REMEMBER EASTER 2013?

Silly question  - I don't think any of us will forget it in a hurry! This is what Mount Bank looked like at the end of March, and some lanes were impassable well into April.
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Naturally, such extreme conditions, and particularly their timing, had a huge impact on birds. This varied between species: Blackbird and Song Thrush fledged fewer young than average, thought to be the result of a shortened breeding season. Not only were they hampered by the late, cold spring, the hot, dry weather later on also caused foraging problems. However, the same fine weather appears to have done well by insect-eating warblers like Willow Warbler, Chiffchaff and Whitethroat, allowing them to produce repeat broods.

Blue Tits, Great Tits and Pied Flycatchers, the main users of our nest boxes, feed their young on caterpillars. The delayed spring might have been expected to help these species, as recent earlier springs have caused the peak in caterpillar numbers to come too early to coincide with their breeding cycle. Instead, all three species produced fewer fledged young than average. As the shortfall was caused by lower clutch sizes, it seems likely that the condition of the females was poor because of the weather.

One of the worst-affected groups was birds of prey: the Barn Owl season was catastrophic, the worst for 30 years; Tawny Owl appears to have done no better. Throughout Shropshire, many Red Kite nests failed altogether, and many others produced just one chick - a common result in Wales, but Shropshire kites usually do better! Early indications this year are that the kites at least are in good fettle, with most established sites re-occupied, and a couple of new pairs found already.
Mild temperatures and easy foraging conditions should have improved overwinter survival of our resident species, so a successful breeding season is certainly on the cards - weather permitting[image: image1.jpg]


!
... AND BANG ON CUE, AN EARLY BIRD 

The Chiffchaff is generally the first warbler make its presence felt in spring: its repetitive little song (yes, the clue is on the name!) wouldn't win prizes for musicality, but it's as evocative of spring as the first swallow. In local records covering 12 years, all but two of my first Chiffchaff song records were in the latter part of March; it won't surprise you to hear that last year's "first" wasn't until April 13th, and was the latest yet. This year, the spell of fine, warm weather prompted a Chiffchaff to start tuning up on March 22nd, my second-earliest date, although it's only fair to say that they went quiet again when it turned cold and windy.
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NO, YOU WEREN'T IMAGINING IT!
Several of you have remarked that you felt there were fewer birds than usual in your gardens over the winter. Now it's been confirmed by BTO Garden BirdWatch that it was "the quietest winter for a decade, with birds seemingly having disappeared from gardens". The reasons appear to be a particularly good crop of seeds and berries in the autumn, keeping birds well fed in the open countryside, and the mild weather. Which just goes to show, what's good for birds isn't always good for birdwatchers!
In fact, it may be no bad thing for birds to have a rest from garden feeding. While it's undoubtedly a lifeline for birds in adverse conditions, and helps to replace depleted natural food sources, it has the disadvantage of attracting large numbers of birds regularly to the same place. This can happen in the countryside as well, with large flocks of finches, sparrows and buntings, for example, attracted to stubble fields or grain spillage, but it's less concentrated, and is naturally self-limiting - when the food's gone, the birds have to move on.

When birds are drawn together in abnormally high numbers by regular, year-round feeding, the reward of plentiful food, easily come by, carries with it the risk of disease. Greenfinches (above),  enthusiastic users of feeders, have seen their population plummet by a quarter in the last few years as a result of the respiratory disease trichomonosis. If we enjoy attracting birds to our gardens by feeding them, we owe it to them to minimize the risk of spreading diseases like this - nobody wants to see birds killed with kindness.
For advice on how you can help protect your garden visitors, visit this page on the BTO website:

http://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/gbw/gardens-wildlife/garden-birds/feeding/hygiene
SOMETHING TO CROW ABOUT...
Those of you who came to Leo's talk on Ravens will have been left in no doubt about the intelligence of these remarkable birds, but they're not the only members of the Crow family to be well endowed with little grey cells. Here's a link to some remarkable research on the New Caledonian Crow (left), an island-dwelling close relative of our Carrion Crow: 
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/mar/26/crows-reasoning-ability-seven-year-old-humans
Don't stop reading at the end of the article - the comments below the line contain some wonderful anecdotes and observations.

If you watched the programme Inside the Animal Mind, you'll have seen New Caledonian Crows performing the sorts of tasks described here. And some of the experiments demonstrated sophisticated mental functions, such as memory, and imagination - the ability to predict what will happen if you do certain things - which used to be thought well beyond the mental capacity of any bird.
The New Caledonian Crow is also a regular user of tools, selecting vegetation that can be fashioned into hooks to "fish" in crevices for the grubs it feeds on. It's the only non-primate species for which there is a body of evidence for cultural evolution in the manufacture of tools - that is to say, crows improve tools by modifying ones already in use, then other individuals in the same group will rapidly adopt the new design.

Whoever invented the expression "bird-brained" must have had to eat his words many times over. 
Watch this space, because there are a lot more surprises where these came from!
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