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After a below average breeding season in 2003
for many of the common songbirds monitored
by CES, ringers headed out with high hopes for
a better year. Each year between May and
September, trained and enthusiastic ringers visit
their wellestablished sites about once every ten
days. Nets are erected in the same place on each
visit and run for the same length of time. This
standard approach allows us to compare catches
from one year to the next and therefore get a
good estimate of changes in adult numbers and
breeding success. We can also use these captures
of ringed and retrapped birds to investigate
changes in survival; recent work developing this
was described in the last issue of BTO News. For
most ringers, 2004 was a busy season with many
species having a successful breeding year.

UPS AND DOWNS FOR ADULTS
The results we present here come from
standardised catches at 105 sites that submitted
data for 2004 by early January. As in previous
years, the majority of sites were in England (81
sites) with smaller numbers in Scotland (15),
Wales (five) and Ireland (four). Table 1 shows
the changes on CE sites between 2003 and 2004.

Two factors can influence the level of the adult

population each year: breeding success in the
previous year, with subsequent recruitment into
the adult population, and over-winter survival.
There were statistically significant increases in
the numbers of adults caught between 2003 and
2004 for Sedge Warbler, Reed Warbler, White-
throat, Blackcap, Willow Warbler and Reed
Bunting. Interestingly all these species had a
below average breeding season in 2003 which
implies over-winter survival must have been
good. All, except Reed Bunting, are longdistance
migrants, and may have benefited from high
rainfall in Africa in 2003. Four species showed a
statistically significant decline in the number of
adults caught between 2003 and 2004: Dunnock,
Blackbird, Song Thrush and Blue Tit.

Dunnock is currently amber-listed on the
Population Status of Birds in the UK list on the
basis of a moderate (25–49%) decline in the UK
breeding population in the last 25 years. The
Dunnock population fell substantially during
the late 1970s and early 1980s (Common Birds
Census data) after a period of stability. Since the
late 1990s there has been some recovery. The
long-term trend in adult abundance on CE sites
(Figure 1) shows a shallow decline during the
1980s followed by a shallow increase from the
early 1990s. The decline in 2004 may be a knock-
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on effect from a poor breeding season in 2003.
Figure 1 also shows the long-term trend in

catches of adult Robins. Like the Dunnock, the
Robin is a fairly common resident insectivore
with a similar breeding ecology. On CE sites,
Robins have increased steadily since the
inception of CES in 1983. It is interesting to note
how similar the pattern in adult numbers is for
Robin and Dunnock, particularly in the early
years. Declines due to the cold winter of
1990/91 and the poor breeding season in 1996
(reflected in a decline in adult numbers in 1997)
can be clearly seen. The long-term trend for
Robin from CBC/BBS data shows a large
increase since the mid- 1980s. Information from
the Nest Record Scheme suggests improved
breeding success (reductions in nest failure rates

at both egg and chick stages) although the CES
productivity index (Figure 2) shows a shallow
decline over the same period. Recent research
(see BTO News 255) shows that the number of
snow days in a year is the key variable that
affects survival for Robins and Dunnocks. Long-
term survival is tending to increase for Robins
but decrease for Dunnocks.

GOOD BREEDING SEASON
Looking back over the weather reports for spring
and summer 2004 (British Wildlife) highlights
what a mixed season it was and how extreme
regional variation can be. March started off with
high pressure, producing sunny spells and
overnight frosts, but became unsettled mid-
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TABLE 1. Changes in captures on CE sites from 2003 to 2004.

Adults Juveniles Adult Productivity 
n n % change % change

Species 2004 2004 vs 2003 Trend vs 2003 vs 83-03 Trend

Wren 100 101 –7 ↑ +15 * 0 ↔
Dunnock 98 96 –13 * ↔ +33 * +10 ↔
Robin 96 100 –10 ↑ +16 * –3 ↓
Blackbird 100 97 –9 * ↓ +41 * +10 ↓
Song Thrush 85 77 –22 * ↓ +57 * +40 ↓
Cetti’s Warbler 11 14 –2 ↑ +113 * +63 ↔
Sedge Warbler 64 67 +31 * ↔ +7 +1 ↓
Reed Warbler 56 55 +22 * ↓ +1 +4 ↔
Lesser Whitethroat 37 45 +15 ↓ +14 –12 ↔
Whitethroat 63 69 +33 * ↓ +9 +7 ↓
Garden Warbler 53 62 +2 ↓ +19 +3 ↓
Blackcap 90 95 +18 * ↑ +19 * +4 ↔
Chiffchaff 87 90 –3 ↑ +39 * +11 ↔
Willow Warbler 84 90 +30 * ↓ –19 * –7 ↓
Long-tailed Tit 77 80 –4 ↑ +27 * –5 ↔
Willow Tit 9 14 +41 ↓ –45 –50 ↔
Blue Tit 97 100 –11 * ↔ +58 * +16 ↓
Great Tit 96 100 –5 ↔ +56 * +24 ↓
Treecreeper 41 67 +1 ↔ +7 +24 ↔
Chaffinch 81 71 –6 ↔ +22 +51 ↔
Greenfinch 46 42 +1 ↑ –6 +8 ↓
Goldfinch 44 21 +30 ↔ –57 * –45 ↔
Linnet 18 14 –14 ↓ –33 –29 ↓
Bullfinch 77 62 –3 ↓ –4 0 ↔
Reed Bunting 62 46 +25 * ↓ +6 –10 ↓

n 2004 = number of sites operated in 2004 at which the species was captured
vs 2003 = percentage change between 2003 and 2004
vs 83–03 = % change with respect to 1983–2003 average
* = significance (at the 5% level) of increase/decrease with respect to previous year only
Long-term trend = long-term trend during the period of CES ringing
↑ = long-term trend shows an increase, ↓ = decrease, ↔ = stability



month. April and May were generally fine mild
months but there were periods of very heavy rain
and some flooding, particularly in the north and
west. The first half of June was generally mild in
England and unsettled in Scotland and later a
cold front moved in bringing rain and gales to
northern Britain. July started off unsettled but, by
mid-month, high pressure had moved in over
most of Britain, although cold fronts continued in
the north. For many, August was the wettest
month since 1956 and the floods at Boscastle in
Cornwall will be long remembered; Scotland,
though, had below average rainfall.

It is somewhat surprising, given the mix of
weather, that productivity was quite good for
most species. Comparing productivity with that
of 2003 (which was below average) 11 species
showed a statistically significant increase: Wren,

Dunnock, Robin, Blackbird, Song Thrush,
Cetti’s Warbler, Blackcap, Chiffchaff, Long-
tailed Tit, Blue Tit and Great Tit. Table 1 also
presents a measure of how good or bad the
breeding season was in 2004 compared with the
average in previous years (1983–2003). This
helps us to put the results from the 2004
breeding season into a long-term perspective.
For many species, breeding success in 2004 was
above average.

Resident insectivores had a good breeding
season, compared to 2003, although Robin
productivity was slightly below the long-term
average. Blackbirds had a slow start to the
season with some failure of first broods;
subsequent broods were more successful and
overall productivity was 10% above the long-
term average. Song Thrush had an excellent
breeding season with productivity 40% above
the long-term average, which is a welcome
upturn in fortunes. Despite increasing trends in
adult abundance for Chiffchaff and Blackcap,
breeding success remains fairly constant with
large annual fluctuations.

Only Willow Warbler and Goldfinch showed
a statistically significant decline in productivity
between 2003 and 2004 and for both species
breeding success was below the long-term
average. Willow Warbler shows a long-term
decline in productivity although in 2002 and
2003 productivity was actually above average.
Goldfinch shows quite large annual variation in
breeding success and has shown a shallow
increase over the last 10 years.

CES MONITORS CETTI’S WARBLER
For the first time CES has been able to

monitor Cetti’s Warbler. Sufficient numbers are
now caught on CE sites for us to be able to
produce an index of adult abundance and
productivity. The number of birds caught at
present is quite low, with most sites catching just
one or two birds. The CES at The Nunnery in
Thetford caught its first Cetti’s Warbler in late
July; a dispersing juvenile male that stayed
around for a few weeks. We will monitor closely
the number of sites contributing records and the
usefulness of these data. The long-term trend in
adult Cetti’s Warbler is presented in Figure 3.
They have really taken off since 1998.

Cetti’s Warblers have been expanding their
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Trends in adult abundance on CE sites.

FIGURE 2. Robin and Dunnock productivity.

Trends in productivity on CE sites.
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FIGURE 1. Robin and Dunnock adult. abundance.
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range over the last few years. Productivity from
CES is fairly constant so it is likely that the
expansion has been partly fuelled by mild
winter weather and good over-winter survival.

Cetti’s Warbler is not currently monitored by
any other scheme, although their distribution

and numbers are reasonably well covered by
county bird reports. It will be interesting to see
what happens when (if!) we get a really cold
winter like the one in 1981/82.

In 2000 we dropped Redpoll from the list
because too few sites caught them to be able to
confidently report on their fortunes. Willow Tit
is perilously close to dropping off as well. It is
pleasing, therefore, to be able to report on a
species such as Cetti’s doing so well.

FIND OUT MORE AND GET INVOLVED
The CES Scheme is a key component of the
BTO’s Integrated Population Monitoring
programme. Results from CES, together with
information from other longrunning BTO
schemes can be found in the Wider Countryside
Report on the BTO website www.bto.org/
birdtrends.

To find out more about ringing and how to
become a trainee ringer visit the website
www.bto.org/ringing or contact the Ringing
Unit at BTO Thetford HQ.

FIGURE 3. Adult Cetti’s Warbler abundance.

Long-term trends in adult abundance on CE sites. (Dotted
lines represent 95% confidence limits.)
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