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Black-throated and Great Northern Divers by Ben Green



http://groups.yahoo.com/group/cambirds/

A nationwide influx of Great Northern Divers
to inland waters, which started in October,
continued in November when another adult
joined the first at Grafham Water on 4th.
Records of two Great Northern Divers
together have been noted on a number of
occasions previously, but when a juvenile
arrived on the 6th this created a new highest
count for the county. Amazingly, on the 8th
another juvenile arrived, and by the 15th three
juveniles were present with two adults. Finally,
on Dec 5th, another adult arrived, giving a total
of 6 birds i and at one point during the morning
all 6 could be seen sitting off the Fishing Lodge.
An adult Black-throated Diver at Grafham
Water from Nov 6th to 8th kept company with
the Great Northern Divers until departing mid-
way through the day. Away from Grafham
Water, a single diver species was seen flying
over St. Neots on Nov 13th.

The only 3-figure records of Great Crested
Grebes came from WeBS counts at Graftham
Water in both months (329 & 525). The
Slavonian Grebe at Grafham Water from
October remained until Nov 5th, and a Red-
necked Grebe was also present here from Dec
14th to 28th. Single Black necked Grebes
were seen at Grafham Water on Nov 8th and
near March on Dec 20th.

Late November saw persistent south-westerly
winds battering the country, and on 25th a
L e a c h étrel wks found at Grafham Water
early in the morning i as is often the case with
this species though, it attracted attention from
more than just twitching birders, and was
unfortunately attacked by a Carrion Crow and
taken into care. Three juvenile Shags were
seen at Grafham Water on Nov 15th, and
another was found near Mepal on Dec 5th.

Bitterns were seen at 5 different sites during
the period, all involving 1-2 birds, and there was
an unconfirmed report of a Cattle Egret near
Little Shelford on Dec 6th. Little Egrets
remained widely reported, but only in small
numbers (up to 7 at two sites), and the almost
expected monthly reports of Great White
Egrets came from Whittlesford on Dec 12th
and near Pymoor on Dec 29th (presumed to be
the returning bird of the last two winters). An
intriguing report from late December involved 4
White Storks seen by a non-birder at Over, on
the washes beside the River Ouse i they were
seen to fly off north 7 but no further reports
have been made.

Peak counts of wild swans included 866
Bewi c larids 4328 Whoopers at Ouse
Washes on Dec 21st i away from that site
small numbers of both species were seen at a
number of places. Six Pink-footed Geese at
Fen Drayton Lakes on Dec 6th were probably
wild ones, and 18 Barnacle Geese at Ouse
Fen on Dec 20th were either wild birds or from
the Bedfordshire feral population. The peak
count of Egyptian Geese was 14 around
Brownshill Staunch.

The only report of Mandarin involved 4 birds at
Roswell Pit on Dec 23rd. Winter WeBS counts
included over 10,000 Wigeon on the Ouse
Washes by Dec 7th, 298 Gadwall at Fen
Drayton Lakes on Nov 22nd, 972 Teal on
Ouse Washes on Nov 23rd, 1903 Mallard at
Ouse Washes on Dec 7th, just 145 Pintail at
Ouse Washes on Dec 21st and 206 Shoveler
at Ouse Washes on Nov 23rd.

Diving ducks were represented with 4 Red-
crested Pochards at both Paxton Pits and
Grafham Water, 849 Pochard at Ouse
Washes on Dec 21st and 1713 Tufted Ducks
at Grafham Water on Nov 22nd. Scarcer
Aythya ducks included up to 3 different Scaup
at Grafham Water throughout, a pair at St. Ives
GP on Nov 4th, and best of all, a drake
Ferruginous Duck at Fen Drayton Lakes on
Nov 22nd. A number of Common Scoter were
seen at Grafham Water, peaking with 4 on Dec
26th 7 however, an immature drake Velvet
Scoter at the same site from Dec 17th into
2010 was greatly appreciated by a number of
visiting birders, as the last few county records
have all involved brief-staying single-day birds.
Goldeneye peaked at 89 at Grafham Water on
Nov 22nd, and Goosander peaked at 19 on
Dec 20th at the same location. Scarce saw-
bills included 2 Red-breasted Mergansers at
Fen Drayton Lakes on Nov 22nd, and one at
Grafham Water on Dec 6th. Finally Smew
were seen at just 3 sites, with a maximum of 9
at Barleycraft GP on Dec 21st.

Red Kites were seen in groups of 1-3 birds,
Marsh Harriers 1-4 birds and Common
Buzzards up to 8. Three Hen Harriers at
Ouse Washes on Nov 13th and Wicken Fen in
December were the highest counts received.
Rarest raptor of the period was the Rough-
legged Buzzard with returned to winter around
Coveney from Dec 18th into 2010. Other
notable raptors were only present in small
numbers with 11 single Merlins and 1-3
Peregrines at 11 sites.



Coots peaked at over 2000 birds at Grafham
Water in both months, and 96 Moorhens were
counted at Ouse Washes on Dec 21st. The two
Cranes were again present in the north of the
county on a number of dates in both months,
but were thought to have moved to Suffolk
during the snowy weather before Christmas.

A Dotterel at Holt Fen on Nov 6th was probably
the same as that seen in October at Ouse Fen.
It chose to keep company with ¢7000 Golden
Plovers, but despite lots of searching it was not
seen again. The only Grey Plover was at Ouse
Fen on Nov 1st, and the only Knots were 2 at
Sutton Gault on Dec 9th. Dunlins were only
encountered in single figures at most sites,
except for 38 at Fen Drayton Lakes on Dec
10th and 19 at Ouse Washes on Dec 21st. Ruff
were recorded at 8 sites, with a peak of 72 at
Ouse Washes on Nov 23rd, single Jack Snipe
were seen at 4 sites, and Woodcocks at 25
sites (including a number in gardens). Larger
flocks of Black-tailed Godwits included 458 at
Ouse Washes and 300 at Fen Drayton Lakes,
however, just a single Curlew was seen, on
Dec 19th at Paxton Pits and a late Spotted
Redshank was on Nene Washes on Nov 26th.
Other Tr i n mpaudesl single Greenshank at
Grafham Water on Nov 4th and Ouse Fen on
Dec 16th and Green Sandpipers at a number
of sites, including 5 at Holt Fen and Paxton Pits.

Mediterranean Gulls were seen at Grafham
Water on Nov 1st, 24th and Dec 31st, and Ferry
Meadows on Nov 5th, whilst the only Little
Gulls were 2 at Sutton Gault on Nov 30th.
Otherwise it was not a notable period for
gulling, with a peak of 15 Yellow-legged Gulls
at Holt Fen on Nov 17th, and Caspian Gulls at
6 sites, including a 2nd-winter around Grafham
Water for much of November, a regular adult at
Holt Fen and Milton Tip and records of both 1st
and 3rd-winters at these sites too. The best gull
was a juvenile Iceland Gull which roosted at
Grafham Water on Dec 9th only, and
Kittiwakes at Cambourne on Nov 1st and
Grafham Water on Nov 26th (2) and Dec 31st.
One of the rarest birds of the period was a
young Puffin which was photographed on the
river at Mepal on Nov 5th i unfortunately it took
several days for the news to reach birders. The
last county record was in 1996. The next one is
eagerly awaited....

A nice count of 120 Stock Doves was made at
Comberton on Dec 12th, and the same number
of Collared Doves was seen at Wicken Fen the
next day, while 3000 Woodpigeons were at
Woodwalton Fen on Nov 8th. Rose-ringed

Parakeets were seen in Cambridge on Dec
12th and at Over on 19th. Long-eared Owl
roosts were located at two places, but only
totalled 3 birds, and Short-eared Owls too
were still thin on the ground, with singles at 3
sites, and 3 on Nene Washes on Dec 5th.

The biggest group of Skylarks was 300 at
Stirtloe on Dec 28th. Rock Pipits were at Fen
Drayton Lakes on Nov 8th and a late bird
reported at Grafham Water on Dec 17th, a
single Water Pipit was at Holt Fen from Nov
8th to 12th, and up to 3 were seen along Ouse
Washes. A Black Redstart present in
Cambridge from Nov 3rd to 4th and another
was noted near Newmarket. Stonechats were
widely seen, only the Nene Washes held
double figures, with 20 on Dec 9th.

The influx of thrushes during late October was
probably responsible for records of Ring
Ouzels at Farcet Fen and Woodwalton Fen on
Nov 2nd, Fen Drayton Lakes on 7th and lastly
in Cambridge at the Emmanuel College on
13th. Around this time Fieldfares were reported
in good numbers, but Redwings were much
reduced after the larger counts in October.

Cetti os \dntinbel te insrease their
distribution and density in the county, with
reports from 9 sites, peaking at 6 at Fen
Drayton Lakes on Nov 29th, and Blackcaps
were seen at 11 sites and Chiffchaffs at 7
sites, including a Scandinavian bird at Grafham
Water on Dec 28th. Goldcrests were most
notable by their absence, and Firecrests were
located at Witcham on Nov 7th and Mepal on
Dec 6th. Bearded Tits were recorded at 4
reed-bed sites, with maximums of 10 at Ely BF
and Kingfishers Bridge in November i1 with
expanding reed-beds planned for several
areas of the county, hopefully this unshaven
reedling will start to expand its population
accordingly.

Roosts of Starlings can be spectacular and
start building in earnest in winter, with 3000
noted at Paxton Pits on Nov 1st, while 900 at
Grafham Water early on 19th looked to be
actively migrating westwards. Tree Sparrows
were only reported in counts of 1-3 birds, and
40+ House Sparrows along St. Neots riverside
was the highest count submitted. A hybrid Tree
X House Sparrow was still around Shippea
Hill on Dec 10th (having been first seen here in
January 2008).

Highest counts of finches included 100
Chaffinches at Wicken Fen on Dec 13th and
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60 at Melbourn on 20th, but those reported of
Goldfinch, Greenfinch, Siskin and Linnet
were unremarkable. Lesser Redpolls peaked
at 30 at Woodwalton Fen on Nov 2nd and
Grafham Water on Dec 5th, whilst the latter
flock also held a single Mealy Redpoll on this
date. Despite the cold weather, Bramblings
were only seen in ones and twos at 6 sites, and
a single Crossbill was at Upton Wood. A lovely
Snow Bunting was photographed at Witchford
on the typical date of Nov 22nd,
seen again. Regular counting of buntings in
game cover can be rewarding, with 110
Yellowhammers, 209 Reed Bunting and 27
Corn Bunting around Melbourn on Dec 20th,
and 60 of the latter species were seen at
Stirtloe on Dec 28th. These kinds of flocks are
al most certainly
Bunting is going to be found..... Good luck to
those looking, and if you do get lucky remember
to ring me!
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The Recent Reports were compiled and written
by Mark Hawkes
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Rookery by Graham Easy



The Rook Conus frugilegus in Cambridgeshire
Graham Easy

The notebooks of the late Arnold Darlington have surfaced and been found to include details of part of
the earliest complete count of rookeries in 'old’ Cambridgeshire (compiled by R.G. Newton in
1944/45). The area Darlington surveyed is shaded in Figure 1. One important feature of his
contribution was that he noted the tree species used by nesting birds. Table | compares his results
with more recent surveys undertaken in 1989 and 1995; these figures and those given in Table 2
show the scale of the Rook's reduction from its population half a century ago and the dramatic change
in tree species occupied.

Rooks' tree preferences

EIm was obviously the Rook's preferred tree (see 1944/45 figure in Table I). Unfortunately, since the
attack of Dutch Elm Disease in the 1970s, mature elms are now rarities, while in the 1940s almost
every view in the county was dominated by them. Poplar and Willow species and their hybrids now
chequer the Fenland scene and are present in ever increasing abundance across South
Cambridgeshire, having been used extensively for ornament or to provide shelter-belts. Willows have
also spread naturally into waste ground and by pits and waterways. Whilst these trees have taken the
place of EIms numerically in our environment the 1989 and 1995 surveys show that neither is
favoured by the Rooks; the sticky buds of the Poplars, the 'whippy' branches of the Willows and the
twig formation of both normally prove unsuitable for their nest-building requirements. In contrast, the
stature of the Elms, with their accommodating branches and solid boughs, made them ideal nesting
sites and observation posts; indeed the trees taking top places in the table now are Beech, Sycamore
and Ash, which have a similar overall structure.

Pedunculate Oak, on the other hand, which has a similar appearance and is quite commonly
distributed in South Cambridgeshire, has never been a particularly sought after tree: possibly the
branch formation is unsuitable in some way. It is surprising to find that Horse-chestnut is so often
used, despite its sticky buds, which must cause problems through nest construction. Horse-chestnut
numbers are considerably lower than those of the other three preferred species, suggesting that this
is the most prized tree at the present time.

Two unlikely evergreens feature quite significantly, Black Pine, with its platform format of boughs and
branches and ever present leaf canopy, seems to offer considerable protection at the nest
construction stage when all deciduous trees are bare. Similarly, the comparatively rare evergreen
Holm Oak is often chosen.

These surveys have shown that there is no shortage of suitable nest sites for the Rook since the loss
of EIms. Indeed there must be more trees in the county than for many centuries after the amount of
planting that has taken place over recent decades. Admittedly the majority of these are comparatively
young trees: however even Hawthorn hedgerows and low Willow thickets are used as nest sites in the
vicinity of special feeding opportunities such as rubbish tips. It must therefore follow that loss of trees
such as that caused by Dutch Elm Disease has no great influence on overall Rook numbers, although
obviously distribution will change.

Fluctuations of the Rook population during the 50 years surveyed

Table 2 shows the well documented plummet of breeding numbers since the 1950s but also details
the significant upturn in 1995. Before the reasons for this unexpected recent increase are tackled, a
resume of the main causes of he earlier decline seem essential. | t woul d appear
predation on pasture and crop damaging insects secured its place in farmland up to 1950. Thus a
species with an otherwise bad reputation due to its attacks on sown and ripened crops was allowed to
colonise farmsteads, since farmers appreciated these redeeming practices and were prepared to

t hat

spend time scaring ficrowso from susceptible crops.

provide suitable feeding sites once birds had been disturbed from the arable areas. The following
decades saw the end of this coexistence, when much of the grassland in the region was turned into
arable fields and chemical sprays were use to annihilate harmful insects and other pests.






