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Welcome to the Durham Newsletter 

 

 
This is the first of what is intended to be an occasional series of electronic newsletters to be 
circulated, perhaps twice a year, to BTO members and to other participants in BTO Projects 
(including BirdTrack and Garden BirdWatch) living in the BTO Durham Region. 

At the same time we are establishing a presence on Twitter - @BTO_Durham - No tweets have yet 
been sent from this new account, because it does not yet have any followers! However, if you would 
like to be kept informed by that route please do follow us. Other communication routes are noted at 
the end of this newsletter 
 
Another development is a website concerned with birds and bird recording in the county. The short 
URL for this is http://bit.ly/2yHj9A5 This is still under construction and will show new and fuller 
pages as time allows. 
 
Those of you who have been BTO or Durham Bird Club members for some years may well remember 
that we used to hold joint BTO/DBC Ornithological Fieldworkers’ Meetings in March. This pattern is 
to be revived this year, but at a different venue. The meeting will be on Thursday 15th March at 
Lanchester Community Centre, Newbiggin Lane, Lanchester DH7 ONT (close to the Black Bull). The 
doors will be open from 6.30 p.m. to give those attending chance to meet, to have a cup of tea or 
coffee, and talk to others with shared interests before a series of presentations and discussions 
begins at 7.30 p.m. Car parking is available at the Centre. 
 
The detailed programme of presentations is not yet 
complete, but we expect to have some information on early 
returns in the Durham Bird Club’s 2018 Willow Tit Survey. 
Nationally the picture for this species shows a steep 
decline. 
 
However, the 2015 report of the Rare Birds Breeding Panel, 
published in the December 2017 issue of British Birds, 
suggested that Durham has the second highest county 
population of this species in the United Kingdom, with an 
estimate of 100 pairs. The fieldwork for the 2007–11 atlas 
showed about 165 occupied tetrads in the county, so superficially this could be interpreted as a 
decline between 2007 and 2015 in line with the national trend. In contrast to that picture local 

https://twitter.com/BTO_Durham
http://bit.ly/2yHj9A5


patchwork over the last two or three years indicates strongly that the number of territories may be 
very significantly higher than either of those figures.  
 
The Durham Bird Club survey is designed to try to determine much more accurately both the size 
and the distribution of the county’s population and to understand why the species is performing 
better in County Durham than in most of the rest of the country. This should also enable us to 
consider the future habitat management regimes which might be needed to maintain a healthy 
population. More detail on the survey methods is available on the website mentioned above, as well 
as on the Durham Bird Club website, and we are actively trying to recruit volunteers to cover parts of 
County Durham away from the well-observed areas.  
 
 

Heronries Census 

2018 marks the 90th anniversary of the establishment of the BTO’s Heronries Census  (new vacant 
sites map coming soon!). This is a relatively difficult census to carry out in Durham because some of 
our heronries are small and transitory. This year would be a good time to consolidate and document 
our historical knowledge of colonies both from published records and from any information that you 
are able to bring to the meeting. And these days we also need to document any colonisation by Little 
Egret and possibly – in the not too distant future – by other members of the heron family. 
 
 

Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) and Waterways Breeding Bird Survey (WBBS) 

Among the other continuing surveys the Breeding Bird Survey, together with the similar  Waterways 
Breeding Bird Survey, contributes most to the long-term population monitoring of commoner 
species. The data collected feeds in to the Breeding Bird Survey Reports, The State of the UK’s Birds 
and Bird Trends, all of which can be accessed on the BTO website. 
 
The BBS fieldwork is based on ongoing coverage of Ordnance Survey 1-km squares. These are 
“released” for survey by BTO Headquarters using a “stratified random sample” approach to ensure 
that the survey is representative of the diversity of habitats across the country rather than of self-
selected good birding areas. For each 1-km square the survey involves a habitat recording visit and 
two species recording visits using two transects  – around six to eight hours of fieldwork (plus travel 
time) in total over the three visits. Most observers then enter the data online, but paper submission 
is also available. 
 
To date some 55 1-km squares have been released in the BTO Durham Region, which is only about 
2% of the total number of squares in the region. At the time of writing 21 of these are vacant –  
 

NY9149  NZ1332  NZ2045  NZ2858  NZ3725  
NY9722  NZ1513  NZ2139  NZ3224  NZ3750 
NZ0228  NZ1518  NZ2151  NZ3227  NZ3946 
NZ0437  NZ1529  NZ2812  NZ3461  NZ4145 
NZ1218 

 
We are keen to hear from anyone who would like to take on one or more squares.  
 
The list will change as new volunteers come along, but the website http://bit.ly/2yHj9A5 will be 
updated as these changes take place. Once about fifteen more of these squares have been allocated 

https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/heronries-census
https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/bbs
https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/wbbs
https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/wbbs
https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/bbs/bbs-publications/bbs-reports
https://www.bto.org/research-data-services/publications/state-uk-birds
https://www.bto.org/about-birds/birdtrends/2017
http://bit.ly/2yHj9A5


Contact details:        

Email: David. Sowerbutts@dunelm.org.uk     

Phone: 0191-386-7201 

Address: 9 Prebends Field, Gilesgate Moor, Durham, DH1 1HH 

Web: http://bit.ly/2yHj9A5 

Twitter: @BTO_Durham 

 

it will be possible to seek a further allocation of squares and increase the percentage of our county 
which is covered. 
 

Wetland Bird Survey 

There are also gaps in our coverage in the long-term monthly Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), both of 
coastal sites which were previously covered but have lapsed, and of inland sites, some of which have 
never been brought into the survey. In addition we are still seeking a volunteer to take on the role of 
Local Organiser for this survey in County Durham. You can view vacant WeBS sites at 
https://www.bto.org/webs-vacant-sites 
 
 
At the Fieldworkers’ Meeting we will also be looking ahead to the BTO’s Project Owl. The plan is for 
this to start in Autumn 2018 with a Tawny Owl survey and then to move on to the United Kingdom’s 
other four breeding species. As some of you will know, detailed fieldwork has been carried out on 
Long-eared Owl in County Durham, suggesting that the population is much stronger than had 
previously been thought.  
 
In addition to the Willow Tit survey Durham Bird Club has this year initiated a Lesser Spotted 
Woodpecker Survey. In County Durham up to the autumn of 2017 the position was that "we have no 
probable or possible breeding attempts of any Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers for the last 10 years", 
although since then information has come in suggesting successful breeding at one site in 2017. On 
the other hand Bird atlas, 2007-11 records, together with casual records during the years 2007 to 
2012, came from at least 27 tetrads, the majority in the mid-Wear and mid-Tees areas and the 
western part of the Metropolitan Borough of Gateshead.  Details of the survey can be found both on 
the Durham Bird Club website and on http://bit.ly/2yHj9A5 The Club is in close contact with the work 
being done by The Woodpecker Network 
 
We are also considering a local survey on interaction between the populations of Woodpigeon and 
Collared Dove. This began with an impression that Woodpigeons are increasing in some suburban 
areas and this may be having a detrimental effect on Collared Doves. This seems to be confirmed by 
the graphs of average maximum weekly counts of the two species from BTO  Garden BirdWatch 
data. The Fieldworkers’ Meeting provides an opportunity for more people to share their impressions 
of what may be happening and thus to help to design a survey. 
 
As well as being an opportunity to hear about these projects the Fieldworkers’ Meeting will be a 
chance to meet with other observers and volunteers and to discuss survey issues. We hope that as 
many people as possible will come on 15th March, but if you cannot make it and would like to be 
involved please do not hesitate to contact me by any of the following routes 
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