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Editorʼs Chat - Nick Hull

You will notice that there are a few  more adverts within this Newsletter, 
which is helping the club to raise money towards our conservation fund.  

We also have made an agreement to advertise books published by 
Wildguides a non-profit making book publishers who’s profits go to 
conservation, who publish a variety of Natural History books.

Flowers of the Forest is their most recent publication you can visit 
Wildguides Website to learn more by going to www.wildguides.co.uk.

The Club members have also been given the chance to purchase the 
‘Nightjars of the World’ on a pre-publication offer see the club website for 
more information. http://www.dorsetbirdclub.org.uk/Articles.htm

It is important that any member purchasing a book from Wildguides 
tell them that you are a Dorset Bird Club member, so you can 
benefit from any offers  and we can receive a small commission 
towards our conservation fund, thank you.

On the other hand, the United Nations has declared 2010 as the 
International Year of  Biodiversity (IYB). If  you wish to know  more, go to 
the 2010 IYB website at http://www.biodiversityislife.net/?q=home. 
There are lots of surveys and things to get involved with. 

Talking about surveys, the BTO still require people to survey various 
tetrads in Dorset as part of  the National Atlas. Apparently, Dorset is one 
of the worst counties for coverage in 
the UK. So how  about doing your bit 
f o r D o r s e t ’ s b i o d i v e r s i t y a n d 
volunteering to take on a tetrad? All it 
takes is a 1-2 hour walk around a 2km 
square tetrad and to record all the 
species that you see within that area.  
You can also help by registering on 
the BTO’s Birdtrack and entering your 
casual records.  This also adds 
information to the Atlas and  to the 
Dorset Biodiversity database. If  you 
would like more information regarding 
the Atlas survey, e.g. allocation of 



tetrads etc, then please contact the BTO at The Nunnery. Dawn Balmer 
or Simon Gillings will be pleased to help and to answer any queries you 
may have; alternatively,  e-mail the BTO at birdatlas@bto.org.

If you would like to register for the BTO’s Birdtrack scheme, go to http://
www.bto.org/birdtrack/index.htm and sign up - it’s  easy. 
Another ongoing project that you can get involved in is the Dorset 
Arable Project mentioned in the last Newsletter.  It’s very easy - all you 
have to do is record all your sightings of  the ‘Arable Six” (Grey 
Partridge, Lapwing, Turtle Dove, Yellow  Wagtail, Tree Sparrow  and 
Corn Bunting) and send your sightings to Ruth Wilkins. This will enable 
FWAG to target the farms which have these species and with the 
farmers’ cooperation, provide the habitat that these species need to 
breed and survive the winter. 
To find out more information about the Project’s events, or to report any 
sightings of the ‘Aarable Six’,please contact:-  

Ruth Wilkins, Dorset Arable Project Adviser, 
FWAG, Government Buildings, Prince of Wales Road, Dorchester, 
Dorset, DT1 1PY.   Tel: 01305 251742. 
Email: ruth.wilkins@fwag.org.uk 

Chairmanʼs Chat - Jackie Hull

This is the last time I will be writing in the Newsletter as Chairman of the 
Dorset Bird Club.

The 2007 Dorset Bird Report was a little late but it was worth waiting for. 
Our sincere thanks are due to Mark Andrews for producing such a good 
report, although this will be his last as Editor.  I know  how  much hard 
work goes into the Bird Report as I was Editor before taking on the role 
as Chairman.. Kevin Lane has volunteered to take over as Editor as well 
continuing in his role as County Recorder.

Over the last four years as your Chairman, the Club moved forward.  We 
have modernised the website and  kept the news and sightings pages up 
to date. The Newsletter has been given a facelift and is now  available in 
pdf format by email.  The pdf file has all the photographs in colour and 
you receive it immediately.  In addition the Club saves postage costs. 
This option is becoming more popular; contact Nick (Editor) at 
sapeur.pompier@btinternet.com if  you would like to receive your copy in 
this format.



We have been looking at more conservation projects that we can 
participate in and help to fund.  This is something that I am sure will 
continue to grow  and that members can be involved in.  So, please 
continue to support the Club and tell your friends about us so that we 
can do more to help Dorset’s birds; thank you.

Another way of  helping with our county’s birds is by taking part in the 
BTO Bird Atlas, more volunteers are still required.

Please come along to our AGM on Saturday, 27th March 2010 starting at 
7p.m. at Wareham Methodist Church Hall.  There is a talk afterwards by 
Mike Bailey of  Chew  Valley Ringing Group on behalf  of the BTO on “A 
Hundred Years of Ringing” to celebrate the Centenary of the BTO.

Finally, I would like to say a big thank you to the hardworking Committee 
for all their help and support over the last four years.  

Conservation - Ospreys in Poole Harbour - 
Mark Singleton RSPB

Ospreys are becoming increasingly common in Dorset.  Data presented 
in The Birds of Dorset (Green G., 2004) shows that there were around 
15 records annually in the 1980’s, and 35 in the 1990’s.  The number of 
records increased significantly in the 2000’s - there were 92 records in 
2000, 135 in 2002 and 155 in 2004.  There were 160 records in 2008, 
the latest year for which a full data set is available.

Poole Harbour is the most important site in Dorset for Ospreys.  Of  the 
191 recorded ‘bird-days’ in 2008, 113 were from Poole Harbour (a bird-
day is one bird present for one day; 
hence, two bird-days could be one 
bird present for two days, or two 
birds present for one day).  Within 
the harbour, the Arne Peninsula 
and adjacent inlets of  Wareham 
Channel and Middlebere Lake are 
favoured locations with around 70% 
of the sightings.  The presence of 
easily viewed birds at Middlebere 
certainly plays a part in the large 
number of  records; however; the 



peninsula and adjacent inlets undoubtedly provide excellent feeding and 
perching opportunities. 

With the success of Osprey populations in the north of Britain and many 
birds spending time in the south, we are now  planning to encourage birds 
to breed in the south.  Land managers across the south of  England from 
Dorset to Sussex are thinking along the same lines and are in the 
process of doing what they can to make this happen. 

The RSPB are keen to establish the Osprey as a breeding bird and 
flagship species at Arne Nature Reserve and throughout the whole of 
Poole Harbour.  With this in mind, a meeting of some of  the local stake-
holders and statutory bodies (Natural England, RSPB, National Trust, 
Dorset AONB and the Environment Agency) was held in December 2009. 
It was suggested that this meeting form the nucleus of a local group 
interested in encouraging Ospreys: the Poole Harbour Osprey Group 
(PHOG).  The group will be officially set up soon and chaired by an 
RSPB Arne representative. 

So far, RSPB Arne has taken some steps to further encourage Ospreys:

· To test the feasibility of  attracting migrating Ospreys to locations 
where they can be easily seen by the public, an artificial perch was 
erected on the Arne side of Middlebere Lake, viewable from both the 
RSPB Reserve and the NT hide at Middlebere.  The perch has 
already been used by Ospreys.

· The construction of  a number of  artificial nesting platforms on both 
sides of the Wareham Channel has been undertaken.  It is hoped that 
these will encourage more Ospreys to stay longer in the spring, and 
eventually lead to breeding within the Harbour.  The location of the 
platforms and their construction has had the benefit of  expert advice 
on the birds’ requirements from Roy Dennis, a leading international 
authority on Ospreys. 

Help is now  needed this spring to monitor whether the platforms are 
successful or not in attracting Ospreys.  The platforms need watching 
between mid March and mid May.  If you would like to be involved in this 
exciting project, please contact Mark Singleton, RSPB Dorset Visitor 
Project Manager on 01929 553360 or 07887 625107 or at 
Mark.Singleton@rspb.org.uk.



Help us help Swifts  Stephen Fitt RSPB

The UK population of the Common Swift (Apus apus) has  fallen by 
more than 47% during the last ten years and they have moved 
from green to amber on the lists  of Birds of Conservation Concern; 
a decline of 3% more would have seen them red listed! The RSPB, 
BTO and Swift Conservation groups in various parts of the Country 
have been working on the problem for a number of years but there 
has been no concerted action in the South West.

We don’t know all the reasons  why numbers are falling, but we do 
know that their nest sites  are at risk.  Our Swifts nest in buildings, 
mostly built before 1940, tucked into gaps under eaves  or cracks 
in walls.  When we renovate and improve our properties, the 
temptation is  to seal the roof space and block any gaps in brick or 
stonework; some properties have been demolished entirely.

It is hoped to extend the campaign for Swift conservation by 
involving architects, developers  and the building trade.  The aim is 
to try to ensure that nest sites are not disturbed during the 
breeding season and that urban biodiversity is enhanced by 
incorporating nest boxes for Swifts in known sites or in suitable 
new-build projects.

In the Southwest, the RSPB have been advocating the measures 
described above and are in discussion with Exeter City Council 
and Devon Wildlife Trust on Swift conservation measures 
incorporated in the Exeter Wild City project.  We are also co-
operating with Dorset Wildlife Trust and their Swift conservation 
project.

Swifts share our towns and villages and whilst their nest sites are 
unobtrusive and easily missed, their aerial acrobatics and 
screaming parties  are unmistakable.  The Species Conservation 
Team at RSPB HQ Sandy initiated a national survey last year to try 
and ascertain the whereabouts of nest sites and/or screaming 



parties. Thousands of people responded and the resulting 
inventory will be available on the National Biodiversity Network 
website shortly; the work will be ongoing.  Results for Dorset are 
shown on the map.

Our first priority when Swifts return in May is to make sure that the 
survey inventory in the South West is as  comprehensive as 
possible.  We hope that everyone who welcomes Swifts  in the 
summer will help.  Surveying Swift populations is  an inexact 
science and all we need to know is the location of known nest 
sites and/or screaming parties.  It shouldn’t take much time and 
details  can be submitted online at www.rspb.org.uk/helpswifts 
or by completing the questionnaire in the RSPB Swifts Information 
Leaflet and returning it by Freepost to the RSPB at Sandy.

It would also be extremely useful to be advised if any actual or 
potential cases of disturbance are taking place so that appropriate 
action can be taken.
Further information and leaflets can be obtained from 
stephen.fitt@rspb.org.uk or ‘phone 01392 432691



From The County Recorder  Kevin Lane

Accepted Records
The following records have been assessed and accepted by either the 
BBRC or the Dorset Records Panel since the last update in the 
Newsletter.  As usual, these records are also published on the “Dorset 
Decisions” page of the DBC website. 

2009
Honey Buzzard, Hengistbury Head, 10th Sep 2009, DH Taylor et al
Honey Buzzard, Stanpit Marsh, 16th Sep 2009, DH Taylor et al
Red-footed Falcon, Reap Lane, Portland, 25th Apr 2009, PA Coe & G 
Walbridge
Spotted Crake, Stanpit Marsh, 2nd Aug 2009, T Butler
Common Crane, Morden Bog, 18th Apr 2009, C&G Whitby et al
Hippolais sp, Hengistbury Head, 4th Sep 2009, C Chapleo

2008
Leach’s Petrel, West Bexington, 4th Oct 2008, M Morse
Purple Heron, Lodmoor, 17th May 2008, D Croxson
White Stork, Avon Valley, 19th to 20th Jul 2008, Multi-observed
Honey Buzzard, Redcliffe Point, 16th Sep 2008, IM Stanley
Honey Buzzard, Lodmoor, 17th Sep 2008, D Croxson
Honey Buzzard, Lodmoor, 18th Sep 2008, D Croxson
Honey Buzzard, Lodmoor, 19th Sep 2008, D Croxson
Siberian Chiffchaff, PBO, 3rd to 4th May 2008, PJ Morgan et al

2009 Records
Many thanks to all Members who have submitted their records for 2009 
so far.  There is still time to send in records for inclusion in the 2009 Bird 
Report.  As usual, records can be submitted by e-mail to 
dorsetbirdclub@hotmail.com or by post to: Kevin Lane, 42 Twin Oaks 
Close, Broadstone, Dorset BH18 8JF.



Membership Subscriptions
  Please remember that your annual subscriptions are 

due on the 1st January 2010. 
 The current rates are:

 Ordinary Membership  £12
 Joint/Family Membership  £16 Student 
 Membership    £7
 Junior Membership   £4
 Corporate Membership  £50
 Life membership   £200

To join or renew your membership, please send your name and address 
with the appropriate subscription to the  

 Membership Secretary :-
 Diana Dyer, 3 Osmay Road, Swanage, Dorset, BH19 2JQ
 E-mail:richarddiana@tiscali.co.uk
 Tel. 01929 421402  
 

Contacts
 Chairman Dorset Bird Club:- Jackie Hull
 e-mail:- j.hull2@btinternet.com
 Tel:- 01425 656841

 Dorset County Recorder:- Kevin lane
 E-mail:- dorsetbirdclub@hotmail.com Tel. 07901 614629 

 Conservation Officer:- Jol Mitchell
 4 Gover Close, Ridge, Wareham, Dorset, BH20 5BU.
  e-mail:- jolmitchell@btinternet.com
 Tel:- 01929 552924 

 Newsletter Editor:- Nick Hull
 e-mail:- sapeur.pompier@btinternet.com
 Tel. 01425 656841
 Dorset Bird Club Website:- 
 http:/www.dorsetbirdclub.org.uk 



Dorset Bird Club Agenda
For the

Twenty Third Annual General Meeting
To be held at

The Methodist Hall Wareham
On

Saturday 27th March 2009 at 7.00 p.m.

1. Introduction and Apologies
2. Minutes of the twenty second AGM held at The Methodist Hall Wareham, on 
 28th March 2009.
3.  Chairman’s Report.
4. Treasurer’s Report & presentation of accounts for 2009
5. County Recorder’s Report and/or County Editor’s Report.
6. Election of Officers and Committee for 2010-2011.
 Nomination from the committee.
  
 Officers:
 Chairman - Neil Gartshore; Vice-chairman - Vacant
  
 Honorary Posts:
 Secretary - Phyl England; Membership Sec - Diana Dyer; Treasurer - Paul  
 Levey; Recorder, Report Editor & Database manager - Kevin Lane; Report.
 
 Committee:
 Conservation - Jol Mitchell; BTO rep (ex-officio) to be appointed by BTO; 
 Newsletter Editor - Nick Hull; Indoor Meeting - Ian Lewis; Outdoor Meetings - 
 Trevor Thorpe / Andy Humber and Publicity - Chris Chapleo.

 Alternative nominations for any of these posts should reach the secretary - Mrs 
 P. England, Amberley, Russell  Drive Swanage, BH19 2HD, in writing at 
 least 14  days before the AGM. The nominees must be a club member who 
 has agreed to serve, and be proposed and seconded by club members.

7. Appointment of Auditor.
8. Any other business.

Speaker  Mike Bailey
(approx. 8.00 p.m..)

“A Hundred Years of Ringing’.
To Celebrate the BTO Centenary

There will be an interval before the talk when refreshments will be available.  
A raffle will also take place.



Outdoor Field Visits  - Trevor Thorpe & Andy Humber

Saturday 27th March  
Broomy Plain/Holly Hatch (SU199104) 
9.30am – meet in the High Corner car park Leader John Vickerman

Saturday 17th April 2010
Corfe Castle (SY958824) 09.30  - morning only.   From A351 take turning 
for Church Knowle, park immediately on right hand side.  Leader Trevor 
Thorpe

Sunday 2nd May 2010
Acres Down, New  Forest (SU268098)  09.30 – all day.  Meet in car park 
on B road between Emery Down and A31.  Leader Trevor Thorpe

Thursday 10th June 2010
Sherford Bridge (SY919927)  19.30 – evening meeting for Nightjar.  Meet 
in car park by bridge.  Leader Andy Humber

Sunday 11th July 2010
Martin Down (SU031195)09.30 – morning only.  For plants and butterflies 
of chalk down land.  Meet in car park off the A354 Blandford to Salisbury 
road.  Leader Roger Farrant

Saturday 14th August 2010  
Fontmell Down (ST887186)  09.30 – morning only with follow  on meeting 
at approx. 14.00.  Meet at the National Trust car park on the Blandford to 
Melbury Abbas road (The Higher Shaftesbury Road).

Follow  on meeting – Win Green (ST923205)  14.00 approx.  From the 
B3081 take the turning for the minor road to Ludwell.  Leaders Trevor 
Thorpe and Andy Humber

Sunday 19th September 2010
Portland Bill (SY683699)  09.30 – morning only.  Meet in Sweethill Road 
car park.  Meeting includes a visit to Portland Bill Bird Observatory for a 
ringing demonstration.  Leader Trevor Thorpe



Indoor Meetings Ian Lewis

Saturday 27th March 2010
19:00hrs  A.G.M. Wareham Methodist Church Hall
20:00hrs talk by Mike Bailey of Chew  Valley Ringing Station on 
behalf  of  the BTO on ‘A Hundred Years of Ringing’ to celebrate the 
BTO’s Centenary. 

Remember you can keep abreast of  what’s happening with meetings 
and important announcements by logging on to the Bird Clubs Website 
at http://www.dorsetbirdclub.org.uk/Meetings.htm

Cal luna  Books
Moor  Edge,  2  Bere  Road,

Wareham.  Dorset .  BH20  4DD 

01929  552560

www.cal lunabooks.co.uk

enquires@cal lunabooks.co.uk 

Spec ia l i s t s  in  ou t -o f -p r in t
NATURAL HISTORY BOOKS

Books  bought  and  so ld
Cata logues  i s sued

Viewing  by  appoin tment







Come to Lyme for reliable Dippers, Purple 
Sandpipers and the 

“Best New Cheese Retailer 2009”.  
We stock the finest cheeses from the West 

Country and further afield and a great range 
of accompaniments. In the summer we serve 
Barford ice creams and sorbets by the scoop.

Off season we open Friday, Saturday and 
Sunday. But every day except Monday when 

the tourists are in town…

MILL LANE (OFF COOMBE ST.)
LYME REGIS, DT7 3PU

01297 44 26 26
WWW.TOWNMILLCHEESE.CO.UK



TwO Owls Birding
 2010

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.

Visit our website at 
www.twoowlsbirding.co.uk

or contact Jackie Tel: 01425 656841 
Email: twoowls.birding@btinternet.com

Advertise here and help 
conservation.

All money from 
advertising goes to the 

clubʼs conservation fund.



Encouraging the younger generation Phyl England

Many times, I have heard conservation minded friends deploring the lack 
of interest shown by young people in the natural world. Hopefully, there 
is more interest now  with programmes such as Springwatch and issues 
around global warming getting more publicity. 

From 2002, the local Poole group of the RSPB has been trying to 
encourage children’s enthusiasm for learning about their environment by 
running free boat trips around Poole Harbour for local schools. Initially 
this was financed by a lottery grant and the first trip by Longfleet 
Combined School took place in December 2002. Binoculars for loan 
were bought and a map information sheet and teachers’ notes written by 
Colin Burt. After this season further applications for lottery grants failed. 
However, a generous local sponsor and member of the Dorset Bird Club 
came forward and he has financed this project for over five years.

There are usually four trips in each season; over the years, only two 
have been cancelled, one by weather and the other sadly by the 
demands of the tests that happen in the spring. We have recently 
extended the scheme to run a trip for local young naturalists clubs. The 
main focus is on the many birds that spend the winter in Poole Harbour 
but we often see a common seal and are occasionally entertained by the 
Marines doing various exercises. On an autumn trip this year Upton 
Junior School children were fascinated by a realistic dummy left in the 
water by the Lifeboat service for their training purposes. Before the trip 
the children have a presentation in school about the birds they are likely 
to see. On the day an amusing and informative commentary is provided 
by Mark Constantine, a knowledgeable enthusiast for the birds of the 
harbour. Volunteers, many of them Bird Club Members, join us to point 
out the birds to the children.  Of course it is all very exciting, and it is their 
first boat trip for some of the children. Although the birds are not always 
easy to see, when the children send their thank you letters to us, it is 
obvious that they have absorbed more knowledge of the birds of the 
harbour than we imagined. 

We have two more trips planned for this winter but would like to know  of 
any interested schools for next winter’s trips. We usually take Year 5 or 
Year 6 children as it can get too cold for the younger ones. There is no 
cost to the school, coaches to the Harbour are included in the trip and 
the boats we use are Brownsea Island Ferries who are very supportive of 
t h i s p r o j e c t . P l e a s e c o n t a c t m e ( 0 1 9 2 9 4 2 3 6 0 5 o r 
(phyl.corfecastle@btopenworld.com) if you would like more 
information.



Siberian Chiffchaff - Ian Lewis

During most winters you will probably hear reports of  ‘Siberian 
Chiffchaffs’ from favoured localities around Dorset. So what exactly 
is a ‘Siberian Chiffchaff’, is it a full species or just a race and why 
are there so many more now than a few years ago? 

An important and well-received paper by Helbig et al in 1996 split 
Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita into four species, Canary 
Islands Chiffchaff Ph canariensis in the Canary Islands, Iberian 
Chiffchaff Ph ibericus  in South-west France, northern and western 
Spain, and Mountain Chiffchaff Ph sindianus in the Tien Shan, 
Himalayas and Caucasus mountains, based on clear genetic and 
vocal differences. The residual Common Chiffchaff contained races 
collybita from most of  Europe, albietinus  from Scandinavia to the 
western Urals, tristis from the south-western Urals across Siberia 
east to the Kolyma River, plus a number of other races from Turkey 
to Iran.

A l t h o u g h t h e a u t h o r s 
acknowledged that tristis was 
vocally distinct there seemed to 
be a cline from collybita through 
a lb ie t i nus t o t r i s t i s ac ross 
Eurasia. Also it seemed that the 
grey and white ‘Sibe Chiffs’ seen 
as vagrants in western Europe 
with a touch of  yellow  at the bend 
of the wing, greenish edgings to 
the primaries and a hint of a 
wing-bar (sometimes described 
a s a s e p a r a t e s u b s p e c i e s 

fulvescens) were at odds with the essentially brown and white birds 
that were being encountered in the Far East. However it has 
become apparent that although there is no clear demarcation 
between albietinus and some western tristis with respect to 
plumage, there is a clear demarcation with respect to calls and 
song.

A recent article by Arnoud van den Berg in Dutch Birding highlights 
that recent work on wintering/migrant birds in Kazakhstan and 
breeding birds in Siberia has shown that tristis itself is clinal with the 



greyest birds in the west of the range and the brownest in the east. 
Thus any bird showing morphological characteristics of  tristis and 
giving the typical ‘lost chick’ call or the accelerated disyllabic song 
(listen to Sound Approach to Birding track CD-1 15 for an example) 
should be identifiable as a Siberian Chiffchaff.

The article also describes that there were six Palearctic refugia to 
which many species including the archetypal chiffchaff retreated in 
the ice ages. This led to the evolution of ibericus from the Iberian 
refugium, collybita from the Italian-Balkan, albietinus from the 
Caucasian (where older offshoots including lorenzii had already 
occurred), sindianus  from the Tien Shan (from where it did not 
spread north after the ice age) and tristis from the Altai. The 
archetypal chiffchaff  was absent from the sixth refugium, the Amur 
region. As the ice retreated, newly evolved chiffchaff  forms expanded 
northwards. Collybita and albietinus met and to some degree 
intergraded but the other taxa remained more or less distinct. Thus 
tristis is not part of a cline involving collybita and albietinus, has a 
separate evolutionary history and is (to a degree) morphologically, 
and especially vocally, distinct. 

Thus although tristis is currently considered a race of Common 
Chiffchaff by the BOU, it seems that it will eventually be considered a 
full species, clinal in colour but vocally uniform. The recently 
published Birds of  East Asia by Mark Brazil already treats it as such, 
and it is likely that the Dutch CNSA will do likewise in the near future.

Several questions remain: 

1) mixed singers – why do some apparent tristis give elements 
of colybita/albetinus song? - As all oscine passerines to some 
extent learn their songs from neighbours, these birds may be 
tristis that have ended up in the range of Common Chiffchaff 
and hence have learnt elements of their song. A similar 
situation occurs where ibericus meets collybita in south-west 
France. Mixed singers are not necessarily hybrids.

2) Why is the ‘lost chick’ call of tristis is heard in some years in 
the summer and early autumn (a time when Siberian migrants 
are most unlikely) and from birds that are typical collybita in 
appearance? - It would appear that recently fledged Common 
Chiffchaffs make this call for a few  weeks after fledging. The 



numbers of  birds making this call in any given autumn 
depends on the success of  late broods. In years when late 
broods are successful, many birds encountered on migration 
may give this call, whilst in years when only early broods are 
successful they will have had time to change their call to the 
more familiar ‘hweet’ before leaving their natal area.

3) Why have they become so much commoner? - Well observer 
awareness is clearly one factor, but our milder winters 
certainly help. In recent years many Common Chiffchaffs and 
even the odd Yellow-browed, Hume’s Leaf or Dusky Warbler 
have chosen to spend the winter with us. It may be that 
previously they would have died, but milder winters allow 
them to survive, return to their breeding grounds and pass on 
their tendency to migrate south-west rather than south-east 
a f te r breed ing to the i r o f fspr ing. The pauci ty of 
Phylloscopus warblers in early 2010 after severe weather 
would confirm  that mild weather is essential for their 
winter survival.

And finally the refugia concept means that the form  lorenzii from the 
Caucasian Mountains (currently considered a race of Mountain 
Chiffchaff) must be an earlier offshoot of  the archetypal chiffchaff 
and so must also be considered species in its own right, Caucasian 
Chiffchaff Ph lorenzii.

References
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The 2009 Leach’s Petrels Wreck Charles Richards

For seawatchers on Portland, 2009 was looking like a very average year, 
and Chesil Cove, where I do most of my seawatching, hadn’t provided 
much excitement.  However, seabird enthusiasts are patient, persistent 
people and sometimes their efforts really pay off, as the events of 29th 
November were to prove.  November was an exceptionally wet and windy 
month, and this extreme weather had produced small numbers of  Leach’s 
Petrels, in Chesil Cove and elsewhere in Dorset.  

What happened on the 29th was totally unexpected though. I’d begun 
watching from my favourite vantage point quite early, and was soon joined 
by Colin White and Hugo Wood-Homer.  It was a miserable day to begin 
with, and the visibility was often obscured by heavy, squally rain.  The only 
bird of note early on was a Balearic Shearwater.  I recall saying to Hugo 
that I thought we’d just about had all the Leach’s we would be seeing in 
2009. Wrong!! Hugo left after a while, then returned in the afternoon.  Colin 
and I stuck with it, and later in the morning we saw  the first of  the Leach’s.  
Two or three more appeared, then Colin got a text message saying that 30 
had been seen at Abbotsbury.  I knew  then that something interesting was 
happening and this could be our lucky day.

By midday, more and more kept appearing, until there were little black 
shapes flitting about everywhere, as far as the eye could see. At the peak 
over 100 were in view  at any one time.  This was thrilling stuff! I could see 
they were coming from the west and heading south.  I locked my ‘scope in 
one position and just counted them as they came through the field of  view. 
The closest birds showed really well and details such as the forked tail and 

dark line down the centre of the 
rump could easily be seen. 

By late afternoon most of the 
Leach’s had gone through, although 
some were still in view.  Before we 
left the Cove around 4pm, Colin and 
I compared notes, we decided we’d 
seen at least 600 Leach’s during the 
day.  We were happy in the 
knowledge we’d just witnessed the 
biggest wreck of Leach’s Petrels 
ever in Dorset.   This was an 
exciting day’s seawatching, though it 
didn’t produce many other birds, 
apart from a few  Grey Phalaropes, a 
Little Gull and one Arctic Skua. 

However, all three of us missed a 



‘year tick’.  Colin had been taking photos of the Leach’s and later, when 
these were run  through Martin’s computer at the Bird Observatory, a Little 
Auk was discovered sitting on the water.  We hadn’t seen that bird! As 
usual with Leach’s Petrel wrecks, birds were seen all over the place, even 
inland and one or two were found dead.  Record counts were made in the 
Fleet and Portland Harbour, but only two areas, Chesil Cove and Portland 
Bill, had the really big numbers.

Most of  the Leach’s we saw  in the Cove were later seen going past the 
Bill.  It seems they didn’t go much further than that before heading back 
west and out into the Atlantic.  The next day the wind had veered to the 
north and all of the petrels had gone.

When I got home on the 29th, I checked the details of the last record 
Leach’s Petrel wreck, in late October 1952.  On that occasion the highest 
numbers, a ‘flock’ of 400, were also seen in Chesil Cove.  That particular 
wreck, occurring a month earlier than the one in 2009, may have included 
a quantity of Storm Petrels. The 1952 report certainly gives the impression 
that both species were involved.  In 2009, with better identification skills 
and better optics, we could be certain that virtually all of the petrels we 
saw were Leach’s. 

So, what caused this exceptional influx?  As usual, the ‘magic ingredient’ 
was heavy, prolonged rain.  Petrels can cope with gale force winds, but 
heavy rain confuses and disorientates them, forcing them towards land.  
Leach’s Petrels were moving through the Atlantic, when they were caught 
up en-masse by some extremely bad weather, which pushed them up the 
Channel and into Lyme Bay.  

It took 57 years to break the Dorset record for Leach’s Petrels, so how 
long will it be before the 2009 record is broken? Very high counts of 
petrels have become more frequent in recent years, and with the way our 
climate is changing, I think we can expect more of the same in the future.

A Change in Direction  Joe Harris

For five years I had been working as an integral member of  a cutting-
edge cancer research team, working late into the night, carrying out 
experiments under the artificial lighting of a sterile laboratory. I was 
studying natural, biological processes at the molecular level. During the 
daylight hours when I occasionally turned my head from my assembled 
test tubes, I would sometimes watch the world, the bigger biological 
picture, passing by through the tinted laboratory windows.  Staring out, 
I felt strangely and (I realised) grudgingly distanced from it all. Crows, 
Pigeons, Starlings and Pied Wagtails would flit and glide round the 
building, pecking about on the grass, four floors below. Scraggly flocks 



of Mallard and Canada Geese landing on the nearby lake, silhouetted 
against the streetlights and setting sun would catch my gaze and I 
would be enchanted by the occasional Buzzard soaring high over the 
trees in the distance. 

As time went by, my through-the-window  nature watching became a 
more and more significant part 
of my day, until finally it got to 
the point when I decided that 
enough was enough. As 
valuable as my work was, it 
was just not for me, it just was 
not where my heart was 
pulling me. I did not just want 
to be watching the wonders of 
our natural world through a 
laboratory window. I wanted to 
be out there in it. I wanted to 
experience it in all its glory. 
Maybe and perhaps most importantly, even do my own little bit to help 
conserve some of it. It seemed a good idea, but at that point, I did not 
know  much about ecology, birding, conservation or anything about 
practical hands-on outdoor work. 

My first step was to escape from the lab, so I moved back home to the 
south coast, picking up a mundane but strangely more appealing job as 
a warehouse assistant. Part two of my cunning plan was to start doing 
voluntary weekend conservation work and after a bit of investigation I 
volunteered my services at the Blashford Lakes reserve near Ringwood 
on the first Sunday of each month. On my spare Sundays, I was out 
with the Bournemouth National Trust Volunteers, going over to 
Brownsea Island, to Studland and out on the National Trust land around 
Corfe Castle and Swanage. I was instantly immersed in conservation, 
in habitat management, in hands-on practical work and depending on 
the time of year, in rain and snow  and sunshine. I was also surrounded 
by a wealth of  bird life, by creatures I had only ever seen pictured in 
books; my interest increased, my first list started to form and I was 
caught by the birding bug. 

The birds I was seeing were not particularly unusual or rare, but being 
out in some of the most beautiful countryside we have in Dorset (and 
yes straying across the border into Hampshire) and properly watching 
these birds for the first time was amazing. I was captivated seeing my 



first Kingfisher, watching Black Terns fishing, trying to pick out the 
species present within huge mixed flocks of  waders and listening to the 
calls of Wigeon, Curlew  and Ravens. Seeing Goldeneye, Goldfinches, 
Goldcrests and Golden Plover enthralled me. Puffins, Razorbills, 
Guillemots and Kittiwake on the sea cliffs captured my imagination. And 
I rose to the challenge of  trying to pick Mediterranean Gulls out from 
amongst flocks of  Black-Headed Gulls, a Red Breasted Goose out from 
a flock of Brents and sneaky Little Ringed Plovers out from amongst 
the backdrop of a shingle beach.

As time went on, I learnt to distinguish between the more confusing 
species. I was teaching myself but I was patient and so little by little, 
my knowledge increased. Bird song. Bird flight. Body shape. Brief 
flashes of colour on wings. Feeding habits. Their jizz. It all slowly 
increased my knowledge, allowing me to distinguish between and 
appreciate our incredible avian fauna. And so it was, that after 16 
months of driving a forklift truck in the warehouse and saving up as 
much money as I could, I made the leap and signed up for a whole 
years full-time volunteering 
with the RSPB at their Arne 
reserve. It was a slightly 
daunting prospect, a big 
career change and a huge 
salary reduction, but the 
chance of spending 12 
months in such a beautiful 
part of the country sounded 
p e r f e c t a n d t h e i d e a l 
stepping-stone to take me 
into the field of conservation. 
I have not been let down. 
Living and working on the reserve and seeing it change through the 
seasons has been a privilege and of  course, between the tractor 
driving, chain sawing, fence repairs and guided walks, I have all the 
while been keeping a close eye on the bird life lurking about on the 
heaths, in the woods, in the reed beds, on the waters and in the skies 
of Arne.

Starting my time here in late March meant I was present as the spring 
migrants were coming in and so my Arne bird list quickly started to 
grow. I picked up Grasshopper Warbler, Little Tern and Cuckoo within 
the first couple of  weeks. I had no trouble finding the iconic Dartford 
Warbler and Great White Egret, Common Sandpiper, Water Rail, Snipe, 



Swallow, Wheatear, Turnstone and Whimbrel soon joined the list. 
Following not far behind were the mysterious Nightjars as they made 
their return from Africa. There were a good number of  breeding Nightjar 
pairs on the reserve this year and hearing them churring and wing 
clapping and seeing them curiously and effortlessly gliding through the 
dusky sky was an unforgettable experience. Hobby, Spotted Flycatcher, 
Sandwich Tern, Skylark, Woodlark and Swift were regular during the 
summer months and as the autumn started approaching, Yellow 
Wagtail, Whinchat, Rock Pipit, a pair of  Osprey being mobbed by a 
Peregrine, Barn Owl, Whitethroat and Curlew  Sandpiper were new 
patch ticks. Each brought with them their own story, their own unique 
magic. 

We are now  in the middle of winter and my list, enjoyment and 
understanding are still growing; Spoonbill, Bar-Tailed Godwit, Pintail, 
Shovelor, Avocet, Marsh Harrier, Hen Harrier, Woodcock, Merlin, a 
smart little Firecrest, Great Northern Diver, Black Necked Grebe and 
most recently a female Scaup have found their way into my notebook.

It has been an incredible year and anyone looking to pursue a career in 
conservation could do a lot worse than volunteering with the RSPB. As I 
write this, I still have three months left of  my time here at Arne before 
taking my next step. This precious time won’t be wasted and I’ll be up 
tomorrow  with the sunrise, no doubt shivering in the predicted –9°C 
temperatures to see what awaits me perched amongst the gorse, 
skulking on the salt marsh, feeding in the majestic oaks, floating on the 
icy waters and wading on the mud flats that currently make up my back 
garden. 

Winter Thrush Movement Eamon Sarson.

I live in a block of flats in Swanage overlooking the Sandpit Field, the 
Meteorological Field and the sea, facing east.

Wednesday 6th January
Strong N. Wind, intermittent snow showers, very cold.
I was away all morning, returning at midday. I became immediately aware 
of the unusual sight of groups of birds flying parallel to the flat and also 
going directly over, very close to the building.  Looking out of the window 
I noticed a constant movement on both Sandpit Field  and Meteorological 
Field .



Checking with binoculars, I saw  an amazing sight - a rolling wave of 
predominantly Fieldfares and Redwings. They were pitching into the 
southern edge of the Sandpit Field, then progressing in typical Fieldfare 
mode of stop and move, continuing the forward movement northwards 
across the field, then flying over the intervening road on to 
Meteorological Field and repeating the procedure, before taking off  at it’s 
northern edge.  All the while, fresh incoming birds from the general 
direction of Durlston were pitching in at the southern boundary, resulting 
in this most unusual process continuing unabated.  There were about 
200 birds on each field at any one time.

Meanwhile, large and small 
groups were overflying both fields 
and continuing on a course 
parallel with the beach (north), 
while others (the minority) were 
peeling off, up and over the 
buildings and presumably going 
inland.  The ‘rolling forward’ 
behaviour implied to me that the 
birds as a group were gripped 
with a motivation to keep moving 

north.  I found this very strange, an urge to find food overdriven by the 
urge to move on!! Analogous with Lemmings!!  I became transfixed by 
this spectacle and estimated I had seen in excess of  1,000 birds 
between 1200hrs & 1300hrs.

I could see a constant stream of  birds coming over the skyline from the 
direction of  Durlston towards the Sandpit Field, but then I began to look 
further afield. As I scanned around towards Peveril Point, I was amazed 
to see an almost unbroken procession of birds flying over the Peveril 
Ledges and beyond out over the sea!  These birds dwarfed in number 
the birds on/over land which I had been watching!

It was very clear to me that this was the main thrust of the passage and 
that they had no intention of  seeking a landfall.  It was a determined 
positive drive, flying into a strong wind on a heading which would take 
them towards and over the Isle of Wight (clearly covered in snow  - 
spectacular) or up the Solent.  The birds were clearly bypassing Poole 
Harbour.



It dawned on me that while I had been fixated by the magic of birds 
moving across the fields, the main show  was occurring out at sea.  It 
should be noted I could not see the sea passage without the aid of 
binoculars.  I tried several times without them and found I couldn’t see a 
single bird.  I continued the watch throughout the afternoon until 16:10 
hrs when the light failed.

Salient Points
I wondered what time the sea passage had commenced across 
Swanage Bay as when I first became aware of it, it was in full flow.

Though the sea passage continued north unabated, I did note that some 
birds appeared to be coming in off  the sea from the east towards my 
location in addition to those arriving from the Durlston direction.  The 
sea passage was remarkable in that the birds were flying at very low 
level just above the water (see later note for 7th Jan).  I estimated that in 
the afternoon period I had probably seen about 6,000 birds but this 
could be lower than the true figure as I was looking horizontally and 
could not gauge their density.

On the Sandpit Field there was about one Redwing to 25 Fieldfares. 
There was also a considerable  number of Meadow  Pipits, smaller 
numbers of  Skylarks, some very bright Mistle Thrushes and a small 
number of  quite plump Song Thrushes. One outstanding sight was a 
Fieldfare with a 100% white head which stood out wherever it moved,  
this indicated the rate of  progress across the field.  There was also a 
Snipe flushed by a dog walker and several Lapwings - all amazing 
records for Sandpit Field.  At sea there were intermittent groups of 
Lapwings also moving through.

I checked at first light on the 7th between 07:50 hrs. and  08:00 hrs. and 
had counts of c.200 birds coming in off  the sea. There were already 
several birds scattered on the Sandpit Field.  As the light improved and 
with the clearer sky, a much sunnier day than the the 6th, I could see that 
the sea passage was continuing, but in a far different pattern.  On the 
6th, the birds were in a tight formation though I could not see how  wide 
the front was, but now  they were in much looser formation and flying a 
lot higher; in fact, some were very high.  Also, even though the main 
thrust was the same as on the 6th (northerly), more birds appeared to 
be crossing their path coming from the east, and making a local landfall.  



I particularly noted a flock of  c50 coming in from the east at great height 
and then whiffling down over my location.  So a certain breakup of the 
very disciplined passage witnessed on the 6th was now taking place.

The numbers decreased throughout the morning and the passage north 
had ceased completely by 13:00 hrs.  Thereafter up until 16:00 hrs. there 
were only stragglers to be seen and most interestingly, birds could be 
seen moving erratically back to the south and some even surprisingly out 
to sea!  To me this demonstrated some signs of disorientation. I also 
noted that there was an increase in the numbers of Redwings to 
Fieldfare of c1-10.

On Friday 8th I was surprised at 
first light to see groups were 
still flying past the window  and 
several birds were on the 
Sandpit Field.  As the light 
improved, I noted groups 
continuing the sea passage as 
on the 7th taking the same line 
and pattern high and loose, but 
this had ceased by 09:30 hrs.  
H a d t h e s e b i r d s f l o w n 
overnight?  A later walk around Swanage revealed that dozens, even 
100’s, were dispersed around the gardens and parks, seeking out every 
berry bearing tree and shrub.

Some Comments, Musings and Speculation
The scale of the movement was enormous - it is the largest ever 
irruption/passage event in my ornithological experience.  This conclusion 
has been reinforced by the reaction of locals who have been 
commenting upon it viz “What are all these birds”, “ where have they 
come from” “did you see all those birds” It’s just like that Hitchcock Film!  
I watched a couple stopping on the footpath and he has pointed his stick 
skywards at a passing flock; when the general public takes notice it must 
be significant.

It would be fascinating to learn the full story, the totals involved, their 
origin, the relationship of the totals to the known European population.  
Have they come from even further east? Did the passage continue 



overnight? (They are noted nighttime migrants) If  yes, then the numbers 
must be even greater.  Why were they moving up Channel towards even 
harsher weather. What will their ultimate fate be? Will the 2010 breeding 
results reflect this exodus? 

One theory I have been mulling over is that they moved down the east 
side of the north sea, hit the French Channel coast followed it and then 
swung north at say Cherbourg.  But why swing north again when arriving 
in the UK and fly up Channel?

Book Reviews  Alan Snook 

I am reviewing two books again this time.  The first is a new  version of  an 
older work; the second is the latest volume in what will become probably 
the greatest ornithological work of the modern age. 

The Naturalized Animals of Britain and Ireland by Christopher 
L e v e r p u b l i s h e d b y N e w H o l l a n d i n 2 0 0 9 I S B N 
978-1-84773-454-9 @ £35.

I have long been fascinated by introduced 
species and although this book covers all 
animals, it has a lot to offer the birder, 
particularly in the light of  the proposed (some 
would say) unnecessary slaughter of Ruddy 
Duck and Rose-ringed Parakeet. The book deals 
with species under four category headings: 
naturalised, feral domestic, reintroduced and 
ephemeral species, each of  which are then dealt 
with under the sub-headings of  mammals, birds, 
reptiles, amphibians and fish. This book contains 
a wealth of information for everyone, is well 
written and updates the author’s earlier version 
published  in 1977. Illustrated with colour 
photographs and distribution maps, it also 
contains some useful appendices and a 
comprehensive index. The author describes how, where, when and why 
they were introduced, which gives an insight into the minds of  those 
responsible who never dreamt of  what the outcome might be to the 
native flora and fauna. I like the style of this book and would urge you all 
to buy a copy for yourselves or at least borrow  it from your local library - 
you will not be disappointed.



The Handbook of the Birds of the World Volume 14 edited by 
Josep del Hoyo, et al and published by Lynx Edicions in 2009 
ISBN 978-84-96553-50-7 @ £185.

I think that I pretty much used up all the 
superlatives for this series by Volume 5.. 
Yes, I know  that they are expensive to 
buy, but what a beautiful reference library 
they are forming! This latest tome covers 
Bush-shrikes to Old World Sparrows.  
This means that there is a lot to interest 
the British birder as the volume covers 
crows, starlings and sparrows, not the 
most enigmatic maybe, but interesting 
nonetheless. The photographs are 
stunning, have a look at the Siberian Jay 
atop a snow  covered fir tree on page 
499, it makes you shiver. The plates and 
text offer so many insights into sub-
species, it will keep your interest going 
for years to come. 

That is all for now, something to whet your appetite for the next 
Newsletter will be my review  of the second edition of the Collins Bird 
Guide, recently published in hardback and due for a paperback version 
in April. Look out too for news of  the second edition of Birds of the New 
Forest: A Visitor’s Guide.

Birding Highlights  Phyl England

November  
The most important event of the month was an unprecedented number 
of Leach’s Petrels which were blown inshore during the autumn storms. 
They were seen in small numbers along the coast from 14th along with 
a scattering of Grey Phalaropes. The most notable day was 29th when 
an estimated 600 birds were around Chesil Beach and Portland 
Harbour and 582 past the Bill. Birds blown into Portland Harbour were 
seen attempting to cross over buildings and the road to get back to 
sea. They were seen all along the coast: 70 at Abbotsbury, 30 past 
Durlston and up to 50 around Christchurch. Yellow-browed Warblers 
were around at the beginning of  the month, three sightings at Portland 



(2nd - 6th), birds at Hengistbury and Wick Fields (1st – 3rd) another in 
Christchurch (7th) and a single at Durlston (7th). A Richard’s Pipit flew 
over Langton Herring (4th).   Lapland Buntings were at Durlston (2nd) 
and Christchurch (6th).Siberian Chiffchaffs were occasional at Portland. 
At Christchurch, a Cattle Egret has been with cattle at Winkton, 
Christchurch from 15th.  A Great White Egret was on the Stour 
near Wimborne (21st).

December 
A quiet month! Two Grey Phalarope were off Portland (1st). At 
Abbotsbury a female Ferruginous Duck was present (4th – 18th). The 
Cattle Egret at Winkton was seen all month. A Great White Egret was 
at Arne (21st). A late Swallow  passed over Wareham (5th). Good 
numbers of Firecrests and Black Redstarts were seen all over the 
county but Goldcrest numbers have been down. Two Bitterns are at 
Hatch Pond this winter.

January
One of  the most notable events this month was the spectacular 
passage of largely Fieldfares that moved east along the Dorset coast 
on 6th. This was activated by the extremely bad weather throughout the 
country. Around 34,000 Fieldfares and 5.600 Redwings were counted 
passing along the coast through Swanage and seen again at 
Christchurch. Many birds stayed around to feed, unusually in gardens. 
With them were Skylarks -30,000 counted at Christchurch, Woodlark, 
Golden Plovers and the occasional Snow Bunting. 

There have also been many more 
Woodcock sightings in the county, 
many feeding on verges. Other 
unusual visitors were a flock of 47 
Barnacle Geese which settled 
around Rodden Hive from 10th. A 
Bean Goose was at Butterstreet 
Cove (10th). The Cattle Egret 
remained at Winkton until 5th with 
others at Bridport(18th) and 
Chideock (20th). A Waxwing was 
reported at Gillingham (19th).
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