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It seemed a good idea to set up a local group for birdwatchers in the Dorchester area. The Bridport
Bird Club had just started, with ambitious goals to map breeding birds in their area for conservation.
We wanted something that was part social, part surveying, part conservation, and always part fun.
There were a few of us in Dorchester who knew each other, and we'd all chatted with plenty of other
people with binoculars at nearby birding hotspots like Silverlake, Maiden Castle or Thorncombe
Woods. And we knew there were many members of Dorset Bird Club in the DT1 area we hadn't
met.

So, in January 2023 we contacted all the people we could find in the area to invite them to an initial
meeting in the Vivo Lounge on Weymouth Avenue. This proved to be a poor choice of venue:
although we'd reserved the 'Snug' away from the main bar we found we didn't have sole use of it
and another noisy group had bagged the best tables, also the noise level in the whole pub was so
intense we had to shout to make ourselves heard. Nevertheless, it was a good first meeting with a
dozen or so attending and plenty of enthusiasm.

Subsequently we switched to The Junction Hotel on Great Western Road, where the staff now lay
out a block of tables together so we can all hear each other better. In the first couple of meetings,
we decided our geographical boundary (8 km radius around the town, minus south of the Ridgeway)
and the focus of the group, set up a WhatsApp group for interesting bird sightings and news, and
set up a Facebook group for general exchange of photos, chat, news and info on the 8 km area. We
also agreed some priorities for the group: Swifts, Peregrines, Breeding Bird and other surveys and
conservation, especially linking with farmers and landowners interested in nature-friendly farming or
rewilding.
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The Dorchester Bird Group 8 km circle, showing birding ‘hotspots’, BBS squares (orange) and WeBS sites
(blue)



Meeting in ‘our’ corner of the Junction Hotel, July 225

We have evening meetings in the pub every six weeks or so. We try to keep these informal and we
welcome everybody with an interest. We don’t have a committee but we circulate a loose agenda
and make sure someone takes the chair and someone takes notes. We don’t handle money so no
subscriptions or expenses* (see note below). Our meetings are fun but as we learn more about our
priorities, we've become rather more business-like, getting into the technicalities of subjects like the
Local Nature Recovery Strategy and BTO surveys. We typically have an attendance of around 15-
20 people, a good number for meetings, but that’'s only a fraction of the total number of people
involved. There are now 46 members of our WhatsApp group (although not all are Dorchester-
based) and a whopping 1,200+ members of the Facebook group. That has been a resounding
success and enables us to communicate with large numbers over our various events and activities.
There is also now a car-sharing WhatsApp group of 11 members, which is well-used for attendance
at events at activities.

We'd already held a couple of 'Big Weekends' at Silverlake where we'd got as many people as
possible to visit the area during the weekend to see how many species we could record, sharing
interesting sightings on a dedicated WhatsApp group as we went along. The Bird Group continued
these and in February 2024 we arranged free bird i.d. walks on the Sunday of the Big Weekend.
These were popular and attended by 35 people. Walks departed from the public car park at half-
hour intervals, each led by two birder guides. These bird i.d. walks were repeated in September
2024 when 30 visitors were treated to sightings of Osprey, Wood Sandpiper, Black-tailed Godwits,
Wheatears, Whinchats, Woodlarks and Dartford Warblers. That weekend of 7/8 September 2024
gave us the highest total of species so far for a single weekend: 89. We repeated the guided i.d.
walks on Sunday 21 September 2025, as a joint event with Dorset Bird Club.



Setting off on Bird i.d. walk at Silverlake September 202

The Breeding Bird Survey Weekends have been an attempt to see what can be found in the wider
area, as well as the main sites. With almost 200 square kilometres of land, we really don't know
what occurs in the majority of our circle. We encourage everyone to go out at least once during the
weekend and take a walk somewhere that doesn't normally get visited, recording their sightings in
BirdTrack, eBird, WhatsApp or by email. In these surveys we've found more Corn Buntings and
Nightjars than we were expecting but fewer Grey Partridges, Hobbies, Lesser Whitethroats, Garden
Warblers, Grey Wagtails and Kingfishers than we'd hoped. No doubt there are areas still uncovered,
and many birds are good at hiding and keeping quiet during surveys!

We’ve worked out that a minimum of 212 species have been recorded historically in our 8 km circle.
The list still has surprising omissions such as Spotted Redshank and Common Tern to watch out
for, and with more observers out and about it keeps growing: additions in 2024 included Whooper
Swan, Ring-necked Duck, Curlew Sandpiper and Caspian Gull.

Our work on Swifts began with coordinated surveys in July 2023 and 2024, and in July 2025 we
also held Swift walks on two evenings during Swift Awareness Week. 31 people attended these free
events and had their eyes opened to the fascinating lives of Swifts, with the ability to watch them
coming to their nests. We now have a good idea where Swifts are nesting within our area and are
encouraging more use of Swift nest boxes and Swift bricks, and reducing insecticide use.
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We had hoped that the Peregrines frequenting St Peter's church tower in 2023 would nest so that
we could show them to passers-by, but if they have nested, they've been very discreet about it.
However, a pair has used one of the pylons at Silverlake each year, often in the company of a
Raven pair, so there's been plenty of opportunity to watch them without disturbing them. We've also
undertaken Tawny Owl surveys in 2024/25 and 2025/26, with people listening out for owls in
September/October and February/March, with 54 birds located in 2024/25, many within the built-up
area of the town.

Many of our activities have resulted from the interests and skills of our members. We've run Bird
Song Walks, Pub Walks and Migration Watches, all within our circle, and all have been well
attended thanks to our Facebook following. We've made a couple of visits to Wild Woodbury DWT
to learn about transforming farmland to nature-rich habitat. And we've got people doing WeBS
counts for Silverlake and the Dorchester Water Meadows, which weren't covered before, as well as
covering most Breeding Bird Survey squares in our circle.

On the conservation side, we've all become much better-informed and more aware, but we haven't
yet got fully involved. Our ‘Holy Grail’ is to find a farmer or landowner seeking to recover nature on a
grand scale, who’d appreciate help with bird surveys and advice. There probably are such people in
our circle, and we’re all using our connections and contacts to make enquiries so we still hope to
find somewhere we can get usefully involved.

Looking back, we've come a long way from small beginnings two and a half years ago, we have
learned a great deal about the birds in our home area and have met new people and made
friendships. We have a close affiliation with Dorset Bird Club and more people are now using
BirdTrack and eBird to record their sightings. It's been fun, it's also required a bit of time and effort,
but well worth it.

It was easier than we thought to get started and to find people to take part. We'd recommend giving
it a go in some of the other medium-sized towns in Dorset.

*If anyone wants to set up a local group along rather more formal lines, there is advice on this on
the Dorset Wildlife Trust website at https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/community-hub/guides/setting-
basic-community-group.
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