Birds of the Lower Stour Valley 1978 to 2021
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Introduction
Dorset’s varied geology and landscapes support some of the most important
wildlife habitats found in the UK. Since many of these are found along the
Dorset coast and within the Poole Basin with its lowland heaths and associated
woodlands and forests, it is perhaps understandable that the rich and varied
birdlife of our major river valleys is sometimes overlooked. This article attempts
to show this through my birdwatching experiences along the Lower Stour Valley
between Christchurch and Sturminster Marshall from 1978 to 2021. Most of
the information in this article involves two of my long-term ‘local patches’
namely the River Stour between Corfe Mullen and Sturminster Marshall and
the nearby Sturminster Marshall Gravel Pit. This is by no means a comprehensive
account of the birds at these sites, but concentrates on the more notable
changes in birdlife that have occurred since 1978.
How diverse is the birdlife of the Lower Stour Valley?
The table below shows my bird list totals for the Lower Stour Valley between
Christchurch (Tuckton Bridge) and Sturminster Marshall including all three
of my long-term ‘local patches’. A brief search through the Birds of Dorset book
and past bird reports reveals that at least another 18 species were recorded
from the Lower Stour Valley since 1961 which brings the total to 228. This
represents 53% of the Dorset bird list up to and including 2020.
Years

No. of species

Lower Stour Valley
Stour Valley between
Corfe Mullen~S.Marshall
Sturminster GP

1974-2021

210

% of the 2020
Dorset List
49

1978-2021

163

38

1997-2021

161*

37

Longham Lakes

2010-2021

167

39

Sites

*includes 3 species seen by other observers

River Stour between Corfe Mullen & Sturminster Marshall
Birding History
In 1978 my job as a Freshwater Biologist was transferred to a new purpose
built laboratory within the redundant Admiralty Waterworks building at Corfe
Mullen. This is located next to the A31 and immediately opposite the Mill
Stream. It didn’t take long for me to discover the potential of the nearby Stour
Valley for birds. Subsequently regular birdwatching visits were made until
2001. Thereafter my visits were occasional up to 2021.
Habitat
This part of the Lower Stour Valley mainly consists of farmland given over to
pasture for grazing by cattle and sheep. The river is generally deep, slow
�lowing and well vegetated with little marginal vegetation except or a few
reedbeds. The ‘western’ boundary along this section of the valley comprises
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a mixture of mature
deciduous woodland
and hedges for about
two-thirds of its
length, whilst the
remaining third
consists of the
disused Poole to
Blandford railway
line.

View of riverside
�ields near
Sturminster Marshall
January 2019
Winter birding
From 1978 to 1991 there were several winters with periods, sometimes
prolonged, of very cold weather occasionally accompanied by heavy snowfall
and sometimes followed by severe �looding. This resulted in some
exceptionally exciting birdwatching, most notably involving major in�luxes of
wildfowl. The counts of some species were remarkable at the time, but now
seem totally unbelievable 35-40 years later. For example Smew was recorded
in 4 winters including a �lock of 12 in February 1986, Goosander was recorded
in 11 winters including a �lock of 45+ in January 1979, White-fronted Goose
was recorded in 4 winters including a �lock of 130 which stayed throughout
much of February 1982, and Bewick’s Swan was recorded in 10 winters
including a �lock of 22 in December 1981. All of the commoner wildfowl were
well represented during these periods including an astonishing �lock of
Wigeon during January and February 1979 with a peak count of 1500+ on 6th
February. The regular Tufted Duck �lock increased during these cold spells
regularly attracting small numbers of Pochard and on 2 occasions single
Scaup. When the severe winter weather was followed by �loods good numbers
of waders would appear. Lapwing, Golden Plover, Snipe and Redshank were
the commonest species along with occasional �locks of Dunlin and the very
occasional Ruff. Oddly enough gulls were not particularly well represented.
Another feature of these cold spells was visual movements involving such
classic species as Lapwing, Golden Plover, Skylark and winter thrushes along
with occasional �locks of White-fronted Geese and Bewick’s Swans. However
the sight of an immature Gannet �lying over the �ields on a calm sunny, cold
morning in January 1979 was most unexpected. There were also the typical
in�luxes of land-birds such as Skylark, Meadow Pipit, Fieldfares and Redwings
whilst Bramblings regularly appeared amongst the �lock of �inches and
buntings in a small kale �ield.
The milder conditions, which prevailed in the intervening winters and
during much of the 1990s, produced relatively little of great interest except for
the presence of small �locks of Curlew and Tree Sparrows during the late
1970s and most of the 1980s.
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Migration in spring & autumn
River valleys are important ‘�lyways’ for migrant birds and the River Stour is
no exception. The arrival of small numbers of Meadow Pipits in early March
was usually the �irst sign of spring. This was followed by the main arrival of
the commoner summer visitors from late March through to early May. For
many species it was dif�icult to distinguish between the arrival of local
breeders and those birds passing through on longer journeys. Some species,
however, were obvious migrants. These included Wheatears which occurred
regularly in small numbers along with occasional scarcer species such as
Yellow Wagtail, Redstart and Whinchat. In some springs there was a notably
late passage of Fieldfares occasionally extending well into May when some
individuals were in song.
Autumn passage was more obvious than in spring and, for most migrants,
peaked during August and September. Wheatears and scarcer species such as
Yellow Wagtail, Redstart, Whinchat and Spotted Flycatcher regularly occurred
in small numbers along with the occasional rarer species, for example
Grasshopper and Wood Warblers and Pied Flycatcher. Passage continued into
October and November mainly involving Skylarks, Meadow Pipits, Fieldfares,
Redwings and various �inches including Siskins and Lesser Redpolls.
From 1978-1987 the most notable feature of the migration periods was the
presence of an ‘off-passage’ �lock of Whimbrel with peak counts reaching 110
in spring 1986 and 65 in autumn 1978. In spring the �lock would appear
towards the end of April and often remain to mid May, whilst the returning
�lock would appear in July and remain into August. It seems likely these �locks
�lew to Poole Harbour to roost.
Small numbers of Green and Common Sandpipers regularly occurred in both
seasons with the very occasional Greenshank. There was also a large postbreeding �lock of Lapwings present in late June into July. Rare �looding events
during the migration periods provided some notable sightings including Darkbreasted Brent Goose, Little Gull, Black Tern and, in 1979, Dorset’s third ever
inland Mediterranean Gull.
Breeding birds
The river and bankside vegetation supported birds typical of a lowland river in
southern Britain. The most abundant species were Mallard, Moorhen, Coot,
Sedge and Reed Warblers and Reed Bunting. In addition 1 or 2 pairs of Mute
Swan, King�isher and Grey Wagtail also bred most years and a pair of Great
Crested Grebe also attempted to breed for several years in the mid 1980s. The
riverside �ields supported small numbers of ground-nesting birds such as
Lapwing, Redshank and Skylark. The greatest diversity of breeding birds,
however, was found in the mature woodland, hedges and scrub along the
‘western’ boundary. From the mid 1980s Garden Warblers colonised the
disused railway line and at least one pair of Cetti’s Warbler became
established in the area. Occasional records of Grey Partridge, Turtle Dove,
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker and Marsh Tit suggests that these species may
have been scarce local breeders.
Raptors including owls
It may be dif�icult to believe that from 1978 to 1991 Buzzards were rare
visitors with only 1-6 records annually. However from 1992 onwards the
species rapidly colonised the area and soon became a common breeding bird.
10

Dorset Bird Club

Another raptor that moved into the area was the Peregrine which used the
pylons as regular ‘look-outs’ and, very occasionally, nesting sites. Hobbies
were regular visitors on passage and in some years there was evidence that
local breeders used the river and adjacent �ields as feeding areas. Both
Sparrowhawk and Kestrel were annual local breeders. Hen Harriers and
Merlins were recorded most winters during the late 1970s and early 1980s
but sightings were usually associated with the cold weather. Tawny and Little
Owls were breeding residents, but the latter species disappeared post 2000.
Barn Owls were �irst discovered breeding in 2006, but may have been
overlooked previously.
Non-breeding residents
There was a daily daytime roost of Cormorants on the pylons from 1978 until
maintenance work was undertaken in the late 2000s. Counts were usually in
single �igures, very occasionally up to 20 birds but increased during
1989-1991 the highest being 35 in February 1991.
From 1980 to 1987 a �lock of Grey Herons associated with the nearby �ishfarm was often present in the �ields. There were frequent counts of 20-30
birds with peaks of 42 birds in December 1983 and November 1986. The �irst
Little Egret was seen in 1995 and thereafter the species became a regular
visitor in small numbers.
Sturminster Marshall Gravel Pit
Birding history
I �irst discovered this site in 1986 but it was not until 1996 that visits were
made on a regular basis. Since the site is private, initially viewing was
undertaken from the boundary track and public footpath. However in 2009
with the change of ownership I gained full access to the site.

Sturminster Marshall Gravel Pit
Top: September 2020
Bottom: July 1987
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Habitat & land management
In the 1980s this 26 acre site was active gravel workings. Once this ceased, the
site was eventually levelled during the mid 1990s and a 13 acre lake excavated.
The site was left to ‘rewild’ until 2009 when it was sold and subsequently
developed into a ‘syndicate-only’ carp �ishery. Since 2009 there has been very
little management other than that required to develop the site as a carp �ishery.
Apart from some judicious tree planting, the majority of the site has been
allowed to continue ‘rewild’, creating a rich and varied mosaic of habitats. This
is further enhanced by the boundary vegetation which consists of a mixture of
mature deciduous trees, including some �ine ‘veteran’ oaks, and thick high hedges.
This site cannot be considered in isolation from the adjacent land. The most
notable area is the neighbouring Dorset Springs �ishery which includes two
lakes situated within a well-manicured landscape. In addition there are two
�ields which, until recently, supported large areas of rough grassland and low
scrub. Sadly both have now been drained and converted to pasture suitable for
grazing by cattle and sheep.
Birds 1986-2010
During the period 1986-2010 recording was largely limited to waterfowl,
waders and gulls.
When the site consisted of abandoned gravel workings, the main attractions
were breeding Little Ringed Plover plus small numbers of migrant waders
including Ringed Plover, Greenshank and most notably a Pectoral Sandpiper in
September 1987. The creation of the lake in the mid 1990s resulted in the site
attracting a much greater diversity of birds. Perhaps the most notable feature
was the large numbers of gulls using the lake as a daytime roost after feeding
at the nearby land�ill site at Corfe Mullen. In the late 1990s and early 2000s
peak numbers ranged from 500 to 1000+ birds and were highest from autumn
through to the spring. Not surprisingly rarer species were sometimes seen, the
most notable being American Herring Gull, Ring-billed Gull, Iceland Gull and
Little Gull along with annual Yellow-legged and Mediterranean Gulls. Common
Terns were frequent visitors and Arctic, Little and Black Terns were also recorded.
An excellent variety of waders occurred particularly in the autumn when low
water levels revealed extensive lakeside beaches. Lapwing, Snipe, Green and
Common Sandpipers
were regularly seen.
A further 13 species of
waders were recorded
during this period
including Avocet, Knot,
Ruff and Turnstone.
The lake also attracted
a good selection of
wildfowl particularly
during the autumn and
winter. Tufted Duck was
the commonest species
with smaller numbers of
Wigeon, Gadwall, Teal,
Mallard, Shoveler,
Ring-necked Duck with Tufted Duck - January 2020
Pochard and Goosander.
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A large �lock of non-breeding Mute Swans was a regular feature in late
summer and early autumn. A further 12 species of wildfowl occurred during
this period, the most notable being American Wigeon, Garganey, Ring-necked
Duck, Ferruginous Duck, Scaup and Smew. There were also sightings of Redthroated Diver and Slavonian Grebe. Finally, Great White Egrets became near
annual visitors from 2003 onwards.
Set-aside
For a few years during the late 2000s a small �ield immediately adjacent to the
southern boundary of the site was part of the ‘set-aside’ scheme. During
winter this attracted several hundred �inches and buntings, Chaf�inches and
Linnets being the commonest species. Not surprisingly the �lock attracted
scarcer species including Brambling and Lesser Redpoll, but the most notable
sighting was a Tree Sparrow during the 2006/2007 winter.
Birds 2011-2021
From 2011 onwards, when full access to the site was possible, all species were
recorded from within the site and those areas immediately beyond the
boundary fence.
By now the large �locks of gulls had disappeared due to the closure of the
land�ill site at Corfe Mullen. In addition the site has become less attractive to
wildfowl and waders. Despite this a few notable species have been found during
this period including Ring-necked Duck, Scaup, Slavonian Grebe, Greenshank
and Little Gull. Also on the positive side Great White Egrets have continued to
be seen most years and in October 2020 Cattle Egret was added to the site list.
Although the numbers and diversity of wildfowl, waders and gulls have
declined, this has been compensated by an increase in the variety of land-birds
as the site has continued to ‘rewild’. In 2020, 41 species bred or attempted to
do so within and in the near vicinity of the site. These were mainly the
commoner woodland and hedgerow species but included some waterfowl.
The most notable of the regular breeders are Great Crested Grebe, Cetti’s
Warbler and a thriving population of Garden Warblers. Both locally breeding
pairs of Kestrel and Barn Owl frequently hunt over the ‘rewilded’ areas and
Hobbies occasionally visit the lake in search for dragon�lies.
Small migrants are a feature of the site most notably in autumn. Sadly the
recent conversion of two adjacent �ields from rough grassland and scrub to
grazing pasture has resulted in the loss of some once regular autumn migrants
notably Redstart, Whinchat, Stonechat and Wheatear as well as wintering
Snipe. However areas of scrub and sallow trees within the site plus the
boundary trees and hedges regularly attract other migrants, particularly in
autumn when they form feeding �locks along with the locally bred tits.
Chiffchaffs and Willow Warblers are by far the commonest species, but these
�locks regularly include other warblers and Spotted Flycatchers. Occasionally
scarcer species have been found such as Grasshopper Warbler and Pied
Flycatcher and in September 2017 a Barred Warbler was seen brie�ly. Winter
is often an uneventful period for small birds. Fieldfares and Redwings occur in
varying numbers, one or two wintering Chiffchaffs are usually present and
Siskins are seen most years. The most notable winter sightings are two
Haw�inches in January 2018 and a Firecrest in January 2021.
The site year list has exceeded 90 species annually during this period with a
record 104 species in 2018. The highest day list was 50 species in May 2021.
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Other Wildlife 2011-2021
Other wildlife has bene�ited as the site has continued to ‘rewild’ during this time.
A summary of the highlights are:
Dragon�lies & damsel�lies: 24 species inc. Lesser Emperor and Red-veined Darter.
Butter�lies: 23 species inc. a small colony of Grizzled Skipper discovered in 2021.
Moths: 135 species of macro-moths in 2021.
Miscellaneous: colony of Pyramidal Orchids increased from 18 spikes in 2020
to 220+ spikes in 2021.
Summary
The major changes in the diversity and abundance of birdlife are summarised
for each of the sites.
River Stour between Corfe Mullen & Sturminster Marshall
Losses: (i) breeding birds typical of farmland and wet meadows notably
Lapwing, Redshank, Little Owl, Skylark and Yellowhammer, (ii) wintering
�locks of Curlew and Tree Sparrow, (iii) large in�luxes of wildfowl and waders
during severe cold weather and �looding in winter, (iv) Whimbrel ‘off-passage’
�locks in spring and autumn and (v) Cormorant daytime roost on pylons.
Gains: (i) Buzzard, Peregrine, Cetti’s and Garden Warblers and Raven as
breeding birds and (ii) Greylag and Egyptian Geese, Little and Great White
Egrets and Mediterranean Gulls as regular non-breeding visitors.
Sturminster Marshall Gravel Pit
Losses: (i) large daytime roost of gulls (ii) Little Ringed Plover, Skylark and
Spotted Flycatcher as breeding birds (iii) migrant Meadow Pipit and ‘chats’
and wintering Snipe due to changes in agricultural use of adjacent �ields.
Declines: reduced diversity and abundance of migrant and wintering wildfowl
and waders visiting the lake.
Gains: (i) increase in diversity of breeding birds typical of scrub, hedgerows
and deciduous woodland and (ii) notable increase in diversity and abundance
of other wildlife including dragon�lies/damsel�lies, butter�lies and moths.
Conclusions
It should be remembered that my birding experiences of these two sites were
not designed as serious scienti�ic studies. The records, however, demonstrate
genuine changes in the diversity and abundance of birdlife in this part of the
Lower Stour Valley. On the negative side these re�lect the growing in�luence of
climate change combined in part with the impact of changes in agricultural
practice. On the positive side it shows that allowing 26 acres of post gravel
extraction ‘disturbed’ land to ‘rewild’ can result in a varied mosaic of habitats
supporting a rich diversity of wildlife extending beyond its boundaries.
Proposed Lower Stour Valley Regional Park
It is not surprising that I am particularly interested in the recently proposed
Lower Stour Valley Regional Park. It is impossible to fully rectify the impact of
climate change on birdlife since the 1970s. Nevertheless this could be a great
opportunity to help restore and enhance the habitats within the Lower Stour
Valley to the bene�it of birds and wildlife that still survives there.
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