slip by and the seasons change, from the arrival and departure of winter visitors, to the appearance of a new generation of young birds during the summer.

I have been fortunate enough to have watched the birds in a number of quite different gardens over the years, and to have studied them professionally, all the while adding to my knowledge and enjoyment of them. I have been able to delve into the research papers that document our growing understanding of their behaviours, and to have participated in studies that have answered questions about the ways in which birds use gardens and the resources that they provide. It is through this work that I have come to view garden birds in a new way, to appreciate their adaptability and the extent to which they have worked the food, nesting sites and other opportunities that we provide into a wider set of resources, many of which lie far beyond the borders of our gardens. Such findings challenge the old notion that the birds using our gardens are commonplace, unexciting and far from special. They may be familiar in the sense that we recognise them, but this familiarity is superficial and there is much still to learn. What we have learned so far will change how you view your garden birds and I hope that it will also inspire you to help increase our knowledge further, so that we can better look after these amazing creatures.


[image: image]

January feels like a good place to start this book, not just because it is the start of the calendar year but also because it is a month filled with optimism and the chance to begin something new. It is the month of resolutions, when many of us first put out food for visiting wild birds or take the opportunity to participate in ‘citizen science’ through the widely promoted Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) Big Garden Birdwatch. It can also be a particularly rewarding month for the garden birdwatcher, with plenty of birds visiting the garden and hanging feeders very much the centre of activity. It is true that the daylight hours are short, that the weather can prove challenging, but these too provide the focus needed to take more interest in your garden birds. It is during the winter months that home becomes more prominent in our lives, the outside world seen increasingly through a window from the warmth and comfort of a kitchen or living room. We range less widely and have fewer hours of daylight available to us, shortening our horizons and the opportunities to engage with nature and the countryside.

At the heart of our relationship with garden birds is food. Food is a key resource and one whose presence appears to be central in determining whether or not birds will make use of your garden. Put up a bird feeder with the right food, perhaps mixed seed or sunflower hearts, and it will not be long until it is discovered by the local tits, finches and sparrows. If yours is a new garden, perhaps a largely blank canvas on a new housing development, then it may take a while for birds to find your feeders. This is likely to be because the garden lacks the other features, such as trees and shrubs, that act as cues for small birds and attract them to the general area. If your garden sits among other mature gardens, well endowed with bird tables and hanging feeders, then you are likely to start receiving interest within a few hours of your new feeders going up. Either way, as we will discover, if you provide the right food in the right way then the birds will come.

More of us provide food for wild birds in the winter months than at other times of the year, and the practice of putting out a few kitchen scraps almost certainly has its origins during this season, when poor weather conditions bring wild creatures closer to our homes. A growing number of us now provide food year-round and would worry about our garden birds were we to miss a week. Year-round feeding is championed by the big conservation organisations like the RSPB and the Wildlife Trusts; it is also supported by the research carried out by the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO). The provision of food has now become part of a wider practice of wildlife-friendly gardening and for many homeowners the two now go hand in hand. Of course, the community of birds visiting the garden shifts with the season, as does their behaviour, and this provides an ever-changing portfolio of things to see.

The pattern of arrivals at the garden feeding station is not random; it changes from day to day depending on the weather conditions and it also differs between the individual species that visit. Get up early enough, ideally before dawn, and watch your bird feeders. You may notice that some birds tend to arrive as soon as it gets light, while others do not arrive until much later in the morning. While it is impossible to say whether the observations from a single garden truly reflect patterns of bird behaviour occurring more widely, it is possible to identify common behaviours through the use of ‘citizen science’ projects, run at the national level and involving contributions from many thousands of gardens. The results from such studies put your own observations into context, marking them out as commonplace or perhaps unusual.

One citizen science project, the Shortest Day Survey – run in December 2004 by researchers at the BTO and working with the BBC Radio 4 Today programme – set out to see if there was a pattern to the time at which particular species arrived at garden feeding stations on a typical winter morning. Nearly 6,000 people took part in the survey, their observations revealing that certain species tended to arrive first and others to arrive later. The first to arrive, blackbird (on average arriving 15.4 minutes after first light) and robin (on average arriving 19.9 minutes after first light), were characterised by having large eyes relative to their body size, suggesting that they were able to start foraging while it was still too dark for other species to venture out. The last of the common species to arrive were greenfinch and starling; on average, these two species did not turn up at bird tables and hanging feeders until 45 minutes after first light. When you think about it, these results make sense. A larger eye lets in more light, and having a larger eye relative to your body size should increase your ability to see at lower levels of light. If you can’t see that well, then you are not going to risk venturing out.

The results from the study also revealed another interesting pattern, namely that rural populations of a species tended to arrive at garden feeding stations earlier than urban ones. At first glance this seems counterintuitive; you would expect urban environments to be better illuminated than rural ones because of the street lighting that is a feature of our towns and cities. Surely this should make it easier for birds to see what they are doing, enabling them to leave their overnight roost sites that much earlier in order to find food. However, there is another important difference between urban and rural habitats, and that is temperature. The heat escaping from our homes, shops and offices increases local temperatures within urban environments, elevating them above what they would otherwise be. In our largest cities, local temperatures may be six or more degrees above those in the surrounding countryside; this is known by scientists as the ‘urban heat island effect’.

Since small birds can use a significant portion of their energy reserves simply keeping themselves warm overnight, any additional temperature boost should be welcome, reducing the amount of fat reserves that they have to burn. If it is warmer overnight, and small birds burn off less of their reserves, then presumably there is less urgency to find food in the morning. On any given winter night, a blackbird roosting in a London park is likely to face less challenging temperatures than one roosting in some blackthorn scrub on the South Downs. This being the case, the London bird is likely to dip less deeply into its fat reserves and be under less pressure to replenish them come first light. Could this be the reason for the difference seen between the average arrival times of urban and rural populations of the same species? Quite possibly, but more work is needed if we are to untangle the seemingly opposing effects of light and heat, and to properly account for other factors, such as roosting behaviour and competition between species. Some birds may have to travel farther than others in order to exploit the food being provided at our bird tables. While blue tits and wrens may roost in garden nest boxes, other species might not be able to find the roosting opportunities they require within a garden or elsewhere in the wider urban environment. In such cases, it may be that some of the birds using your garden feeders each morning will have roosted farther afield, perhaps in farmland hedgerows or scrubby woodland cover.

Because birds are mobile, their roosting and feeding sites do not necessarily have to be close together. When you think about it like that, you get a sense of the degree of connection between our gardens and the wider countryside. Once you throw into that mix the knowledge that some of our wintering finches will have arrived from Norway, or blackbirds from Germany, you begin to see that these connections reach out much farther. Your garden does not exist in isolation; for the birds at least, it is one resource opportunity in a much grander landscape. Just as the birds visiting your garden on a January morning might be passing through, before moving on to feed at your neighbour’s table, so across the year they may take in a broader suite of habitats and feeding opportunities.

One of the questions I am often asked about feeding garden birds is the degree to which individuals might have become dependent on the food that we provide. Some people worry that if they were to stop feeding, it would have a significant impact on ‘their’ birds – those individuals that they believe rely on the seed and peanuts put out each morning. Because birds are mobile they can move elsewhere, finding other gardens where food is being provided or using the more natural feeding opportunities present in other habitats. Of course, it remains true that the very significant amount of food that we collectively provide for small birds has almost certainly had an impact on their populations and behaviour, but at the scale of the individual garden this is insignificant. The late Chris Mead, a former colleague and the person who taught me to ring wild birds (attaching small metal rings to their legs so their fate and future movements can be tracked), used to say that if you saw four or five blue tits on your hanging feeders on a winter morning, then you would almost certainly have many dozen different individuals passing through your garden during the course of the day. Chris was able to draw on his experience of catching and ringing blue tits in his rural garden, the figures confirmed by the numbers of different individuals he would catch visiting his feeders during the day. Of course, Chris’s garden was rural and he provided a lot of food, but such numbers provide an indication of how tits and other small birds move around an area in search of feeding opportunities. If you think that you have an exclusive relationship with your garden birds, then think again.

These patterns of movement change throughout the year, the most noticeable difference being between the breeding season (when birds are settled on a territory) and the winter (when they can range more widely in search of food). In some farmland species, such as goldfinch, there is evidence of a movement out of farmland and into gardens as the winter progresses, while larger-scale movements – such as those between the Continent and UK gardens – may be driven by changing weather conditions or the availability of favoured seed and berry crops across a much larger area. We’ll come back to this later. While there is some consistency in the pattern of movements seen within a species, it is worth noting that there are often differences between populations. Many of our breeding thrushes and finches are resident in the UK throughout the year, but their numbers are swelled in the winter months by the arrival of others of their kind from populations breeding farther north and east. That our birds are resident and others are migratory reflects the different weather conditions and winter feeding opportunities experienced in the areas inhabited by these populations. The farther north and east within Europe that a bird breeds, the more severe the winter; faced with such conditions, many small birds are forced south and west during the autumn in search of a less demanding environment.

As we’ve just noted, some of these movements are weather dependent, but others are driven more directly by food availability. The size of seed and berry crops can drive the irruptive movements of waxwing and the more regular movements of chaffinch and brambling. Even within a population there may be differences. In the case of Scandinavian chaffinches, for example, the females tend to move a greater distance than the males, and so typically winter farther to the south and west. This pattern of movement – termed ‘differential migration’ – led Carl von Linné, the Swedish botanist and founder of modern systematic botany and zoology, to give the chaffinch the scientific name coelebs, meaning ‘bachelor’ and reflecting the strong male bias to the populations he encountered in Sweden during the winter months.

Our goldfinch population provides another example, in this case with an interesting mix of migration strategies evident. As the activity at your January bird table will probably tell you, many of our breeding goldfinches remain here for the winter, either staying close to their breeding sites or perhaps moving a little farther south, though still remaining within our shores. Other individuals move to the near Continent, wintering in Belgium or the Netherlands, while some of our goldfinches winter in western France or Spain. Sex ratios in the goldfinch populations wintering in these different locations indicate that females move farther south than the males. There is also evidence from bird ringing that a goldfinch wintering overseas in one year might choose to remain in the UK the following one. Such variation in migration strategy often reflects variation in food availability, either directly (is there enough food available here?) or through an individual’s competitive status (can I gain access to the food that is here?). Local weather conditions can also be a strong influence on food availability; snow on the Continent will often force ground-feeding finches and thrushes to cross the English Channel in search of food, and under such conditions we typically see an influx of birds. While there is still much to learn, it is important to remember that there is a lot more to the birds using your bird table and hanging feeders than necessarily meets the eye. That wintering chaffinch could have come from Sweden, that blackbird from Poland, and next January that goldfinch might be wintering in Spain.

It is the provision of seed and suet-based products, coupled with additional foods like mealworms, and water, that attracts many birds into our gardens. This food represents a significant resource and it seems that it is a resource that we are very happy to supply. While some of us pay little attention to the type of food we provide, thinking that ‘bird food’ is ‘bird food’, most of us take time to select those foods that are the most appropriate for the birds that visit. We recognise that a food favoured by one species may not be favoured by another, or that food presented in a particular type of feeder might be used by one species but not by others. Such choices in food selection reflect how and where particular birds prefer to feed and the types of foods that they favour. It is knowledge of these preferences that can help you to maximise the potential of your garden for visiting birds and increase your enjoyment of those that come.

Look at any bird closely and you’ll get an idea of what it is likely to eat and where it is likely to feed. Take a robin, for instance: although relatively small in size, it has large eyes, long legs and a fine bill. It feeds on small invertebrates and small seeds (hence the fine bill), taken mostly from the ground (the long legs) by active searching (the large eyes). Now take a different species, the blue tit. This has a slightly more robust bill (shorter and stouter), shorter legs but strong grasping feet. Again this is an active forager, but it feeds in trees and shrubs, plucking insects and spiders from leaves and branches or switching to larger seeds in the winter months. Many people confuse house sparrow and dunnock, the latter sometimes wrongly called a ‘hedge sparrow’, but look at the bill of each species. In the house sparrow it is large and robust, useful when dealing with grain and big seeds, while that of the dunnock is fine in structure. Like the robin, whose bill is very similar, the dunnock feeds mostly on insects, spiders and small seeds. Unlike the robin, however, the dunnock prefers to feed under cover, moving through the vegetation in a mouse-like manner, while the robin feeds more in the open. Just by looking more carefully, you can begin to unravel the behaviour of these birds and to understand the differences between them.

With so much going on at the bird table and hanging feeders during January, it can be difficult to know where to look. The succession of visiting birds can mean that each remains on the feeders for just a few moments, soon to be ousted by another individual. Competition is often less fierce on the bird table or on the ground below, where fallen seed is taken by ground-feeding finches, dunnocks and robins. Regardless of where the birds are feeding, start by getting an idea of which species are visiting. Over time you will build up a list of the regular visitors and you can use this list to direct your future watching, perhaps as you look out for a certain behaviour or seek to identify a particular plumage. You can also use this list to get a sense of which species you might be missing. If you live near a wood, but never see nuthatches or great spotted woodpeckers visiting your garden, could this be because you are not providing peanuts in a mesh feeder? If you don’t have young great tits using your hanging feeders in the summer months, could this be because there are no nesting opportunities nearby? If so, then the provision of a suitable nest box could be the solution.

It is not just what you do in your garden that will determine which species you attract. This is also determined by other factors, typically over which you have little or no control. No matter what you do or which foods you provide, you are never going to attract a cirl bunting or crested tit to your suburban garden located in leafy Surrey. Both of these species have a restricted distribution – the cirl bunting to parts of southern Devon and the crested tit to the Highlands of Scotland – so they will only appear on your garden list if you happen to live in one of these two areas. More broadly, species tend to be found in or close to the habitat that they favour for breeding. If your garden is rural in nature, then you have a much better chance of attracting farmland species like tree sparrow, yellowhammer and reed bunting than someone living in the suburbs. Live close to broadleaf woodland and you are more likely to get great spotted woodpecker and treecreeper; live close to coniferous woodland, then siskin is more likely. Since 80 per cent of us live within towns and cities, and 40 per cent of us live in London or the handful of other major conurbations, most of us will see a similar suite of species visiting our gardens. This suite will be reduced during the breeding season, when birds are tied to their breeding habitats, compared to winter, when birds can range more widely. Some birds, such as summer migrants or winter visitors, will only be seen at certain times of the year.

As we have just seen, where your garden is located is important, as is the nature of the habitats around it, and both contribute to the pool of species that will be present locally and potentially able to visit your garden. While you have little or no control of these – save for moving to a new house or helping to shape the management of nearby habitats – you do tend to have control over your garden. As well as providing food in the form of hanging feeders and bird tables, you can also plant and manage the garden to be as attractive as possible to visiting birds. Taller trees and shrubs, either within your garden or close by, are often used by birds as they arrive. A small flock of finches or thrushes will often drop into the upper branches of nearby trees or shrubs before working their way down to the feeding station. Look at how your garden sits within the landscape and ask yourself where planting some shrubs, or perhaps a larger tree, might improve how your garden connects to this wider landscape.

Think about the garden itself, about where the bird table and hanging feeders – your garden ‘feeding stations’ – are positioned within it. Is there tall cover close to the feeding station, so that birds can feed in confidence and dive into cover if a predator appears? Or are the feeders left exposed, hanging from the washing line in the middle of the lawn? Is there an obvious route to the feeders? Are they too close to the house, or positioned too close to a large window or other obstacle that might prove a hazard for a visiting bird? Are the feeders positioned just for your benefit, rather than taking into account the needs of the birds? All of these are things over which you have control, so think about what a bird might want and then plan the placement of the bird tables and hanging feeders accordingly. You also need to take into account other wildlife-friendly measures that you might adopt. For example, it is not a good idea to place a feeding station close to a nest box; if you do, the birds breeding in the box will spend valuable time chasing other birds away from their territory, time that should instead be spent on finding insects and spiders for their growing chicks. And certainly never buy a bird table that has a nest box built into its roof! There are plenty of places where you can get good advice about feeding and looking after visiting birds. While the text of this book discusses much of this, for detail on what you can do – from the best bird-friendly plants to the dimensions for nest boxes – there are other, more detailed resources.

Mid-month, as the New Year resolutions begin to bite, I find that the drop in temperature is being matched by an increase in the amount of food taken from the hanging feeders. Goldfinch and greenfinch dominate on those feeders filled with sunflower hearts, leaving the mesh feeder and its peanuts to the visiting blue and great tits. The strong feet of the tits enable them to cling to the mesh surface, something that the finches would find more difficult. Competition for the food is fierce, especially during the first hours of the morning, as birds jostle to access the circular perches that provide entry to the feeding ports. To see busy feeders, each perch occupied by a hungry bird, underlines the importance of the food being provided. The filled feeders provide certainty, a reliable source of food at a challenging time of the year. This reliability of food provision has been explored in the ‘wild’, tested in the tough conditions of a Northern European forest during the depths of winter. Where birds have access to a reliable source of food, they have been shown to reduce the amount of time that they spend foraging; in turn, this lowers the risk of being predated because the birds can spend more time resting in thicker cover, rather than out in the open looking for food.

Something else to emerge from studies of wild birds in more natural circumstances is the finding that small birds tend to track a number of different feeding opportunities, regardless of how abundant favoured food is at any one of these. This makes sense, since tracking a range of food patches has clear survival benefits. If conditions change and one of the patches becomes unavailable, then the bird can quickly switch to another of those that it knows will be available nearby. This means that if your garden feeders happen to be left empty over a weekend, then the visiting birds are likely to know of several other gardens where similar feeding opportunities will be present. Knowing this doesn’t seem to reduce the pressure that I feel when I see my nearly empty feeders; at such times there is an urge to top them up so that the birds don’t go without. If this is a shared feeling, then it might go some way to explaining the £200 million that we spend collectively on bird food and other wild bird care products each year in the UK.

There are wider considerations to take into account when providing food for wild birds. In addition to thoughts about choosing the right foods, using the most appropriate feeders, and keeping things clean, there are also those about the origins of the food being provided and its impact on the birds that consume it. Have you ever thought about the origins of those sunflower seeds, or the peanuts that you provide? Looking at the packaging in my shed, I cannot tell you where the seeds and peanuts that fill my feeders have come from, at least not down to country, and certainly not down to the grower. Like all of the food products that we consume, bird food will have been grown somewhere, transported and, most likely, processed in some way.

Eastern Europe and Russia, which account for just under half of the worldwide production of sunflower seeds, are the most important source for our UK market, while your peanuts could have come from China, Argentina, India or the USA. Was the land they were grown on cleared for the purpose? Was growing the seed for bird food more lucrative than growing something else for human consumption? By feeding wild birds, am I contributing to climate change, damaging natural habitats or making things more difficult for people who have families to feed? While I aim to select food for my kitchen table that is organic and local, such choices become much more difficult when it comes to the sunflower seeds and peanuts destined for visiting birds. Maybe we should all ask more questions of the garden centres and mail order companies from whom we buy our bird food. And how environmentally friendly are their wider businesses?

Such considerations are important, and that we are thinking more about them is a positive sign, but they do seem a world away from the birds before me now, feeding just a few feet beyond my window in the crisp bright morning of this January day. To these birds the seeds and peanuts are a calorie-rich resource, providing some of what they will need to get through the day. Their behaviour, particularly the interactions between the different species, pulls my attention away from thoughts about consumer choice and global markets and back to the birds themselves. They are nature ‘red in tooth and claw’, individuals facing the challenges of finding food, shelter and, later in the year, a territory and a mate. They are partners, competitors, predators and prey. Theirs is a shorter existence than ours but equally packed with the needs that sustain life. Each one is an evolutionary marvel, shaped by its environment and through interaction with its fellow creatures. There is a joy that comes from watching them, from focusing in on this shared aspect of their lives, made possible through the food that I provide. I let go of the guilt that comes from the awareness of my actions and simply delight in their presence. On this bright morning, my world is full of hope, beauty and joy, framed in the Christmas card simplicity of the garden bird scene before me.

As January nears its end, I take another delivery of bird food. Buying in bulk, I should have enough to see my garden birds through the remaining winter months. The metal bins in the shed are now full, the seed inside secure from the wood mice and bank voles that I know visit the shed at this time of the year. The remaining food, that which would not fit into the available bins, is balanced where I hope these small mammals will not notice it. If they do, then their sharp teeth will make quick work of the bags and spill the contents onto the floor below. It is a risk, but as long as it remains crisp and cold, the remaining food will be used within a week or so. The metal bins not only protect the food from the attentions of wintering rodents, but they also help to keep it dry and free from mould.

The bird feeders are filled daily now, the volume of food taken reflecting the larger numbers of birds visiting and the increased need for them to replenish fat reserves used to maintain body condition overnight. Once a fortnight the feeders are cleaned, washed and rinsed thoroughly and then left to air-dry in the shed. In their place is a second set of feeders, the two operated in rotation. There are times when I wonder if I should increase the number of feeders in use, but I reckon that the visiting birds have plenty of options locally, including just next door, so I am comfortable with the half dozen or so that are deployed around the garden. As well as the traditional seed feeders, filled with sunflower hearts – the staple food that I provide – there is a single feeder filled with mixed seed and another full of peanuts. The peanut feeder is a wire-mesh construction that allows birds to take pieces of peanut but not a whole nut. For now, the niger feeder remains in the shed, unused in many months because I found that the local goldfinches and siskins no longer visited it when they had the option of sunflower hearts in a feeder located close by. Niger is a small and expensive seed, favoured by birds with fine bills, but seemingly only when they are faced with strong competition for larger seeds. The mixed seed is also used on the bird table and on the ground, where it is taken by chaffinches and, occasionally, wintering brambling. A couple of suet blocks hang in their own wire-framed feeders nearby, and these are well used by visiting tits and starlings. I tend not to provide suet outside of the winter months, a personal preference but shaped by how quickly the blocks can develop mould under warm or damp conditions. If I had more starlings using the garden in the summer, then I suspect that the suet would be better used.

Pulling some logs from the covered wood pile, I notice that several from the top of the stack are covered with bird droppings. Looking up, I find more on the narrow brace that helps to support this homemade construction. A small bird, possibly a robin, wren or tit, has been using the woodstore as a winter roost, taking shelter each night from the worst of the weather. Intrigued, I check the remainder of the woodstore, but this appears to be the only bit of it being used by a roosting bird. This is the most sheltered end of the woodstore, the one tucked up against the workshop by the hedge, so perhaps this is why it has been favoured. The number of droppings suggests regular use and I make a mental note, reminding myself to make sure that I have enough logs in the house so that I do not have to come blundering around in the dark of evening and risk disturbing my visitor.

The end of January brings the RSPB Big Garden Birdwatch and garden birds gain prominence in newspaper and magazine articles, as well as across social media. For many families, the increased awareness of garden birds that results from the survey’s promotion triggers renewed interest, perhaps leading to the purchase of a bird feeder and some food, or to participation in the survey itself. The survey, carried out over a single weekend, delivers a snapshot of our wintering bird community and introduces people to the idea of citizen science, where volunteers get to contribute to our understanding through structured scientific studies, accessible in their format and open to all. Surveys like this can reveal broad-scale patterns, such as differences in the structure of wintering bird communities across the country or between habitats. They can also reveal longer-term changes that might take place over time, such as those linked to a changing climate, even though the individual surveys may be strongly influenced by the vagaries of the weather during one particular winter. Some of the patterns seen in the Big Garden Birdwatch results reflect the changing fortunes of particular species, such as the decline in house sparrow and starling populations or the increase in those of woodpigeon. They can also reflect change in behaviour, such as the increasing tendency for blackcaps to winter in UK gardens. In such cases, it is the results of other citizen science projects or those carried out by academics that provide the supporting evidence or elucidate the underlying causes. Surveys like this help to change the way in which we look at our garden birds and place our own personal observations into a wider context. They add to our enjoyment, increase our understanding and, in many cases, help to shape our own behaviour and the ways in which we might better manage our gardens for birds and other wildlife.

Another daily job at this time of the year is the bird bath, which more often than not freezes solid overnight. Fortunately, this means that I can simply lift out the block of ice and fill the bath with fresh water. If it is particularly cold over a run of days, then a small pile of bird bath-shaped ice sculptures is slowly created over the course of the week. While filling the bird bath can seem like a never-ending job, the sight of its use by blackbirds, collared doves and robins reminds me of its value. The birds also have the option of visiting the wildlife pond. This can also freeze over at times, requiring me to open up a hole or two in the ice, but it copes with the cold conditions far better than the bird bath. The pond, which is very well used in the dry summer months, tends to be a lot quieter at this time of the year, a reflection of the changing needs of visiting birds.
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