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From the Editor - Marcus Lawson

!

I think I can speak for all the attendees at November’s conference when I say
thank you to all our wonderful speakers. The range of topics and content were
very educational and I know I certainly came away from the day richer in
knowledge - as well as being somewhat exhausted! From feedback received I
can confidently say that the day was a great success with the only gripe being
that the caterers didn’t quite cater enough - I’ll know better for next time. I have
been asked by several people when the next such event will be and the best
answer I can give is that we will try and hold one every two years. We did look at
venues in Weymouth and also at Kingston Maurward but on this occasion
Bournemouth University came out on top but if you have any suggestions where
else may be suitable in the county then please let me know so that we may
consider it in the future.

!

If you would like to relive some of the day, or see what you missed, then
thankfully Claire Young, Dorset’s BTO rep, took lots of pictures of the day which
can be seen here: https://storify.com/BTO_Dorset/bto-dbc-conference-2016
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Later in this newsletter you will see a request asking for volunteers to take on a
Breeding Bird Survey square of which there are a dozen up for grabs. As a
county, Dorset has been somewhat poor when it comes to undertaking surveys
as part of nationwide studies and this is something I plan to address. I hope to
set up a Surveys & Conservation Committee which will look at single species
surveys across the county as well as any other issues which may arise where
we feel the DBC can offer assistance. The BTO’s Heronry Census has been
running for many years and again we as a county have been neglectful in our
duty to assist in this scheme - see page 3 for more details and how you can get
involved.
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Another area where Dorset has been found wanting is the submission of records
to the UK Rare Breeding Birds Panel. Shaun Robson has very kindly agreed to
chase various organisations and collate all the data received and through his
hard work we will have a fairly comprehensive set of data for 2015 to forward to
them. All the information received is held in the strictest confidence and it would
be greatly appreciated if you could submit any records of rare breeding birds in
the county to recorder@dorsetbirds.org.uk

!

If you would like to enter such records on BirdTrack but are worried that
everybody can see them then you can mark them as Sensitive. To do this on a
PC click the + sign under Optional, on the right of the screen, and then click on
the Sensitive? tab. In the BirdTrack App you will need to add the record then
click on > which is also on the right of the screen, and then click on the Yes box
after Sensitive. As ever, if you have any questions then please email me.

!

Lastly on the subject of breeding birds when entering an FL code in BirdTrack it
would be most helpful if you could add the number of fledglings seen into the
comments box which will then assist the species account writers for the annual
report.
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As I alluded to earlier I have taken on the role of County Recorder from Kevin
Lane. May I take this opportunity to thank him for all his hard work in what is
becoming an increasingly time-consuming post. I am trying to think of ways in
which the duties can be more evenly distributed going forward and with Shaun
Robson taking on the UK RBBP responsibilities that is at least one less aspect
to worry about.

!
Undiscovered Dorset
!

Sadly this is not another book in the Sound Approach series! The BTO have very
kindly produced this “heat map” of observations in Dorset during 2016. As is
clear, and was to be expected, the majority of observations are centred around
Poole Harbour & Weymouth. I have only just received this map so have yet to
fully analyse it but I thought I would share it with you in case you fancied
venturing into new territory and turning some of those pale 10 km squares a
shade or two darker. The following hectads had less observations over the year
than the number of species recorded by some people on the New Year bird race:
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10 km No. of observations
ST30
26
ST50
97
ST70
22
ST72
41
ST82
49
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BTO Breeding Bird Survey

The Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) is the main scheme for monitoring the
population changes of the UK’s common breeding birds.
The survey involves making two early morning visits in Spring and Summer to a
1 km square. You walk two transects in the square and record all the birds you
see and hear. It's a great way to improve your birding skills and explore the
hidden corners of Dorset.

!

If you think you could help & are interested in taking part, take a look here
https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/bbs and then pick a square & get in
contact.

!

In Dorset we currently have 12 vacant grid squares that need surveying:
ST8025
SU0217
SU0514
SU0811
SY6591
SY6697
SY7295
SY7386
SY7695
SY8296
SY8381
SY9196

!
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Near Gillingham
Near Sixpenny Handley
Near Cranborne
Near Cranborne
Near Dorchester
Godmanstone near (north of Dorchester)
Higher Waterston
Near Broadmayne
Bardolf Manor
Near Bere Regis
Near Lulworth
Near Lytchett Matravers

There are an additional 4 squares just in neighbouring counties but come under
BTO Dorset jurisdiction:
ST8528
ST8529
SU0815
SZ1998

!!
!

Near Sedghill Wilts
Near Sedgehill Wilts
Near Cranborne Hants
Bransgore, near Christchurch Hants

Claire Young - BTO Regional Rep for Dorset
Email: dorsetbto@gmail.com
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Heronries Census

Grey Herons will use the same nest year after year until it blows down! They will
lay 3-5 eggs as early as February and the chicks normally fledge in June. It is
important to monitor them, and other colonial nesting birds such as Egrets and
Cormorants, and the BTO has been doing this since 1928.

!

In Dorset we only recorded ONE heronry in 2016, so I need your help to find
them and their Egret pals in 2017! If you can volunteer for a few hours each year
to visit your local heronry and count nests, please get in touch by emailing:
Claire Young - BTO Regional Rep for Dorset dorsetbto@gmail.com
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FORTHCOMING EVENTS

!
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OUTDOOR FIELD VISITS
Saturday 25th March 2017

Seacombe and Dancing Ledge 09:30 – all day.
Meet in the car park in Worth Matravers (SY 974776) – charges apply.
Category B/C – some steep hills / stiles.

!

Sunday 23rd April 2017

Corfe Castle 09:30 – morning only.
Meet by the car park on Sandy Hill Lane (SY 964821).
Category B – some steep hills / stiles.

Sunday 7th May 2017

Portland Bill Seawatch 07:00 – 09:30 followed by walk around the south end of
the Bill 09:30 to 12:30 approx.
Meet in the car park at the Bill (SY 677685) – charges apply.
Category A but please dress appropriately for weather!

June 2017 - Nightjar walk tbc

!
!
Annual General Meeting
!

For more details visit http://www.dorsetbirds.org.uk/our-events/
or email Richard Charman walks@dorsetbirds.org.uk

Tuesday 9th May 19:30-21:30

Allendale Community Centre, Quarterjack Suite. Hanham Road,
Wimborne, BH21 1AS
The AGM will then be followed by a short talk on
“The Migrants of Lesvos" by Neil Gartshore.
Non-members welcome

Around a third of the membership now receive this newsletter via email as a
pdf file. This saves the club money on printing costs & postage and you
benefit by receiving it sooner than by post. The photo quality is far superior
and are all in colour plus you are able to click on the links rather than type
them in manually. If you would like to receive a pdf copy of the newsletter then
let me know by email admin@dorsetbirds.org.uk Please also specify if you
would like to receive it as a 3mb file (higher resolution) or 1mb file (still ok but
photos not as sharp).

!

DORSET HIGHLIGHTSNOVEMBER TO FEBRUARY INCLUSIVE

The majority of the following records have been taken from the Dorset Bird
Club sightings page http://dorsetbirds.blogspot.co.uk/ and inclusion here does
not constitute acceptance by the relevant rarity panel. This is not an exhaustive
list & if you notice any errors or omissions please email
admin@dorsetbirds.org.uk
If you were lucky enough to find a description species please submit details as
soon as possible after the sighting to recorder@dorsetbirds.org.uk

!

WILDFOWL

Bewick’s Swan 2 at Radipole on 25th November then E over Lodmoor later in
the day. 1 on 28th December south of Avon Causeway.
Whooper Swan 1 at Middlebere on 13th November. 1 at Cogden Beach &
West Bexington on 23rd January then Abbotsbury Swannery later in the day
and still present the following day.

Whooper Swan at West Bexington - Mike Morse
White-fronted Goose 2 at Lodmoor on 26th November then at Brand’s Bay
later the same day. 1 in the Avon Valley on 8th January.
Barnacle Goose 28 at Rodden Hive on 4th December. 24 at Lytchett Bay on
24th November before relocating to the Arne Moors & Swineham area. 40 at
Christchurch Harbour on 18th January.
Pale-bellied Brent Goose peak count was 8 at Ferrybridge on 27th November.
Black Brant singles were occasionally seen in Poole Harbour and Ferrybridge
during the period with 2 present at the latter on 13th December.
Green-winged Teal drakes were at Lytchett Fields from 5th December and
Abbotsbury Swannery from 20th February.
Red-crested Pochard 1 drake at Abbotsbury Swannery on 16th February.
Scaup peak of 13 at Abbotsbury Swannery over the winter occasionally
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relocating to Lodmoor. A 1st-winter drake was at Sturminster Marshall GP. A
female was seen around Arne from 8th November.
Eider 6 off Christchurch Harbour on 27th November. 10 were around Portland
Harbour on 21st December.
Long-tailed Duck first at Abbotsbury Swannery from 13th November rising to a
maximum of 5 in February.
Velvet Scoter 1 past Hengistbury Head on 28th November with 2 past there on
12th January.
Smew returning redhead in Holes Bay from 8th January for its third winter.
Goosander a flock of 13 moved around The Fleet/Portland Harbour from midNovember onwards.

!

GALLIFORMES to HERONS

Red-throated Diver highest count 3rd February with 50 past Branksome Chine.
Black-throated Diver only multiple count was 2 past Mudeford Quay on 17th
November.
Great Northern Diver 8 past Branksome Chine on 3rd February.
Slavonian Grebe 1 at Rodden Hive on 3rd November was first of the winter, 3 in
Portland Harbour and 5 in Poole Harbour were highest counts received.
Black-necked Grebe peak of 35 in Studland Bay on 11th December, 17 in
Portland Harbour on 30th January. 1 Cogden Beach from 22nd-24th January.
Manx Shearwater 1 past Portland Bill on 12th January.
Gannet 1 in the Wareham Channel off Swineham Point on 24th February was an
unusual record.
Bittern singles were seen at Arne Moors, Lodmoor & Stanpit with a maximum of 3
at Radipole.
Cattle Egret 1 at Nottington on 3rd December was the forerunner of an amazing
influx which saw up to 5 birds present there until 27th January. 1 was at East
Holme 12th-28th December, 2 nr Winkton 14th-24th December with 1 remaining
until 8th January. 1 at Norris Mill Farm from 15th-16th December and 27th-30th
January . 1 Abbotsbury 30th December then 3 from 22nd January also commuting
to Portesham until end of February at least. At Litton Cheney 2 were present on
14th January with a maximum of 9 there on 18th February. 1 was in the Lorton
Valley on 25th January then at Poxwell on 28th & 29th January. 7 were at Tatton
on 11th February. 1 was near Charmouth on 5th February. Throughout February
up to 9 birds roosted at Radipole although 11 came in on 4th.
Great White Egret 1 at Lodmoor from 1st-13th November whilst at least 1 roamed
around Poole Harbour throughout. 3 were at Longham Lakes from late November
onwards. 1 at Hatch Pond on 24th November was a good site record and 2 flew
over West Bexington on the same day. 3 were at Wyke Regis on 26th November.
Spoonbill 35 on Brownsea Lagoon on 2nd November was the highest single
count of the winter.

!

RAPTORS TO COOT

Red Kite 6 over Upton CP on 2nd January was a good south Dorset count.
Goshawk 1 over Arne Moors on 19th January.
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WADERS

Crane 4 over Rempstone on 8th November were seen over Portland Harbour
later that day. 3 over Christchurch Harbour on 16th November and 2 over
Wareham on 3rd December.
Stone Curlew singles were on Portland Bill on 2nd November and Ferrybridge
at dusk on 4th December.
Golden Plover c2500 were at Maiden Castle on 19th January.
Little Stint 1 at Lytchett Bay on 26th November relocated to Longham Lakes
from 29th until 10th December.
Curlew Sandpiper 1 was on Lytchett Fields throughout November.
Purple Sandpiper 2 at the Nothe in early November were the first there since
the 1980s. Likewise a bird on Preston Beach was the first Lodmoor record in 33
years. Peak counts elsewhere included 11 on Portland Bill, 12 at Lyme Regis, 24
at Mudeford and just 2 at Sandbanks.
Ruff an overwintering bird was in Upton CP.
Jack Snipe were seen at Lodmoor (2), Longham Lakes (5), Lytchett Fields,
Milborne St Andrew, Poole Park, Radipole (2), Shell Bay, Stanpit (3), Swineham
Point (2).
Common Sandpiper 1 Portland Harbour 11th November.
Spotted Redshank 13 on Brownsea Lagoon was the highest count of the
period.
Lesser Yellowlegs 1 remained at Lytchett Fields/Bay throughout.
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SKUAS TO TERNS

Pomarine Skua singles past Portland Bill on 9th & 17th November and 8th & 9th
January.
Long-tailed Skua a juv was found in a moribund state at West Bay in November.
Little Gull 3 past Durlston CP on 17th November with another in Poole Harbour.
2 past Hengistbury on 18th January with singles on 20th January & 15th
February. 1 in Weymouth Bay on 21st January.
Mediterranean Gull 530 were near the A354 at Dorchester on 1st January.
Ring-billed Gull an adult was in Lytchett Bay pre-roost on 26th & 27th February
with a different adult present on 28th.
Caspian Gull 1 1st-winter at Culverwell on 21st November.
Iceland Gull 1 at West Bexington on 17th December, juv at Abbotsbury on 21st
February then at Moonfleet Manor the next day moving to Lodmoor the day after
when a 2nd-winter was seen at Radipole. A 2nd-winter was at Culverwell on 26th
February. A juv was at Sherborne on 27th February.
Sandwich Tern peak counts were 11 in Poole Harbour on 21st November and 5
in Christchurch Harbour on 2nd December.

!

AUKS TO WOODPECKERS

Razorbill c4,000 passed Portland Bill on 16th January.
Black Guillemot 1 West Cliffs, Portland, on 25th January was the only record
received for the winter.
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Little Auk 1 past Hengistbury Head on 24th November.
Puffin 1 past Portland Bill on 18th December. Short-eared Owl at least 5 were
on Portland in February.
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LARKS TO WHEATEARS

Sand Martin 1 remained at Lodmoor until 1st November. The first of the year
were at Radipole on 26th February when 2 were present.
Swallow 1 was at Wide Street, Portland, on 11th December with it or another at
Ferrybridge on 13th January.
Richard’s Pipit 2 at Abbotsbury from 15th December until end February at
least.
Water Pipit peak counts were Lodmoor (9), Longham Lakes (1), Lytchett Fields
(6), Radipole (2), Stanpit Marsh (2).
Waxwing 1 was in a Canford Heath garden on 16th January. 9 were in
Newtown, Poole on 9th & 10th February with 2 at Southwell on the latter date. 6
were in Corfe Mullen from 14th-16th February with 4 present from 21st to month
end. 5 were in Gillingham on 18th February when 11 flew over Bere Wood. In
Bere Regis c10 were seen 21st February with 16 the next day rising to 20+ on
23rd.
Black Redstart multiple counts included 4 at Portland on 18th December and 3
at Poundbury on 4th December.
Wheatear 1 was at Longham Lakes from 8th-14th November.

!

THRUSHES TO STARLINGS

Ring Ouzel 1 at Durlston CP on 8th November.
Siberian Lesser Whitethroat birds suspected of being of the subspecies blythi
were at Highcliffe until 24th January at least with another at Portland BO from
4th-22nd November.
Yellow-browed Warbler in November singles were at Abbotsbury, Durlston CP
and Portland BO on 1st, 3 at Hengistbury Head & 3 on Portland on 3rd. 1 at
Wick on 13th and nearby Hengistbury Head from 15th-18th. Inland 1 was at
Athelhampton from 26th November-13th December. In December 1 was in a
private area at Abbotsbury whilst 1 was at Lodmoor. 1 on Brownsea on 17th
with another in Wool from 24th-31st. January records included 1 at Cogden
Beach from 4th-22nd, 1 at Studland on 5th, 1 at Lytchett Bay on 8th, 1 at East
Holme on 10th, 1 at Louds Mill Sewage Works & 1 in Gillingham on 14th, 1 on
Talbot Lane, Poole on 26th & 27th and 1 at Chard Junction GP on 26th.
Hume’s Warbler 1 was found on Avalanche Road, Portland on 14th December
and remained there until 19th then was relocated at nearby Thumb Lane on 5th
February where it remained until at least the month’s end.
Siberian Chiffchaff overwintering birds were at Avalanche Road, Blacknor,
Lodmoor (2), Louds Mill Sewage Works (2), Norden Sewage Works (2+), Poole
PC World Drain, Radipole, Ringstead Bay, Sherborne Sewage Works and West
Bexington (2).
Chiffchaff 30 were counted at Abbotsbury Sewage Works on 7th January.
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Willow Warbler a late individual was at Hengistbury Head on 11th November.
Firecrest high counts during the period were 10 at Abbotsbury & 7 at Arne.
Great Grey Shrike singles were seen at Canford Heath, Cranborne Common,
Godlingston Heath Hartland Moor, Lower Hyde Heath, Sugar Hill (Wareham
Forest) and Wooton Fitzpaine.
Marsh Tit a count of 5 at Kingcombe was well received.
Starling a pre-roost murmuration of c12,000 birds enthralled many visitors to
South Haven. Similarly, c8,000 were at Lodmoor.
Rose-coloured Starling 1st winter male took up residence in the Marie Road
area of Dorchester throughout.

Rose-coloured Starling - Dorchester - Dave Helliar

SPARROWS TO BUNTINGS!

Brambling on 14th November 5 flew over Durlston CP & 3 flew W over Stanpit.
Serin 1 at Portland BO on 3rd November.
Siskin 80 on Brownsea was the highest count received for the period.
Lesser Redpoll 60 on Throop Heath was a high count by recent standards.
Crossbill 12 in Wareham Forest on 20th December was the only double figure
count for the winter period.
Hawfinch 1 at Portland BO on 7th November.
Lapland Bunting 1 at Hengistbury Head on 5th & 6th November. 2 were in
stubble fields at Moonfleet Manor on 13th November. 1 was at East Fleet on
26th November.
Snow Bunting 1 flew over West Bay on 23rd November followed by 1 at
Highcliffe on 3rd December. In February 1 flew over South Haven on 1st and
what may have been the same bird was then seen at Old Harry on 17th. 1 was
at Hengistbury Head on 4th February.
Cirl Bunting 1 female was at West Bay on 14th November.
Corn Bunting at least 50 were in the Maiden Castle area in late December.
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Things that go plik in the night: Nocturnal autumn migration of
Ortolan Bunting in Dorset & southern Portugal by Magnus
Robb, Nick Hopper, Paul Morton & The Sound Approach. Part 2.

!

The following is a summary of the 2nd part of the instructive and enlightening
paper by The Sound Approach team. For the fully study please visit https://
soundapproach.co.uk/things-go-plik-night-part-two/

!

Old Town Poole – Paul Morton
Spurred on in part by what Magnus Robb (MR) and Nick Hopper (see below)
were recording, as well as by the sheer mystery of it all, Paul Morton started
recording night migration in February 2015. His first listening station was his
back garden in the rural village of Lytchett Matravers, four miles northwest of
Poole Harbour, Dorset. During the course of the spring, wader passage was
prominent and he also recorded night migrants such as Water Rail, Nightjar and
Ring Ouzel. Migration petered out in late spring, but waders started moving
again in July. By August, passerines featured again, and on 17 August PM
noted an unknown call of a bird that had passed at 00:12. He cut it out and filed
it away without any real expectation of being able to identify it. A week later at
the British Birdwatching Fair, he played the recording to MR who jerked back
his head and said, “Where did you say you recorded this?” to which PM replied,
“Over my house last week.” MR raised an eyebrow and said, “This sounds like
an Ortolan Bunting to me.”
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The recording contained a single but entirely typical plik call. As we showed in
part 1, plik is the commonest and most easily recognisable of the calls that
Ortolan Bunting uses during nocturnal migration. Enthused but nevertheless
convinced this would be a one-off, PM continued recording night migration over
the following weeks. To his surprise, however, at 04:38 on 10 September he
recorded another giving one plik and one tew call.
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In 2016, PM decided to move his nocturnal listening station away to a site
within Poole Harbour. This was partly to begin a study of night migration within
the harbour area for the charity he runs called Birds of Poole Harbour, but also
to allow him to place the listening station on a more prominent migration route.
He hoped this would result in a wider variety of species and greater numbers of
individuals. The new listening station is at the top of a four-story building in the
centre of Old Town Poole, an urban environment with virtually no vegetation in
the surrounding area to support either resident or migratory birds.

!

Due to the lack of habitat locally, any birds recorded overhead during the night
at the appropriate season are very likely to be migrants. Noise from traffic and
the local ferry port can sometimes be infuriating, but the expectation of greater
variety and numbers proved to be correct. Spring recording was productive with
good wader passage and an unexpectedly large Redwing movement in March.
Autumn recording commenced on 1 August and remained uneventful until
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22 August when PM came across a single tew call of an Ortolan Bunting. Much
better was to follow the next night when, as the clock struck two, he recorded a
long medley of tew and tslew calls of an Ortolan approaching and flying low
over the microphones.

!

The following night, three Ortolan Buntings passed. This late August wave
coincided with the first visual records for the autumn at coastal sites such as
Portland Bill and Hengistbury Head, as well as other sites on the south coast.
Between 25 August and 12 September, PM recorded a further eight Ortolans,
bringing his 2016 total to 13 recordings in just 22 days. After this date there was
no further sign of them in his night recordings, and visual records by day also
tailed off. It will come as no great surprise that PM has never seen or heard an
Ortolan near the Old Town Poole listening station during the day.

!

Portland Bill & Stoborough – Nick Hopper
Nick Hopper started recording nocturnal migration from the roof of his house in
Stoborough, in the far southwestern corner of Poole Harbour, during the autumn
of 2012 after being inspired by an email from MR detailing the species he had
recently recorded in Portugal. His first thoughts were ‘what a great way to add
species to your garden list!’ After persuading The Sound Approach to loan him
some equipment, he was ready to go. The parabolic dish went on the roof, and
the recorder in the bedroom, connected via some very long cables. All he had to
do now was lie in bed with his headphones on and listen. He soon added
species such as Moorhen, Coot and Water Rail to the garden list, and after only
three attempts struck gold when a Lapland Bunting flew over the house.
Unfortunately ‘listening live’ proved to be a little anti-social and sessions were
rather intermittent until NH adopted the more orthodox approach of leaving the
recorder running through the night then checking the sonagrams the next day.
The site, adjacent to the Frome Valley, has produced 72 species so far between
nautical dusk and nautical dawn (i.e., with the sun 12 or more degrees below
the horizon). Waders and water birds are a regular feature as might be
expected, along with plenty of passerines and oddities such as Mandarin Duck,
Common Scoter, Little Grebe, Sandwich Tern and Ortolan Bunting. In autumn
2014, NH started recording night migration from Portland Bill, Dorset. The
volume and variety of migrants passing at Portland proved to be much greater,
and NH has subsequently invested more time in this listening station.
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The first time NH recorded Ortolan Bunting at night was at Portland Bill on the
night of 25-26 August 2016. It was a promising-looking night with heavy cloud
cover and occasional pulses of drizzly rain. These conditions together with the
date were perfect for a strong audible passage of Tree Pipits, and the night’s total
came to an incredible 1372 calls (with double and triple calls counted as one). NH
spent the first few hours of darkness in the field and to his amazement heard two
different Ortolans heading north over the Bill. Later analysis of the night’s
recording revealed yet more birds. Not wanting to push his credibility too far, he
selected four examples separated by gaps of 30 minutes or more, and a few days
later he uploaded the three best ones to the Portland Bird Observatory website.
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However, the total number of times that Ortolans passed his microphones that
night was 10. Were these all different individuals? We will come back to this
question later. However, since PM recorded three over urban Old Town Poole
the night before, there seems no reason to doubt that NH could record an even
higher number of them at one of the country’s top sites for Ortolan.

!

Anyone first hearing about our habit of making all-night sound recordings is
bound to ask, when do we ever find the time to listen to them? The answer is
that we don’t. We import the recordings into a software program that produces a
sonogram: a visual image of the recording. We scroll through these quickly in
search of tell tale shapes of flight calls, which we then listen to. We log species
and numbers, archiving the more interesting recordings for future reference.

!

The software we use is Raven Pro, currently in version 1.5 (birds.cornell.edu/
brp/raven/). The time it takes to go through the recording depends on how much
migration has taken place through the night. A quiet night might take less than
an hour, but a night with many challenging calls to be identified, counted and
filed away can take many hours. It is often only some days later that we
appreciate fully what went on during a given night, and this is why news
sometimes gets out slowly.

!

Do all the recordings in Dorset represent different individuals?
In late August 2016, when the news first emerged that we had sound recorded
multiple Ortolan Buntings flying at night over Dorset, sceptics wondered
whether this was all down to one or two birds flying circuits, and being
responsible for multiple detections. At Old Town Poole this seems extremely
unlikely because of the habitat – an urban centre – and besides, all recordings
were separated by at least 97 minutes. However, at Portland Bill there were a
couple of obvious clusters of records: three detections in under five minutes on
25 August (23:25-23:29) and three detections in under 10 minutes on 5
September (22:35-22:44).

!

Several interpretations are possible. Perhaps in both cases a group of three took
off from a feeding area at dusk, gradually became separated in the dark, and
each individual ended up passing the Bill at a slightly different time. Alternatively,
a single bird could have flown a couple of circuits of Portland Bill before deciding
how to proceed further. On 25 August, there was heavy cloud cover with
occasional drizzle and the fog horn was in operation, conditions that could cause
some disorientation. On 5 September, the sky was overcast but it was not raining.
During such conditions it was also possible that birds could have been temporarily
grounded for short periods of time during heavier bouts of rain. One way to shed
some light on the problem is to consider the actual calls recorded. After viewing
sonagrams of over 140 recordings of nocturnally migrating Ortolans, it seems
clear to us that calls of a given type from the same individual are usually more
similar than calls of the same type from two different individuals.

!

Based on our findings after analysing and comparing each individual call we will
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err on the side of caution and propose 27 individuals from the 31 recordings of
Ortolan Buntings detected nocturnally in Dorset in 2016.

!

Variable amounts of information in nocturnal recordings
In part 1, we showed how to identify eight different call types of Ortolan Bunting,
seven of which we have also detected at night. As we showed, nocturnal and
diurnal versions of these calls do not differ. Some, such as plik are highly
distinctive, while others such as tsrp are more likely to invite confusion with
other species.

!

Recordings of nocturnally migrating Ortolan Buntings can contain vastly
different amounts of information. The main variables concern the number,
variety and clarity of calls. It is undeniable that a recording with five different
known Ortolan call-types, some of them repeated, and passing at close range
can be more securely identified than one containing a single distant tsrp call.

!

With sound identification, just as with visual identification, the more features that
point in the same direction, the better. In this respect Ortolan Bunting, with so
many different call types, offers greater chances of secure identification than a
species with few and rather indistinctive call types ever could. In 2016 the mean
number of call types given by a passing nocturnal Ortolan was 1.56 (range: 1 –
5); 58% only gave a single call-type while within range of the microphones. Of
the latter group, 16 used plik, 8 tew, 4 tsrp and 2 tslew.

!

What weather conditions are best for detecting Ortolans at night?
Stars are among the most important means by which birds navigate at night
(Newton 2008), and on a clear night in autumn many birds will be migrating.
When conditions are favourable for them many of these birds, particularly
passerines, will be at a high altitude and therefore beyond the range of our
listening equipment. We have found that nights with heavy cloud cover and
even intermittent light rain often give the best results, presumably because birds
are forced down to a more audible altitude.

!

During 2016, the best nights in Dorset were mild with dense cloud cover. Prior
to 2016, NH chose to record only on nights with no or little cloud cover, since he
was concerned that the expensive recording equipment might not be
waterproof. During those times, although he recorded many species, passerine
numbers were much lower than in 2016 and he detected no Ortolan Buntings.

!

The two best nights in Portugal in 2016 coincided with high pressure over the
Iberian peninsula. MR associates good Ortolan nights with light tailwinds and
cloudy conditions, although multiple individuals may also pass on clear nights.
Northerly tailwinds are the norm in Portugal in late summer/early autumn.
Indeed, it may be for this reason that so many Ortolans head so far west in
autumn, to hitch a ride to subsaharan Africa on the prevailing northerly winds of
the Iberian west coast.
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Was 2016 an exceptional year in Dorset?
It is impossible to say whether, in terms of nocturnal migration, 2016 was an
exceptional year for Ortolan Buntings in Dorset. We simply do not have
comparable coverage from other years. In terms of visual sightings, however, it
was a good year. The Portland Bird Observatory blog lists a minimum of 12
flighty individuals seen between 26 August and 19 September 2016. None were
“pinned down and showing”, and only the very last one lingered long enough to
be photographed. However, there was no obvious link between numbers seen
during the day and numbers recorded during the night.

!

Why so many Ortolans at night?
Why is a species that is scarce or even rare during the day among the ones
that we pick up most frequently at night, even in places where we have never
seen or heard it during the day? It is not the only such species. Tree Pipit is
another that manages to keep a very low profile during the day, even for
observers very familiar with its calls. During the night, however, we sometimes
detect heavy passage (e.g., the 1372 calls at Portland Bill on 25-26 August
2016 referred to above). In North America, Catharus thrushes are notoriously
difficult to detect as migrants during the day and yet, as nocturnal migrants they
are available to anyone who makes the effort to listen for them, often passing
locations where they have never been detected in any other way (Evans &
O’Brien 2002). Is Ortolan simply a shy species like Tree Pipit and the Catharus
thrushes, but highly vocal as a nocturnal migrant? Perhaps it really is that
simple.

!

After learning to recognise calls of Ortolan Bunting, our experience has been
that most autumn observations by day concern birds flying past or, much less
often, flushed. Occasionally a bird flushed unexpectedly will perch on a nearby
bush, allowing us perhaps brief views. However, opportunities for identifying
them only by visual means are very limited. Even in Portugal where Ortolan is
not particularly rare, you need enormous luck to chance upon a feeding site. If
you do find one during the peak of migration, it may hold several 10s of
individuals. MR knows of just two such sites in southern Portugal. Probably
there are many more, in arable land not often frequented by birders.

!

There are many species we know to be much commoner night migrants than
Ortolan Bunting, which we never or only very rarely detect during our listening
sessions. An obvious group to mention here is the old world warblers, of which
only Phylloscopus seem to give the occasional call in nocturnal flight (10 in
eight years of recording: MR). Also, many but not all of the chats, such as
Whinchat and Redstart, appear to migrate silently. Among buntings, Common
Reed Bunting is mysteriously rare in our nocturnal recordings, despite being a
common migrant and calling frequently while migrating during the day. At night,
Ortolans seem to feature disproportionately often in our recordings, compared
to many other species. Why should this be?
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One possibility is that Ortolan Bunting flies lower than other nocturnal migrants,
increasing our chances of detecting it. Why might it do this? Migrants are
thought to choose the height they migrate at based on the help they receive
from wind strength and direction (Bruderer 1971, Richardson 1976). So there
would have to be some major advantage to flying low, in order to compensate
for the advantages of choosing a more aerodynamic stratum, usually higher in
the sky.

!

Conclusion
We confess that we are still almost as amazed by the number of Ortolans we
are detecting at night as we were when we first started detecting them. Who will
join us in trying to shed more light on the phenomenon? Lets find out where
else besides Dorset and southern Portugal they can be detected migrating at
night, and where the numbers are highest. And having established that
numbers migrating through England are higher than previously thought, lets try
to work out where they are hiding during the day.

!

Meanwhile, what other surprises await discovery? Who will be the first to detect
a Catharus thrush or an Olive-backed Pipit migrating over a western European
location at night? Or one of the eastern relatives of Ortolan Bunting: a
Cretzschmar’s Bunting or even a Grey-necked Bunting? Many exciting rewards
are possible in this ‘new’ branch of birding, and they are open to anybody
curious enough to give it a try.

If you have any suggestions for articles for future inclusion in the newsletter
then please forward them to admin@dorsetbirds.org.uk for consideration.
These can range from a review of a book, your best days birding or a scientific
study.

!

The Daily Sightings blog http://dorsetbirds.blogspot.co.uk is updated by an ever
dwindling group of volunteers and we need at least two more people to help
maintain it. This involves collating information from around the county and
uploading it to the blog which takes roughly half an hour or so (sometimes less
on quiet days). Depending on the number of people on the rota you will update
the blog on 3 or 4 day shifts every 3 or 4 weeks so it isn’t really an overly
onerous task - please let me know if you can help.

!

Lastly, if you are lucky enough to photograph a rare or scarce bird in the county
then please consider forwarding a copy to dorsetbirdclub@hotmail.com for
inclusion on the blog.

!

We are also very grateful for any top quality photographs of commoner species
and if space and time allows these will also be added to the blog.
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We offer a range of birdwatching experiences with
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