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From the Editor - Marcus Lawson !
I will admit to being somewhat surprised at just how time consuming it has been 
to enter, sort and then distribute all the necessary data to the species account 
writers in order for them to complete their sections for the 2013 Dorset Bird 
Report. It’s very easy to see how things can get behind schedule when relying 
purely on the free time of volunteers. The first task to be undertaken was to trawl 
through both the sightings Hotmail account and the Out & About yahoo group to 
glean any records which were likely not already in Birdtrack. There were 4,500 
such records and these were bulk-uploaded to Birdtrack and I would like to 
thank Geoff Upton for his help with data entry. This took the total number of 
Dorset bird records on Birdtrack to nearly 70,000 for 2013. These were then 
downloaded and as many duplicates as possible, or records which were not 
needed by the species accounts writers, were taken out. This whittled the 
number down to around 20,000 and these were then separated into 12 
spreadsheets for each of the account writers. You may be wondering why such a 
cull of these records is necessary before being distributed to the account writers. 
The main reason is to try and save time for them by not having to sift through 
hundreds of records for each species. I’ll use Moorhen as an example; there 
were 748 records in the database for 2013, of these 470 were entered via 
Birdtrack as being “present”. Whilst their presence in a tetrad can be useful 
information for the BTO to establish distribution it is of little relevance to the 
account writers. Thus, over 60% of Moorhen records could be safely removed 
for this purpose in one sweep. Time doesn’t always allow for accurate counts to 
be conducted but there is a facility on Birdtrack which allows entry of 
approximate counts by inputting either c10 or 10+ as an example, this data then 
takes on more relevance. !
If you currently don’t use Birdtrack then please follow the following link to 
register and enter as many of your records as possible as it would help the Club 
greatly  
http://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/birdtrack/about   
When registering please could you tick the box which allows the County 
Recorder to see your records. Also, when naming your sites please use a 
landmark within the square which can be recognised by others – names such as 
“Our Garden” or “My Patch” can make it hard to validate records whereas it is 
possible to marry Swineham with SY9388 for example.  !
Don’t worry, we’re not asking you to record every Blue Tit, although more 
breeding records would be gratefully received. If you are new to Birdtrack could I 
just ask that you familiarise yourself with the program and then in the next few 
months I’ll arrange for a BTO representative to come down to Dorset and 
present to us how to get the most out of it. There will be at least one meeting in 
both the east and west of the county. In the meantime please contact me if you 
need any help.
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The 2012 Dorset Bird Report should be going to the printers shortly and I’m 
hoping to get the 2013 report out by late-autumn. Work on the 2014 report will 
begin around that time with a view to publishing around March 2016 – hopefully! !

A ROLLERCOASTER RIDE: THE UPS AND DOWNS OF THE 
2015 MARSH HARRIER SUMMER IN POOLE HARBOUR                                                                                                                                     

Peter Hadrill !
At the start of summer 2015 there was every reason to be hopeful regarding the 
Poole Harbour Marsh Harriers, not only that nests would again be successful 
but that the recently-renewed colony would expand further following productive 
years in both 2013 and 2014. Well, it didn`t go quite to plan, as it sometimes 
won`t, but there was at least some salvation in the end … just.  !
The early signs had been encouraging. As April began, two females were 
displaying in front of two separate males over the various west Harbour 
reedbeds – both of the latter birds sporting the dark, near-female colouring that 
has become so familiar at many recent Dorset nests. Food passing and 
copulation by both pairs – not always monogamously exclusive, it must be said 
– suggested that settling down to nesting was imminent, but then one of the 
males ousted the other to claim both females as his sole responsibility. 
Fortunately for the displaced male, all was not lost since he took up with a 
newly-arrived, young-looking female, quite possibly one of the 2014 juveniles. 
Whilst bonding strengthened between this late pairing, the two older females 
began to lay eggs, the first around April 13th along the Wareham Channel, the 
second on or about the 21st at Swineham. !
By the time that the third female also went down on eggs during the first week of 
May things looked to be on track for a bumper season although it was soon 
clear that all was not well at the late nest, this one situated at Keysworth. It duly 
failed within days, either through predation or inexperience on the part of a first 
year incubator. Meanwhile, the two older females were continuing to receive 
food on a regular basis from their shared male, this trio being almost certainly 
the same threesome that had produced seven fledged young between them in 
2014 – the nests were identically-placed and both maternal birds sported very 
similar cream splashing and upperwing speckling to the successful incumbents 
of the previous year. !
But then, disaster struck. The bigamous male suddenly disappeared during the 
last week in May, presumably having met with an accident or having succumbed 
to a ground predator – it would have been most unusual for him to abandon his 
provisioning duties before the young had fledged – which meant that the two 
remaining females were left to fend for the nestlings by themselves. Although 
both then set about securing sufficient food to keep their respective nests active, 
the young at the Swineham site were just too under-developed and vulnerable
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to be left for long periods whilst the female hunted and, sadly, they didn`t 
survive, the nest being finally deserted in early June. That just left the Wareham 
Channel female and, for a while at least, it seemed as though she was coping 
well, her contributions including one memorable, mile-long haul-in across the 
water from Shag Looe Head with outsize prey, dogged throughout by an 
aggressive posse of gulls in a ferocious easterly that blew her sideways at 
times. But concern began to mount around the middle of June when it appeared 
that her supply to the young was drying up. Although she could still be seen 
hunting at length and regularly overflying the nest area as if checking the 
contents, this was no more than circumstantial evidence of nestlings still being 
present. No prey was seen to be delivered during watches over a period of a 
fortnight or so; I even recorded two instances of catches being consumed 
without any subsequent transfer to the nest. In short, I wrote off the chances of 
success. But how wrong can you be? … prey WAS coming in – but when 
nobody was looking, her delivery times clearly not coinciding with my own 
watching pattern.  So, when routine early morning monitoring on 1st July 
revealed a stubby-winged, orange-capped juvenile, I was astonished. Nor was 
that all; there were two on the 2nd and three on the 3rd. But even then they 
proved difficult to see, the lack of any conspicuous bushes around the nest site 
meaning that all their loafing and waiting for food took place in deep cover 
rather than up above reed top level, this inconspicuousness further fuelling my 
earlier impression that the nest was, by some way, the most unobtrusive that I`d 
ever seen! But, never mind. Let`s salute a female who took on sole 
responsibility for her young a fortnight or so before they were due to fledge and 
was able to serve up a gratifying outcome to a seriously wobbly breeding 
season. !
Editorial comment Many thanks to Peter for providing this article as well as 
dedicating so much of his time to studying these wonderful birds and sharing 
his insights with us. A pair of Marsh Harrier also fledged 3 young at Lodmoor as 
per the picture below by Daragh Croxson.
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DORSET HIGHLIGHTS - MARCH TO JUNE INCLUSIVE !
WILDFOWL 
Abbotsbury continued to play host to the Greenland White-fronted Goose 
with the bird last seen on the 19th April, which corresponds well with the 
average departure date of wintering birds from other areas of the British Isles. 
The area also held 5 Scaup and 4 Long-tailed Duck during the period with 
the last of the former seen on 5th April and the last of the latter on the 28th April. 
A female Scaup resided at Longham Lakes until 18th May with another off 
Hengistbury Head on 6th April. A Long-tailed Duck was seen intermittently in 
Studland Bay until 23rd March. The sole record of Whooper Swan for the 
period under review was of a single bird north over Christchurch Harbour on 
11th March. Two Brent Geese at Blackberry Point in Christchurch Harbour on 
22nd June were rather unseasonal with one still present the next day. An 
Egyptian Goose was at the Swannery between at least 4th and 10th April whilst 
a pair was at Longham Lakes on 12th March and a singleton appeared at West 
Knighton Heath on 23rd April. Peak count of Mandarin for the period covered 
was 5 on the Stour at Hampreston and a female was discovered on eggs 
within the grounds of Canford School in late April. The drake Green-winged 
Teal showed occasionally at Abbotsbury until 9th March. The first Garganey of 
the year involved a pair on Tadnoll Flood Meadows on 19th March with another 
on Coward’s Marsh the next day. A flock of five were then on Barn Bight, 
Hengistbury on 22nd March with a drake briefly at Lytchett Bay on 25th March. 
April records included a long staying drake at Longham Lakes from the 3rd 
(joined by a second bird on 9th), a pair at Abbotsbury on 5th, 4 past St 
Aldhelm’s Head on 8th, a drake in Christchurch Harbour on 8th & 10th and a 
single at Radipole from 19th. May records of this delicate duck consisted of
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ones or twos at Radipole, Christchurch, Abbotsbury Swannery and Lodmoor. 
An interesting female anas on Coward’s Marsh on 15th March appeared to be a 
Blue-winged Teal x Shoveler hybrid. A pair of Red-crested Pochard popped 
up on Longham Lakes on 17th May. The only report received of Eider was of 3 
past Mudeford Quay on 8th March. Common Scoter were represented by 21 
past Mudeford Quay on 8th March, 14 in Studland Bay on 21st March, 234 past 
St Aldhelm’s Head on 6th April and 54 past Portland on 17th April. In May 63 flew 
past Hengistbury on the 5th whilst on the 9th 29 passed Christchurch with 6 off 
St Aldhelm’s Head. The sole June record received was of 14 past Portland on 
the 29th.  
A Velvet Scoter flew past Chesil Beach on 5th March whilst there were 2 in 
Studland Bay on 23rd March and a single bird passed St Aldhelm’s Head on 6th 
April. The near gale force winds on the 2nd June ushered an unseasonable 
Red-breasted Merganser through Chesil Cove. Peak counts of Goosander for 
the period were 3 at Longham Lakes on 19th March and 11 on Coward’s Marsh 
on 14th April. A late bird flew over Christchurch Harbour on 13th May. Two 
Ruddy Duck were seen at Lodmoor but they were no more by mid-April.   !
GALLIFORMES to HERONS 
Red-throated Diver passage was strongest in March with counts of 12 past St 
Aldhelm’s Head 6 past Durlston on 19th. In April 5 past Durlston and 4 past 
Chesil Beach on 5th were the highest counts for the month. Just three singles 
were recorded in May, passing Portland and St Aldhelm’s on the 1st and 
Hengistbury on 4th. None were recorded in June.  
March Black-throated Diver records included 1 in Weymouth Bay on 1st, 2 
past Christchurch Harbour on 7th, singles past Hengistbury Head on 9th and 
13th, 1 past Durlston on 19th March. In April singles were recorded as follows: 
Durlston and Chesil Beach on 5th, St Aldhelm’s Head 10th, St Aldhelm’s Head 
and Chesil Cove on 17th. May saw lone birds pass Portland and Branksome 
Chine on 5th, Portland on 6th and Hengistbury Head on 21st. The sole June 
record was of a stunning summer plumage bird in Weymouth Bay on the 1st.  
Great Northern Diver were in short supply during March with just a single past 
Lyme Regis on 20th and a lone bird in Shell Bay on 29th. In April singles passed 
Durlston on 5th, St Aldhelm’s Head on 8th, West Bay on 17th, Portland on 26th 
with two past there on the 29th. May was the peak month for passage of this 
species with birds recorded on 14 dates with a count of 6 past Portland the 
best.  June records concerned 2 off Branksome Chine on 2nd with singles past 
Portland Bill on 4th and 9th. 
The only Red-necked Grebe seen during the period under review was in 
Christchurch Harbour on 4th March. 
Studland Bay held a lone Slavonian Grebe from 3rd to March 9th with another in 
Ringstead Bay on 14th March. In April one was in Christchurch Harbour on 3rd 
and the last of the season was a breeding plumaged bird off Chesil on 7th. 
The highest counts of Black-necked Grebe were as follows: 13 in Studland 
Bay on the 17th March, 4 in Portland Harbour on 10th March, 2 at Longham 
Lakes 12th March, 4 off Avon Beach (Mudeford) on 17th March and lastly 2 past  
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St Aldhelm’s Head on 8th April. A splendid summer plumage bird appeared at 
Longham Lakes on 29th June. 
A Cory’s Shearwater was seen from a fishing vessel off West Bay on 29th June 
whilst a Sooty Shearwater seen well off Hengistbury Head on 31st May was 
most unusual but not entirely unprecedented. The first signs of Manx 
Shearwater movement were 7 past Portland on 28th March then 34 past Chesil 
Cove on 5th April, 5 past St Aldhelm’s Head on 6th and 28 past Chesil Cove the 
following day. The next passage of birds was on 11th April when 76 flew past 
Portland with 2 past Durlston and a single past Hengistbury Head. The 17th April 
saw 100 pass Portland but this was eclipsed by the 1000+ logged there on 29th. 
In May Hengistbury Head tallied 95 birds on 5th and 44 on 6th whilst Portland 
weighed in with 800 on 14th and c1000 on 29th. St Aldhelm’s Head was not to be 
outdone with a count of 1032 past there on 2nd June. Three Balearic 
Shearwater past Portland Bill on the 14th May constituted the first of the year. 
Two Storm Petrel were seen off Chesil Cove on 6th May with one off St 
Aldhelm’s Head on 11th and further singles off Hengistbury Head on 18th and 
31st of the month. Overnight, three birds were trapped and ringed at Portland 
Bill on 27th May. A single bird passed West Bexington on 2nd June. Bittern 
sightings for the period included 3 at Lodmoor on 19th March, singles in the 
Wareham Channel on 25th March and at Radipole on 3rd April. A Night Heron 
flew north along the Moors River at Hurn in the evening of 18th April with 
another fly-by at dusk on the River Blackwater north of Marshwood on 10th 
June. In the Studland area the Great White Egret continued to put in sporadic 
appearances, one flew west over Hengistbury Head on 23rd March whilst 
another bird spent the afternoon at Radipole on the 19th April. In May one was 
seen flying over Lytchett Matravers on 31st May whilst on the 6th June what may 
have been the same bird was on Brownsea Island before being seen flying west 
over Arne later that evening. From 12th until the 28th May a Purple Heron 
settled into a routine of late evening performances. A Spoonbill was present at 
Lodmoor from the 1st of March with two present from 11th  - 17th this latter date 
also saw two at Stanpit. Numbers of Spoonbill dwindled in Poole Harbour to 23 
on 12th March with peak counts for here in April and May being of six birds. Four 
birds flew over Wick on 24th June whilst 5 were on Brownsea Lagoon on 30th. !
RAPTORS TO COOT 
The only passage Honey Buzzard of the spring were recorded flying over 
Southwell, Portland, on 4th June and Christchurch Harbour on 27th June. 
Red Kite sightings during the period were too numerous to include any 
specifics here but this doesn’t detract from the joy of seeing one languidly pass 
overhead on passage. Migrant May Marsh Harrier were seen over Longham 
Lakes on 3rd and Christchurch Harbour on 26th. In mid-June the pair at Lodmoor 
fledged three youngsters. 
Up to 3 Hen Harrier were in Poole Harbour during March whilst one frequented 
Wyke Down. A Goshawk was seen well in the South Haven area of Poole 
Harbour on 22nd March. The first Osprey of the year flew over Verwood on the 
early date of 4th March with the next record of one over Canford Heath on 13th. 
There were no further reports received until 4th April when singles flew over 
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Wimborne and Radipole followed by birds over Parley Common and Portland 
Harbour the next day. Singles were then seen flying over Christchurch Harbour 
and Portland West Cliffs on the 6th with the next day producing birds over 
Hengistbury Head, Lytchett Bay and Portland. Additional birds were then seen at 
Middlebere on 13th April, Christchurch Harbour on 19th, Lytchett Bay on 20th and 
Easton on 24th with the last of the month over Tincleton on 30th. In May single 
birds flew over Morden Bog on 11th, Stanpit on 20th and Ferrybridge on 21st.  In 
June one flew low north over Foxholes, Poole, on 23rd. A rather fabulous female 
Red-footed Falcon delighted admirers over Wareham Water Meadows 

intermittently from 20th until 25th May.  Only a handful of Merlin records were 
received in March with birds at Stanpit and Wyke Down on 14th, Studland on 
21st, Stoborough Heath on 25th and Ferrybridge on 27th. Durlston monopolised 
the April records of this delightful little falcon with three individual birds on 3rd, 9th 
and 24th. In May one was seen over Arne Moors on 13th. The first Hobby of the 
season was over Martinstown on 11th April with another the following day on 
Stoborough Heath.  !
WADERS 
Two Common Crane first seen heading west over Abbotsbury late in the day on 
the 20th April were then tracked via Ferrybridge to Portland and then over 
towards Lodmoor but were not seen subsequently. Whether these were birds 
from the release scheme on the Somerset Levels or wild birds from the 
continent will be frustratingly hard to determine.  
A Black-winged Stilt spent 8 days on the meadows at Abbotsbury from the 3rd 
April. The Portland Crown Estate Field sheltered the only Stone Curlew of the 
spring on the 9th April.  Two Avocet on Longham Lakes were well received by 
the locals there on 12th March. The first Little Ringed Plover of the year was 
seen at Hengistbury Head on 17th March with further singles at Lytchett Fields 
on the 20th and 26th.  April records were received from Christchurch, 
Ferrybridge, Lodmoor, Lytchett Fields (peak of five), Abbotsbury, Langton 
Matravers and West Knighton Heath. A flock of 600 Golden Plover were 
located at Eggardon Hill on 3rd and 4th of April. The only other reports received
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for the period of this species was of two in Mudeford Quay on 25th April and one 
over Chesil Beach on 1st May. Grey Plover in their spangled glory were present 
on Stanpit on 1st June (2) and on Brownsea on 16th & 17th June. 
Records of Curlew Sandpiper involved birds at Ferrybridge on 27th and 28th 
April, Brands Bay on 3rd May and Stanpit on 30th May. In May single Knot were 
recorded at Ferrybridge on 1st, 2nd, 13th and 29th with one in Brands Bay on 31st.  
The only June records concerned a lone bird on Stanpit on the 1st with four on 
Brownsea Lagoon on 28th. A count of 150 Sanderling at Langton Herring 
equals the highest recorded single flock in Dorset (previously in 1953 and 
1964). Peak counts of Purple Sandpiper for the period were 4 at Portland on 
1st March, 3 at North Haven on 29th March and 22 on the Long Groyne at 
Christchurch on 3rd April. Lyme Regis held the last of the season with 3 present 
on 19th May. A lone Ruff was seen intermittently at Stanpit from 21st March then 
on the 7th April seven appeared at Lodmoor along with one at Lytchett Bay. The 
latter site saw 5 birds drop in on 12th May with 2 remaining until 29th. !
Single Jack Snipe were at Stanpit on 16th and 21st March, Winterbourne Abbas 
on 31st March and 2 near Hurn 6th April. The first Whimbrel of the spring were 
seen on 5th April when 5 flew past Chesil Beach with another 11 past there on 
9th. The next passage was on 20th April when 23 passed St Aldhelm’s Head with 
12 passing Christchurch Harbour. On 23rd April 109 moved along Chesil Beach 
with 18 at Stanpit. Peak Whimbrel passage in May centered around 3rd when 
125 passed Mudeford Quay with 29 at Lodmoor and 9 at Ferrybridge. 
The over-wintering Common Sandpiper was seen in Holes Bay on 14th March. 
Spring arrivals constituted 2 at Hatch Pond on 14th April and the following day 
witnessed a small arrival with singles at Lodmoor, Longham Lakes and 
Pamphill. The next report was of one on Stanpit Marsh on 27th April. May 
records included one at Longham Lakes on 2nd, 4 on Hengistbury Head and 2 
at Radipole on 4th with 2 at Lytchett Fields on 15th. The first return passage bird 
was in Swanage Bay on June 16th with a good count of 9 in Christchurch 
Harbour on the last day of the month. Green Sandpiper were represented in 
March and April by up to 4 on Cowards Marsh, 2 in Lytchett Bay, 2 at Radipole 
and singles at Lodmoor, Tadnoll DWT wetland project, Stanpit, Longham Lakes 
and Hampreston Meadows.  The first returning birds, presumably failed 
breeders, appeared on 15th June with 2 on Lytchett Fields and one at 
Puddletown. 
Spotted Redshank were regularly seen at various sites around Poole Harbour 
with a peak of 4 on Brownsea lagoon on 4th April when there was also 1 at 
Stanpit. Likewise, Greenshank were present in small numbers around Poole 
Harbour during March and April as well as up to 3 on Stanpit Marsh. A migrant 
bird passed Chesil beach on 22nd April. In May nine were present on Lytchett 
Fields on 2nd. A Wood Sandpiper on Lytchett Fields on 11th May was joined by 
another the following day; both birds remained until 16th with one lingering to 
19th. This new wader hotspot lured another bird in on the 28th June with another 
at Stanpit two days later. Two Red-necked Phalarope alighted briefly off 
Mudeford Quay on 2nd June but then flew inland and were seen later in the day 
at Blashford Lakes in Hampshire.



SKUAS TO TERNS 
Pomarine Skua passage was very poor in unfavourable conditions with just one 
bird in April past Portland on the 21st. May records were as follows: 1 past Chesil 
on 2nd, 5 past Portland on 3rd with 2 on 4th and 7 on the 5th. Chesil logged 9 on 
the 6th with the peak count for the spring of 22 past Portland on 7th. St Aldhelm’s 
recorded 2 on 9th with singles past Portland on 11th and 18th. June records 
involved single birds past West Bexington on 2nd with two past Mudeford Quay 
on 13th. 
The highest count for Arctic Skua of the spring was 5 past St Aldhelm’s Head 
on 10th April but thereafter the peak day count involved no more than three birds. 
The only Long-tailed Skua for the period bounded past Chesil Cove and then 
Portland Bill on 5th May. 
Great Skua monthly highest counts were 8 past Portland on 26th April, 10 past 
there on 5th May and just one bird past there in June on 22nd. !
A first winter Bonaparte’s Gull seen initially on the 7th March in the Chesil Cove 
and Ferrybridge area gave birders the run-around as it was not seen again until 
17th March when it was relocated at Radipole and remained the following day. It 
then went missing again but took up residence once more at Radipole from 27th  
March to 7th April. A Little Gull appeared on Longham Lakes on 12th March and 
was joined by another the following day. Two flew past Hengistbury Head on 26th 
March with 3 past St Aldhelm’s Head 6th April. The 9th saw a modest movement 
with the following recorded: 15 St Aldhelm’s Head, 7 Chesil Cove, 2 Durlston 
and a single past Hengistbury Head. A lone bird was picked out feeding amongst 
a large flock of gulls over Stanpit on 15th April. Longham Lakes held 3 on the 
22nd April and a first summer bird wandered around Poole Harbour during May. 
A site record of 209 Mediterranean Gull was recorded at Longham Lakes on 
2nd April and 206 moved past Hengistbury Head on 20th. On June 18th 200 birds 
were at Milton Abbey and were most likely failed breeders from local coastal 
breeding sites. The resident pair of Yellow-legged Gull successfully reared 2 
young on Brownsea lagoon. A first summer Caspian Gull appeared briefly at 
Radipole on both the 19th & 20th of April whilst a similarly aged Glaucous Gull 
was present there on the 19th.  !
Little Tern returned to Chesil Beach on 24th April when five were seen, rising to 
8 on the 26th when there was also 2 in the mouth of Poole Harbour. 18 birds 
passed Mudeford Quay on the 29th April when a Roseate Tern was also 
recorded there. Numbers of Little Tern rose to 50 offshore at Ferrybridge on 5th 
May whilst on the 9th seventeen were at Stanpit. Black Tern were recorded 
passing Chesil Cove on 20th April, Portland Bill the next day (2), Mudeford Quay 
on 3rd May whilst one came into the evening roost on Brownsea lagoon on 11th 
May.   
A stunning breeding plumaged White-winged Black Tern bounced around 
Swineham GPs from the 2nd to 4th June.  
The first Common Tern for the year was in Weymouth Bay on 4th April but 
passage was almost non-existent with 17 off Christchurch on 9th May the only 
count received in double figures for the spring.
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Roseate Tern were on Brownsea Lagoon on 2nd, 10th (3 birds) and 13th May. A 
single bird flew past Hengistbury Head on 2nd May. June records were made up 
of singles in Mudeford Quay on 5th, Abbotsbury Swannery and Christchurch 
Harbour on 11th and again at the latter site on the 19th with one off Preston 
Beach, Weymouth on 21st. 
Passage was also pitifully poor of Arctic Tern with no counts received reaching 
double figures. A single bird in Portland Harbour on 16th April was the first of the 
year followed by 2 past Portland Bill on 29th April. !
AUKS TO WOODPECKERS 
The wintering Black Guillemot in Portland Harbour was last reported on 30th 
March whilst a summer plumaged bird flew past Portland Bill on 26th June. April 
the 4th saw Puffin return to Dancing Ledge and Portland with two at the first site 
and a single at the latter. A count of 15 birds offshore at Dancing Ledge in mid-
June was encouraging. 
A few good Turtle Dove completed their arduous journey with the first at 
Badbury Rings on 15th April. Single birds were seen at Portland Bill on 24th, 26th 
& 27th April. In June migrant birds were seen at Durlston on 14th, Stanpit on 19th 
and Portland on 25th. Studland Village played host to the first Cuckoo of the year 
on 9th April but it wasn’t until the 23rd when more widespread records were 
received.  
Up to 4 Short-eared Owl saw out their winter residency at Wyke Down and a 
lone bird was at Durlston on 19th & 20th March. Single migrants were on Portland 
on 6th & 9th April with one in off the sea near Kimmeridge on 16th.  
The first Swift of the year was over Lodmoor on 15th April with the next arrivals 
on 22nd at Portland and West Moors with one at Swineham GPs the following 
day. The highest counts received for May were of 100+ birds over Lodmoor on 
10th and 200+ over Slepe Heath on 15th. Lodmoor saw a congregation of 500 
birds on 10th June.
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An Alpine Swift over Verwood was a most unexpected garden tick for one lucky 
observer on 12th April. Several Bee-eater graced our shores but were typically 
brief in their appearance. The first was over Ferrybridge on 14th May with the 
next heard over Weston on 24th and what may have been the same bird heard at 
Radipole shortly thereafter. In a similar pattern one was seen over Portland Bill 
on 26th and Lodmoor a little later. The 29th saw one over Swanage with one 
photographed at Durdle Dor the following day. In June further individuals 
frustrated in their brevity at West Bexington on 3rd and 16th, and Portland on 15th 
and 16th.  !
An arrival of Hoopoe occurred on the 16th April with 2 at Worth Matravers plus 
singles at Wick Hams, West Bexington and Suckthumb Quarry on Portland – the 
latter staying until the 19th.  A new bird appeared in Tout Quarry, Portland, on the 
17th. Further birds were seen within the confines of Lulworth Army camp on 21st 
April and in Bockhampton on the 28th. Both reports of Hoopoe in May came from 
urban areas with one in a Southill (Weymouth) garden briefly on 8th and another 
seen (and heard) in the Throop/Boscombe area of Bournemouth on 11th and 
12th. A Wryneck skulked around Suckthumb Quarry on 15th April with a well-
watched bird on Lytchett Heath on the 16th.  !
LARKS TO WHEATEARS 
A wandering Woodlark was seen at Stanpit on 5th March. The 7th of March saw 
the first Sand Martin of the year over Weymouth with birds at Longham Lakes 
(6) and Swineham GPs (2) the next day. Longham Lakes laid claim to the 
earliest returning Swallow of the year on the 15th March whilst Arne RSPB 
collected the award for the first House Martin on the early date of 8th March. 
Red-rumped Swallow appeared over Radipole Lake on the 19th and 22nd of 
April with another at Lodmoor on 16th May. A Tawny Pipit showed well to the 

assembled crowds in the Crown Estate Fields at Portland on the 9th May. 
The first Tree Pipit of the year was over Durlston on 6th April followed by 5 at 
Portland on 10th, 2 over Wick on 16th with a single bird also recorded over 
Lodmoor.
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Much rarer was a Red-throated Pipit, which flew over Christchurch Harbour 
24th April. A Water Pipit graced Stanpit Marsh on 2nd March with perhaps the 
same bird at Hengistbury Head on 24th of the month.  
Yellow Wagtail first arrived on the 6th April when 3 were recorded at 
Christchurch Harbour with one at Portland Bill. On the 10th further arrivals 
included 2 at Durlston, 3 at Hengistbury Head and 7 at Portland Bill whilst the 
22nd saw 6 at Portland and 18 in Christchurch Harbour. A Blue-headed Wagtail 
brightened Ferrybridge up on 11th May. A White Wagtail along Reap Lane, 
Portland on the 3rd March was the only one reported during March & April 
although 48 “alba” Wagtail over Christchurch Harbour on the 23rd must have 
included some more whilst the sole May record concerned one on Portland Bill 
on 4th. The Lyme Regis Dippers managed to successfully fledge young again 
this year, which is welcome news. 
Migrant Nightingale were recorded at Lodmoor and Ringstead on the 16th April 
as well as Wick on the 24th and in May singles were at Lodmoor on 10th and 
Portland Bill on 18th. Black Redstart at Portland (2) and Hengistbury Head on 
9th March were presumably migrants with more birds arriving on the 14th with 6 
birds scattered around Portland. The 24th saw the next small arrival with birds 4 
on Hengistbury Head and 4 on Portland. One at Swineham on 23rd April was 
gratefully received by the patch locals. An unseasonable bird was on Portland 
on 30th June. Redstart began to return from the 6th April when singles were at 
Durlston and on Portland. On the 9th five were on Hengistbury Head with 4 on 
Portland and 2 at Durlston. Ten birds were present the following day on Portland 
with singles elsewhere at Langton Herring and Wick. Inland, one was recorded 
at Ryland’s Barn Farm on 16th April. On the 21st a decent arrival on Portland 
constituted 45 birds with counts of 20 on both the 23rd and 27th. In May six tardy 
migrants were on Portland on 15th May. !
The first Whinchat of the year was recorded inland at Crouch Hill on 15th April 
but it wasn’t until the 21st when more birds started to appear with 20 on 
Portland. A lone bird at Portland on 14th was the sole June record. Peak 
passage of Stonechat centered around Portland on 8th March when 20 new 
arrivals were seen. West Weares welcomed the first Wheatear of the spring on 
1st March and from the 8th small numbers began to appear at various coastal 
locations. The 15th March saw the first decent arrival with at least 40 recorded 
across Portland. The highest count of the period covered was from Wick fields 
where 85 birds were seen on the 13th April. !
THRUSHES TO STARLINGS 
Single Ring Ouzel were present in March at Stanpit on 14th, Portland on 19th 
and Hengistbury Head on 25th. In April they were recorded on 11 dates with the 
peak on the 8th when 18 were on Portland, 4 at Durlston and singles at Preston 
and Corfe. Migrant Grasshopper Warbler were found at Durlston and 
Suckthumb Quarry on the 8th April with another the following day along Reap 
Lane. On the 13th seven birds were located around Wick Fields whilst one was 
at Langton Matravers.



Additional birds were seen on a further 7 dates in April whilst May records 
constituted two birds along Avalanche Road (Portland) on 5th, Suckthumb 
Quarry, Portland and East Stour on 4th and Challow Hill, Corfe on 24th. !
Christchurch Harbour held both the first Sedge and Reed Warbler of the year 
(6th and 7th April respectively) but there were very few reports received of 
migrant birds of either species hereafter other than 15 Sedge Warbler at 
Portland on 26th April. !
Portland maintained its claim as premier site for overshooting Melodious 
Warbler with singles on 15th May and a singing bird on 16th June.  !
A mini-fall of Blackcap (16) at Portland on the early date of 19th March 
prompted speculation that these were departing wintering birds rather than 
incoming breeders. The main arrival of Blackcap started from 9th April when 30 
were recorded around Portland. As the month progressed Portland registered 
counts of 50+ on the 14th, 23rd, 24th and 26th. !
A Garden Warbler in North Scrubs, Christchurch on 15th April was the first 
record received. Peak counts from Portland were 20 on the 23rd with 30 on the 
26th. Seacombe registered the first Lesser Whitethroat on 9th April with the 
next record not until the 17th when one was on Portland. Whitethroat first put in 
an appearance on Stanpit Marsh on 5th April then Portland on 13th with 4 at 
Durlston and 2 on Wick the next day. Numbers were low with just 40 being the 
highest count of the spring on the 23rd April on Portland. A female Subalpine 
Warbler trapped and ringed at Portland Bird Obs was confirmed as a Western 
(Sylvia cantillans iberiae) via DNA analysis from a couple of dropped feathers. 
Hengistbury Head hosted a singing Western Bonelli’s Warbler on 5th May. A 
Wood Warbler lingered at Abbotsbury Swannery for two days from 19th April 
whilst there was one at Hengistbury on the 20th. Further individuals were on 
Portland on the 24th and 26th whilst in May singles were at Cogden on 3rd and 
Hengistbury Head on 5th with a singing bird in the Corfe River Valley on 20th. !
A ringed Siberian (tristis) Chiffchaff was last seen in the Holes Bay PC World 
Drain on the 17th March whilst 2 were still at Norden Sewage Works on the 19th 
March. The first wave of Chiffchaff descended on Portland on 18th March when 
over 200 were noted. A Willow Warbler on the 24th March at Hengistbury Head 
was the first of the year although larger numbers didn’t arrive until April 13th 
when at least 300 were around Wick with 500 on Portland. Other notable counts 
from Portland included 300 on 16th, 200 on 20th, 500 on 21st and 200 on 23rd.  
Portland hosted the first Spotted Flycatcher of the spring when 2 made landfall 
on the 21st April. The only other April records received related to singles on 
Hengistbury Head on 27th and Chickerell Downs on 29th.  May records saw 
singles at West Bexington and Southwell on 3rd, 4 on Hengistbury Head on 10th 
with one at Holt Heath. Portland and Mudeford saw the biggest arrival of the 
spring with 7 and 5 respectively on the 15th. 
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An elusive Red-breasted Flycatcher was present in the Observatory garden at 
Portland on 21st June. !
The 9th April saw single Pied Flycatcher at West Bexington, Hengistbury Head 
and Verne Common (Portland). Other April records included singles at 
Avalanche Road (Portland) on 17th, Stanpit on 20th, Christchurch Harbour on 
22nd and Hengistbury Head on 30th. Portland registered six on the 21st, four on 
the 26th with two the next day.  May records consisted of singles at Portland Bill 
on 4th, Stanpit on 13th, Mudeford on 15th and lastly in Suckthumb Quarry on 
30th. !
An arrival of Golden Oriole on 10th May saw a site record of 4 birds on 
Portland, in the Easton area, with what may have been 2 new birds the 
following day at the Bill and another in Weymouth. One sang briefly at 
Southwell early morning 19th June. Great Grey Shrike lingered on 
Godlingstone Heath until 4th April with another in Wareham Forest on 1st April. 
The Hooded Crow was last seen around the Grove pig farm (Portland) on 4th 
March. !
Between two and three thousand Starling left their reedbed roost at Wick 
Hams on 24th June. !
SPARROWS TO BUNTINGS 
Two Tree Sparrow at Durlston on 10th April was sadly the only report received 
for this species during the period covered. 
Brambling numbers were also pitifully low with “several” being reported within 
the Chaffinch flock at Bere Wood on 7th March. Two were on Hengistbury Head 
on 13th March with a singleton at Winterbourne Whitechurch the following day. 
In April one was seen in the Avon Heath CP on the 1st.  !
A Serin sang briefly in Corfe Castle on 4th April with further singles putting in 
similarly brief appearances at Portland on 7th April, 21st May and 10th June. In 
keeping with other winter finches numbers of Lesser Redpoll and Common 
Crossbill were low, 3 of the former and 1 of the latter were seen at Bere Wood 
on the 7th March and were the only records received during the winter period 
covered. Two Common Crossbill were at Avon CP North on 3rd June with 6 
over Durlston on 26th. !
Two Common Rosefinch appeared on 6th June but both proved elusive. One 
was in gardens on Portland around Southwell until 10th whilst the other was 
also in gardens around Radipole. 
A Snow Bunting of the nominate race nivalis took up a 5 day residence at 
Maiden Castle from 17th March. Not so obliging for the crowds was a Little 
Bunting, which was seen well, but briefly, at Stanpit on 20th March.  
An Ortolan Bunting was also all too brief in its stay on Portland Bill on the 24th 
May.
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MAMMAL RECORDING IN DORSET AND THE DORSET 
MAMMAL GROUP 

Richard Webb !
Many Dorset Bird Club members regularly submit records for the annual bird 
report but as county mammal recorder I am extremely keen that we increase the 
number of mammal records submitted so that we have a clearer picture of the 
distribution of species within the county. 

I appreciate that some of you already send records to the Dorset Environmental 
Records Centre (DERC) either directly or through submissions on the Living 
Records system. However, if you don’t already submit records it would be great 
if you could submit records to the Dorset Mammal Group by emailing records to 
records@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk or better still using the online recording 
form at http://www.dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk/dmg-mammal-recording.htm .   
All the records that come directly to the mammal group are forwarded to DERC. 

It is particularly important to get as many records in as possible even of the 
commoner species as records are submitted to the Mammal Society Atlas 
Project but in addition work on writing a Dorset Mammal Atlas is scheduled to 
start shortly and the more records received the more comprehensive and 
accurate the end result will be. 

For those of you not familiar with the Dorset Mammal Group take a look at our 
website and you will see the range of activities that the group is currently 
carrying out including details of forthcoming events. These include the 
publication of a newsletter, three times a year, and if anyone would like to see a 
sample copy please email me at records@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk and I will 
forward you a copy.

mailto:records@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk
http://www.dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk/dmg-mammal-recording.htm
mailto:records@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk
mailto:records@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk
http://www.dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk/dmg-mammal-recording.htm
mailto:records@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk


!
Bournemouth 
Natural  
Science Society !!
39 Christchurch  
Rd,  
Bournemouth,  
Dorset, BH1 3NS. 
Tel:  01202 553525     
Charity No: 219585 !!
BNSS Welcomes all to lectures, donations 
in lieu of admission charge. !!
We have a wide programme of lectures/
field trips please see our website for full 
details. !!
http://www.bnss.org.uk !

2015	

We offer a range of birdwatching experiences with small 
friendly groups and expert local guides. Covering Dorset, 
New Forest and the Hampshire Coast and short breaks at 

birding hot spots in Britain and further afield.	

Please visit our website at www.twoowlsbirding.co.uk	


or contact Jackie Tel: 01202 620049 	

Email: twoowls.birding@btinternet.com
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Intrasights 
Established 1993 ! Binoculars, spotting scopes and small telescopes 

Repaired & Serviced 
-------------------------------------------------------- 

An extensive selection of quality re conditioned and ex 
demonstration binoculars for sale. Makes include Bushnell and 

Bausch & Lomb, from compacts to  
top-of-the-range 10x42 Elites 

--------------------------------------------------------- 
There is a two week turnaround on most jobs and all repairs have a 

three month warranty 
---------------------------------------------------------- 

Proprietor: Harry Truman 
Address: Intrasights, 2 The Waggon Shed, Flaxdrayton Farm, South 

Petherton, Somerset, TA13 5LR  
Website: www.intrasights.co.uk Telephone: (01460) 929291 !

email:  intrasights@tiscali.co.uk

The fifth book from the Sound Approach Team visits the dark and magical 
world of the Owls of the Western Palearctic. As well as many stunning 
previously unseen photographs this incredible publication contains 4 CDs. 
Dorset Bird Club Members can purchase the book at a reduced rate of 
£34.95 (RRP £39.95). Phone 01202 641004 to order (9-5 Monday to Friday).

http://www.intrasights.co.uk/
mailto:?subject=
http://www.intrasights.co.uk/
mailto:?subject=
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THE SIBERIAN CHIFFCHAFF CONUNDRUM 
Ian Lewis !

In 1768, Gilbert White wrote ‘I have now, past dispute made out three distinct 
species of the willow-wrens, which constantly and invariably use distinct notes’. 
‘I have specimens of all three sorts now lying before me; and can discern that 
three gradations of sizes, and that the least has black legs and the other two 
flesh coloured ones’. With these words the father of field ornithology began 
untangling the complex relationships between members of what we now call 
‘phylloscs’ i.e. members of the genus Phylloscopus, something that continues to 
this day.As recently as 1976 ‘A Checklist of Birds of the World’ by Edward 
Gruson listed 38 species in the genus, today the IOC checklist lists 67. Whilst it 
is true that most bird groups have seen increases in numbers over the last 40 
years due to new discoveries and taxonomic splits, few have increased at this 
level. So what is so special about ‘phylloscs’? The answer seems to be that this 
genus has undergone ‘speciation without differentiation’, that is populations that 
act as good species look very similar and can best be separated by genetic or 
vocal analysis. Of course these techniques weren’t available to an earlier 
generation of museum workers, explaining the recent increase in recognised 
species, mainly due to the outstanding work of Per Alström, Urban Olsson and 
others. !
The genus Phylloscopus is predominately Eurasian, centred on the Himalayas, 
but contains five Afrotropical species, a few that reach the Papuan/Melanesian 
area and one (Arctic Warbler) that just enters the Nearctic in Alaska. In Europe 
we have 12 breeding species, but only two Canary Island Chiffchaff and Iberian 
Chiffchaff are European endemics. In the UK, of course, we have just three 
breeding species but up to 17 species have occurred, depending on whether 
Two-barred Warbler is accepted as full species (IOC yes, BOU no) and whether 
the ‘Pale-legged/Sakhalin Leaf Warbler of 2012 will ever be deemed 
acceptable. One particular conundrum surrounds the status of extralimital races 
of Common Chiffchaff (Phylloscopus collybita). A study in the mid-nineties 
showed that Mountain Chiffchaff sindianus in the Himalayas and Caucasus, 
ibericus of SW France, Iberia and NW Africa and canariensis of the Canary 
Islands deserved to be treated as full species on genetic and vocal grounds. 
The paper highlighted the unusual vocals of the Siberian race tristis but 
declined to split it as it did not seem to be sufficiently differentiated genetically. 
Since then there has been much speculation, not only about the specific status 
of tristis but also about its status in the UK.The existence of both dull brown and 
grey and white Chiffchaffs during the winter has been known for some time, but 
birders/ringers in Hong Kong have stated that the tristis they see do not include 
these grey and white birds.  Publications by Alan Dean have dealt mainly with 
plumage features and he has questioned whether these birds might be of the 
Scandinavian/western Russian race abietinus. Mark Constantine in ‘Catching 
The Bug’ devoted an entire chapter entitled ‘Drab’ to this issue and strongly 
argued that tristis can best be identified by vocalisations, but this can be 
problematic as most of the wintering birds remain silent.
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A possible answer is that Siberian Chiffchaffs show clinal variation with the 
browner birds to the east, the ones that pass through Hong Kong, and the grey 
and white birds to the west. A genetic study performed on trapped Chiffchaffs in 
Holland recently showed that any bird that might look like a tristis was a tristis 
and that the true rarity was the more westerly abietinus. We have known for 
some time that a few Chiffchaffs winter in the UK and this activity appears to be 
on the increase, perhaps as a result of global warming. What was not known 
was whether these birds were local breeders that had opted to not migrate or 
birds that had arrived from elsewhere. Within the last decade it was discovered 
that the sewage works outflow behind the Fleets Lane Retail Park, known 
colloquially as ‘PC World drain’ was a great place to see wintering Chiffchaffs 
and in 2009 Stour Ringing Group members obtained permission to ring there 
and four wintering Chiffchaffs were trapped.  !
A total of 315 Chiffchaffs have been ringed, 56 of them in the period from late 
November to early March. Of these we have two or three examples of natal 
philopatry, ie birds returning to breed in the area which they were hatched, one 
example of a bird passing through on spring migration in subsequent years 
(possibly might have bred nearby but not in the trapping area) and most 
importantly three examples of wintering birds that have returned in subsequent 
winters but have not been trapped in the breeding season. One notable bird 
was ringed in February 2009 and retrapped in January 2012 and 2013, 
presumably having wintered there in 2010 and 2011 as well. Also we have never 
trapped a bird ringed in the breeding season in winter. Thus we can say with 
some confidence that the birds that winter at the site arrive from elsewhere and 
do not include local breeders, which are not seen until mid-March.The vast 
majority of these wintering birds are typical European nominate collybita but a 
number of grey and white and dull brown/grey birds have been ringed. This type 
of bird has never been trapped in the breeding season. In view of the difficulties 
perceived in confidently identifying individuals as tristis on morphology alone 
(and birds in the hand are invariably silent) we are unable to give an exact 
number, but a few have had the odd shed feather collected and sent to 
Professor Martin Collinson in Aberdeen for genetic analysis. The first few 
feathers we sent were unsuitable and no DNA could be amplified but three that 
were suitable have been returned with sequences that matched tristis. One of 
these was a striking grey and white bird (ring number ELR816 ringed 27/1/15) 
that spent the entire 2014/15 winter in the drain and was seen by many 
observers, another (EBA492 ringed 15/3/15) was an unusual looking individual 
with yellow/green tones in the supercillium and upperparts but a pale belly that 
would probably not have been confidently identified as a tristis in the field.  
Unfortunately Martin Collinson’s department cannot differentiate between the 
Chiffchaff races using nuclear DNA markers, thus as the mitochondrial DNA is 
only passed to the offspring via the maternal line a hybrid between trisits and 
abietinus or even tristis and collybita cannot be ruled out.Interestingly ELR816 
(ringed 27/1/15) had a 900 base pair sequence of cytb mitochondrial DNA that 
was an exact match with tristis from the Yenesei Basin. At 75o east this area is 
on the same longitude as western Mongolia and is well within the breeding
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range of tristis, thus refuting any suggestion that all the UK’s wintering grey and 
white Chiffchaffs are either abietinus or abietinus/tristis intergrades. So tristis 
has different vocalisations to collybita/abietinus, by modern techniques is 
genetically unique (although currently hybrids/intergrades cannot be identified 
with certainty) and that despite considerable variation across its range it seems 
that many individuals can be identified in the field on plumage alone. Why then 
is it not considered a full species? Well, the Dutch CSNA do and it was treated 
as a full species in Mark Brazil’s Field Guide to East Asia, but until the contact 
zone around the Urals between abietinus and tristis  can be studied 
morphologically, vocally and genetically (the latter by mitochondrial and nuclear 
markers), the BOU is unlikely to change its position.The Ringing Atlas states 
that all three races occur regularly in winter in the UK but genetic analysis 
indicates that abietinus is very rare at this season. Many birds of this race 
undoubtedly pass through the UK but is it exclusively a passage migrant?
Inspired by these latest DNA results Stour Ringing Group will be making a 
renewed effort to help solve this conundrum in the future, both by looking at 
wintering birds and sending shed feathers of any unusual Chiffchaff trapped on 
migration for DNA analysis.

Ring number EBA212 - 24/3/2013 
Shaun Robson

Ring number ELR816 27/1/2015 
Paul Morton

Ring number EB492 - 15/3/2015 
Shaun Robson

Phylloscopus collybita - 23/3/2013 
Marcus Lawson




