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ERnE NATURAL HISTORY SOCIETY June 1974 

Bird Notes No 3 

Survey of last five years 

The main changes in habitat thcit have occurred since the writing of the systemutic 
bird list for EP~E in 1969 have been associuted with the reconstruction of the 
waterways aa part of the Lea Valley drainage scheme. Thia has reoulted in there 
being fewundioturbed stretches of river inside the ~stablishment, und the 
spectacular sight of twelve or more herons standing together on a river bank 
during winter is now a thing of the past. There have been no winter floods, 
which often brought gulls, ducks and cnipe within vie'tl of a luboratory window. 
The meadows outside the boundary fence are drier, and, especia~yif there is a 
drousht during the breeding season, they are no longer so attrac~ive to reds~, 
lapwing, and_ possibly yellow wagtail. To compensate for theae changes, the gravel 
pit8 sur::'ounding the Establishment have been much- eitended~ The North Side pit 
in particular, with its many small islands, i8 perfect breeding habitat for the 
great crested grebe, and five .or six breeding pairs are normally present on this 
pit alone. However, any changes in the status of a bird since 1969 must be. 
vie"/ed with some cuution. There are more observers inside ERDE n01:I, und no· doubt 
we have all become more competent. There is, however, some cause for optimism~ 
Of the 98 species listed in 1969, only five - sme\.,., buzzurd, osprey, barn 0\.,.1 and 
nightingale - have not been seen subsequently. All, with the possible exception 
of the barn owl, are outside their normal range or h~bitut, and can only be 
regarded as "vagrantsli as far as ElIDE is concerned. On the other hand, no fewer 
than 23 new birds have been seen. These are recorded below as an Addendum to .the . ' . ' .' 

bRDB List. 

Breeding Season Change~ 

There have been few changes in the statua of breeding birds inside ElillE since 1969. 
~lhitethroats,\"hich have been very ::;carce nationally since 1969, possibly due to 
drought conditions on the southern edge of the Sahara, are still common on New 
Hill. (Seven territories are occupied in 1974.) .:. bird which has greatly 
increaseq iothe reed bunting. There c.:..rc now several pairs on New Hill. This 
moverneritintodrier habitat is occurring throughout the country, und there has . 
been speCUlation whether inter-specific competition with the yello\.,.hammer will 
occur. - There · has been no reduction of yellowhunmer territories on Ne • .,. Hill, but, 
of cour8C, the area is too small for any significance to be read into this .. . 
observation. ;mother bird which suffered a dramatic popul;-~tion craah in 1969 \ms 
the sand martin. Nationally, recovery was rapid, but the E~E populntion (12 
nests occupied in 1974) is prc ):.bly lower than that in the past. Bird::; which 
are increasing on a national level include the grasshopper 1tmrbler, goldcrest, and 
poasibly the lesser whitethroat. 1.11 are moving into marginal territory. The 
grasshopper \~arblcr hus been heard r"'elin,:; on Ne\.,. Hill in two ::;easons (including 
1974)..,. the goldcrest hc1s been seen in the breeding season und a neGt was found 
in a sloe buoh on Ne,,! Hill in 1972, and a leGser whitethroat has been heard 
regularly for several years and held territory on N(M Hill throughout the breeding 
oeason in 1974. 
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The above paragraph refers to ill1y cha nges which are due probably to changes in 

the national stD.tus of the bird. There have been D. few cl'k.ll1gec It/hich reflect 

local alterations in habitat. There are f ur fewer sedge and probably no reed 

warblers incide the EstD.bli sl~ent. Kingfichers nested successfully in 1971, 

but probably not since then. The rivers are more sluggish and turbid, and there 

arc no cmall streamc .... Ji th ,shallow poole so attractive to kingfishera. The 

yellow wagtail haG be en aeen le:s frequently than in the pas t. Other records 

cannot really be rela t ed to any ch<mgca of status either m.tionD.l or local. 

KeGtrels nest regularly i ns ide the :;':;sh .1.bliGhr:1en t, and little owls in the New . 

Hill area. TvlO interesting ( and probably once-onl~) occurrences were the- nesting 

of grey wagtails in 1970 ( described in Bird Notes No 2) and the red-backed s ;-!rike 

in the South Site area in 1973. _i • 

.. - .. ~' . -.. . .. , ., _ . 

Outside the EstabliGhment,!JIention hac already been made of the increased popUla

tion of great crested grebes o~ the gravel pits. 1971 was a; sp,ect~cula:rl;y 

successful breeding seasql1: • . About 10 pairs were present on . t :hc \o/c,st Side Und 

North Side pit:::; and breeding went on from early .i~pril throughout the .summer. 

Juveniles. were still being fed by their parento as late as mid-Novctnber, ' an;done' 

pair WaG ' suspected of rais ing three broods. 1972 and 1973 were poor breeding ~ ,' 

;yeaJ;'s. In 1973 in p&rticular, although the popUlation WD..S high, no nesting 

occurred until very late in the season, and then only tvlO brooclG were seen • . Any 

explbl.:;:tion of tl-,i s must be .'3peculc..ti ve. Perhaps at high population territorial 

strepb is such that bre,eding is inhibited. It iG not jus t tha t the nesting ia. :' : 

unsuccessful, but that no attempt i s ma de. Thi s has been suggested as a factor ' 

which regulates population in cert<,tin '-:;(ll i)I~::' -llly-nesting sea-birds. Another . 

- --- ---posGibility iGU reduction in the fi s h population of the pits. Certainly the 

hot surmner of ·1973 caused excessive algae growth and conGequent de-oxygenation 

and fish mortality in many rivers. Fish-eating birds ar~, of courGe, particu

lcirlysusceptible to peoticicle poisoning, being· at the end of a food-chain. It ~. 

ae-~nis unlikely, however, tha t thiG would h2.ve otopped the birds from attempting ' 

to breed, even if their clutches we're uns uccesGful. 1974 augers well. Two 

broods have already been hatched and several birda are sitting a t the time of 

\.;riting. 

Winter Records 

Siskins huve been present in good numbers in all winters , 6ene~'ally with a 

mD.Ximwn in February ( 1969/70 300, 1970/1 350, 1971/ 2 100, 1972/ 3 400; 1973/4 150). 

nedpoll::; have been" va rinble; by far the largcct flock ( 30) waG in 1972/ 3. They 

arrived earlier ;t h<..:m the sinkinG ( Nov 1972) 8.nd cxppeD.red to cons ist entirely of the 

Continental sub-species the i'[ea ly redpoll. ThisiG c. little r.mrpri ,'Jing, since 

most books ctate tb.&t mealics cce e to t hi .s country only in Gmall nur,lbers. However 

this if; one Gub-cpecies thD.t can be catiGf actorily iC:entified in the field, and 

there i s little doubt concerning t l1e observation. ;';edwings hnve been present in 

goo'd nUf.1bers in all years ( 100-150), and 2.h/.:lYc follov! the .:Ji.me pattern. 

1.rriving in October they a tay on New Hill until a ll the ber~- ies are ea ten and 

then disperf3 e into the: a lder-wooc1c ' and on t o the grassed a r ea s by about the end 

of the year. /, huge flock of about 400 tree sparrow:] spent ea rly 1974 on the 

:rown HeD.da or in the surr ounding k"1DL trees . Up to .:l. dozen bral:lblings were 

present amongs t t hem. The only r 0guL .... r winter vis itor ,"hich secr:1G to have 

decre~sed ia the grey wagta il. Its f a vourite drea, the weir on the West iliver, 

has been cho.nged beyond r ecoc;niti on . 

The gull and duck popuL~tionG of t he local r CGervoir.'J and gr~\vel pits hu.ve ch&nGec~ 

little Gince 1969 . Ther e were come inuccuracie~ in the 1Gt r eport, however. The 
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c.)mmon gull, after the black-headed gull, is undoubtedly the commonect gull of the 
Lea Valley. The figures given for the common gull (500-1000) and the lesser 
black-backed gull (10,000) should perhapG be interchanged. One noticeable cho.nge 
haG been in the nUtJiber of cormorants wintering on the res ervoirs. During the 
day they move out to cm:11l0r \-Jo.ters, C4"lcl ~a:1 be seen returning vii th the guIle at 
dusk. i l floc~": of 31 was counted in Febru.J.ry 1974. 

GRD~ Systematic LiGt. ;'I.ddendum. 

REv-NECKED GR1:;BE (Podiceps griGegenaJ Present on vJ Site pit LTan 27-30, 1970 

SLfLVONLN Gl:EBE (Podic~:f)3 auritm;) Prcsent on N Side pit Nov23, 1972 

COPJ:!OT(.'J'JT (Phalac:cocorax carbo) l\n inGroaGing tendency to winter on the Lea 
Valley resE:i"voir3, and to "love out to the gravel pits by day. Hay be 30en 
returning in formo.tion o.t dU3k, er; 5 on Nov 29, 1972; 31 on Feb 15, 1974. 

BITi'~:;:::(N (Botaurus stellaris) Soen on \J Side iJi t Jo.n 5, 1970. une alGo wintered 
at FisI1e:'.~' e G:ceen during 1970/1. 

BE\HCK SHllN (Cygnu.::; be\>likii) Flocks Geen on two occo.GionG flying over the 
Establishi:lc:1t tow8.rd·s the reservoirs, i~ov 9, 1968 (5 birds) and Harch 13, 
1974 (9 bi~,"c1s). 

PINTiUL (Anns aGutuJ r\ p&ir present on the \'1 Side ~ MarGh 8, 1972. 

GOLD3 i :T\TBYE (Bl, ... ~ , ... 1j ~l_q c. l '"" 1gU:LoJ fl fWo,le precent on oche '.:1 Side pit during Feb 19'70 
and li'sb 1971:-. 

~'if,Tb'R PJ·l. IL (RC\J_l~lG c..quaticm:;) 3')en on mnny occc.::3ions in winter around the \! Side 
pit. ~ secretive bird, the best chance of a sighting iG either when the pits 
are frozen, or at dus~(, \-;he11 th3 bird i s :-athCl" more acti 78. 

LITTLE RINGED PLOVEH (Ch<':tro.drius dubius) ,~SUr.1rJer ?iGi tor in cmall nu[,1bers to the 
L~a V.s.lley, \/here it ne::::tc on frechly exp03ed gravel before vegetation takes 
over. Seen frequently in 1970, Cl. few times in 1971 and 1972, but no~ durino; 
the Inst two years, 

J ll.CK SNIP!::. (LYi;~ '- ocryptes [linimur;) Iiot infrequent in wint .:: :- in the Lea Vnlley. The 
only ,sic;h-cing by nlCi;iber3 of the; :c::m:c Society was ,.;.-c F::'sher' s Green on Feb 26, 
1971, but several reports have been received from outside observers of 
sightings [;_:,'ou2,d the \j Side pi 'c. 

BL:",CK-TiHLED GOD\iIT (Limosa limosc-) f\. rnre passc_.:-: e migr ant. Seen, knee-deep in 
\vater, on the N Side pit on Hay 12, 1971. Surpri r:; inGly~chiG bird s!1m'led 
no sign of SUnlt:1er plumage. 

;:.HTIC TEpj~ (Stema p __ radiGacDJ This bird is very difficult to diGtinguish from 
the common tern. However, on ~\ug 20, 1973 Cl perfect view fro!] about 
30 yardG \vaG obtained of tvJO -cern:; stilndin~ on a shingle bank. One bird 
WilS in full breeding plumage. The abcence of a blo.ck tip to the bright red 
1 ·1, and the s hort legs clearly identified a G cm i',rctic. 

LITTLE TEI<1\J (Starne. iJ.lbiL~ ( , ) 11;:1.1'e passage migr.:tnL One present 011 N Side pg 
on l'·iay 1, 197'+. 

LITTL;~ OUL U-lthe~1e noctua) Appears no-,-1 to be iJ. breeding " pecie::; in the Nevl Hill 
area. Single birds were present ~ug 8 - Sept 1, 1971, June 12, 1972, whils t 
tl-JO adults <:cnd tvJO juveniles 1.1erC pre~; ellt July 1) - ,~ug 2, 1973. The s e 
bird::; arc quite active during the cL;y, '- \Dd s pend r.iuch t ime perched on the 
eastern boundary f ence. 
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GREEN 1,I00DPECKSH (Picus viridis) One Geen un S Site hpril 15, 1970, emd one 

heard on N Site, Feb 16, 1973. 

RED-Bl.CKED SI-IIUlill (Lnniu8 collurin.) I . r:lale o.ncl a juvenile were Geen on severo.l 

dates during the firGt \1eek in July 1972, in the extreme south end of the 

South Site. They probably nested outside the ~sto.blishment, but t his was 

the only breeding record for Dscex for 1972. The red-backed shrike it:: n0\1 

o.n exceedingly rare bird. 

GREAT GB:'!;-Y SHHIKE CLClnius exubitor) Rare winter vi:.:;itor. One seen on New Hill, 

i'1arch 1, 1974. 

I:J:.XI:JING (Bombycilla garrulus) One :S8en in a go.rden on the EltDE ectClte, Feb 4, 

1970. Though not strictly an :C;Im~ record, thi::; seemed too interesting to 

omit. 

GilluSSHOPPEn V/i>RBL.::.;n (Locustella naevia) jluch incrcD.ced summer vi3i tor to the 

country o.S a whole. 'l'hic haG resulted in c;cvernl a:;:>pe~ral1CeG on New Hill -

July 13 and 19, 1971, ;\.pril 17, 1974. Since the reeling Gong i:3 normally 

deli vered at ni;3ht, t :.:.i s bird may be T!lore COlik10n thLi.n here indicc..t ed. 

LESS:GR ~!HITLT}E~(;;lT (Syl via curruc<l.) Perhapc now a regul::<r GLUllmer vi ::; i tor to New 

Hill. Heard and seen Nay 20, 1970, j·io.y 20, 1971, c:,nd l';U.Y 6 nnd raany 

cubsequent dates in 1974. 

STONECI-Ui.T CSaxicola torquata) Irregul.::r winter vLitor. Seen around I'I Side pit, 

Oct 6, 1969 and Oct 18 , 1973. 

REDSTART · CPhoenicuruG phoenicurus) Hare pasGo.ge migro.nt to :t;RDE, though breeds 

in Epping Forest u.nd Broxbourne ~JoodG, ;.pril 15, 1970, Sept 10 and 21, 1971. 

NUT Ii\.TC I-I (Sitta europaec,J Two bird.:> seen on S Site on Feb 1o , 1970. Cor:ll,lOn in 

Epping l"oreGt, \d1i tew8 bbs Pc:.rk, etc. 

'1' J 1 ewi s 
? June 1974 
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