 AVON WINTER BIRD SURVEY

2023-2024
INTRODUCTION

This was the eighth season of the Avon Winter Bird Survey (AWBS) the aim of which is to monitor the changing fortunes of the common birds that spend the winter months in our area.  The BTO's Breeding Bird Survey (BBS), with additional local coverage, has been well established in the Avon BTO Region (the old County of Avon plus the western Mendips and the area around Cheddar) since 1994.  This has provided valuable data on the common breeding birds of our area.  However, it was clear that we did not have the same level of knowledge of our overwintering bird populations.  At present there is no National winter survey equivalent to BBS and this Survey is intended to fill that gap in the Avon BTO Region.
In the winter of 2023-24 148 squares were surveyed, rather less than the 161 squares surveyed in 2022-23, possibly a result of the rather wet conditions that prevailed in this season!

In due course as data is built up it is hoped that we will be able to monitor changes in the populations of our common winter birds with a reasonable degree of confidence as we are able to do for our breeding birds with BBS.
METHOD

AWBS is conducted by birdwatchers who are able to recognise all the species likely to be encountered by both sight and sound. In 2023-24 a total of 67 observers participated, many of them members of the Bristol Ornithological Club, the Bristol Naturalists’ Society and the British Trust for Ornithology (or even all three!).  The survey consisted of visits to one-kilometre squares, most of which are already being surveyed as part of BBS. A minimum of two recording visits is made to each square, one in November/December and one at least four weeks later in January/February and observers may make an optional third visit. Observers make two one-kilometre transects across their square recording all birds seen or heard.  
RESULTS
It was another mild winter with no significant cold spells. A total of 148 squares were surveyed compared to 161 in 2022-23.  The area surveyed represents approximately 9.4% of the Region.  Surveyed squares are spread reasonably evenly across the Region (Table 1 below) but further coverage particularly in BaNES and in the Somerset section would be welcome.  A total of 64,104 birds of 95 species were recorded in the 148 squares at the rate of 151 birds per hour of surveying. 
Table 1 - Breakdown of squares surveyed
	Unitary Authority
	   Squares

  Surveyed
	% of UA        ea

     Surveyed
	      Birds 

   Recorded
	          % of 

     Total Birds 

       Recorded

	
	
	
	
	

	Bath & NE Somerset
	25
	7.1%
	11142
	17.4%

	North Somerset
	32
	9.4%
	14385
	22.4%

	S. Gloucestershire
	49
	11.2%
	20764
	32.4%

	City of Bristol
	23
	20.0%
	7247
	11.3%

	Somerset (BTO Avon)
	19
	6.1%
	10566
	16.5%

	
	148
	
	64104
	


Table 2 - Visits per square

This is a reflection of the effort put into the Survey.  The level of coverage was encouraging with a large majority of the squares receiving at least two visits. 
	
	Squares

surveyed
	  1 Visit
	  2 Visits
	 3 Visits
	 4 Visits
	   Total

    visits

	Bath & NE Somerset
	25
	        2
	      18
	       3
	       2
	        55

	North Somerset
	32
	        3
	      18
	      11
	       -
	        72

	S Gloucestershire
	49
	        1
	      46
	       2
	       -
	        99

	City of Bristol
	23
	        -
	      20
	       3
	       -
	        49

	Somerset (BTO Avon)
	19
	        1
	      13
	       5
	       -
	        42

	
	148
	
	
	
	
	       317


Table 3 below lists all the species recorded in the Survey and gives the number counted and the percentage of the total of squares surveyed in which they were encountered.  
Table 3 - Birds recorded in AWBS in 2023 – 2024
	Species
	Number

Counted

2023-24
	Distribution in area

         surveyed

           2023-24
Squares             % 

in which     of Squares                              

recorded       surveyed
	Species
	Number

Counted

2023-24
	Distribution in area

         surveyed

           2023-24
 Squares             % 

in which    of Squares                              

recorded    surveyed

	Canada Goose
	368
	6
	4.1
	Kestrel
	40
	33
	22.3

	Mute Swan
	167
	14
	9.5
	Peregrine
	9
	6
	4.1

	Shelduck
	14
	5
	3.4
	Jay
	117
	60
	40.5

	Gadwall
	17
	2
	1.4
	Magpie
	1554
	134
	90.5

	Wigeon 
	12
	2
	1.4
	Jackdaw
	5153
	134
	90.5

	Mallard
	894
	41
	27.7
	Rook
	2131
	58
	39.2

	Teal
	116
	6
	4.1
	Carrion Crow
	3335
	147
	99.3

	Tufted Duck
	39
	3
	2.0
	Raven
	158
	65
	43.9

	Goosander
	49
	4
	2.7
	Waxwing
	1
	1
	0.7

	Pheasant
	413
	52
	35.1
	Coal Tit 
	119
	43
	29.1

	Red-leg Partridge
	65
	9
	6.1
	Marsh Tit
	12
	8
	5.4

	Feral Pigeon
	1679
	49
	33.1
	Blue Tit
	2217
	141
	95.3

	Stock Dove
	216
	24
	16.2
	Great Tit
	1219
	137
	92.6

	Woodpigeon
	9113
	147
	99.3
	Skylark
	330
	41
	27.7

	Collared Dove
	238
	55
	37.2
	Cetti's Warbler
	6
	6
	4.1

	Water Rail 
	1
	1
	0.7
	Long-tailed Tit
	597
	97
	65.5

	Moorhen
	147
	25
	16.9
	Chiffchaff
	37
	15
	10.1

	Coot
	41
	3
	2.0
	Blackcap
	13
	9
	6.1

	Little Grebe
	14
	5
	3.4
	Firecrest
	2
	2
	1.4

	Oystercatcher
	        2
	1
	0.7
	Goldcrest
	195
	69
	46.6

	Lapwing
	      325
	7
	4.7
	Wren 
	736
	130
	87.8

	Golden Plover
	10
	2
	1.4
	Nuthatch
	92
	39
	26.4

	Curlew
	13
	5
	3.4
	Treecreeper
	20
	15
	10.1

	Purple Sandpiper
	12
	1
	0.7
	Starling
	9883
	91
	61.5

	Woodcock
	2
	2
	1.4
	Song Thrush
	248
	95
	64.2

	Jack Snipe
	1
	1
	0.7
	Mistle Thrush
	51
	34
	23.0

	Snipe
	99
	6
	4.1
	Redwing
	2966
	100
	67.8

	Common Sandpiper
	4
	2
	1.4
	Blackbird
	1698
	142
	95.9

	Green Sandpiper
	4
	1
	0.7
	Fieldfare
	2017
	76
	51.4

	Redshank
	50
	5
	3.4
	Robin
	2127
	146
	98.6

	Black-headed Gull
	2950
	59
	39.9
	Stonechat
	41
	17
	11.5

	Common Gull
	887
	14
	9.5
	House Sparrow
	1719
	84
	56.8

	Gt.  Black-bck Gull
	5
	3
	2.0
	Dunnock
	475
	122
	82.4

	Herring Gull
	1863
	114
	77.0
	Grey Wagtail
	20
	16
	10.8

	L. Black-back Gull
	430
	58
	39.2
	Pied Wagtail
	262
	65
	43.9

	Cormorant
	66
	25
	16.9
	Meadow Pipit
	252
	33
	22.3

	Cattle Egret
	16
	1
	0.7
	Rock Pipit
	2
	1
	0.7

	Grey Heron
	34
	18
	12.2
	Chaffinch 
	937
	98
	66.2

	Great Egret
	2
	1
	0.7
	Bullfinch
	62
	24
	16.2

	Little Egret
	66
	18
	12.2
	Greenfinch
	206
	53
	35.8

	Sparrowhawk
	24
	19
	12.8
	Linnet
	706
	25
	16.9

	Goshawk
	2
	1
	0.7
	Crossbill
	13
	2
	1.4

	Red Kite
	57
	22
	14.9
	Goldfinch 
	983
	109
	73.6

	Buzzard
	232
	91
	61.5
	Siskin
	145
	13
	8.8

	Tawny Owl
	3
	3
	2.0
	Corn Bunting
	76
	6
	4.1

	Kingfisher 
	4
	4
	2.7
	Yellowhammer
	119
	14
	9.5

	Gt Spot Wood'r
	131
	68
	45.9
	Reed Bunting
	13
	3
	2.0

	Green Wood'r
	75
	52
	35.1
	
	
	
	


Table 4 - Percentage changes in species recorded in AWBS in the BTO Avon Region in the winter of 2023-24 compared to the winter of 2022-23 with change figures recorded in the previous AWBS season for comparison
	Species
	% Change 

22/23 - 23/24
	% Change 

21/22 - 22/23
	Species
	% Change 

22/23 - 23/24
	% Change 

21/22 - 22/23

	Mallard
	-16%
	-5%
	Skylark
	-29%
	2%

	Feral Pigeon
	-10%
	9%
	Wren
	44%
	-25%

	Wood Pigeon
	38%
	-19%
	Starling
	53%
	-29%

	Black-headed Gull
	-15%
	-16%
	Redwing
	0%
	-3%

	Common Gull
	40%
	-12%
	Blackbird
	-9%
	-17%

	Herring Gull
	-3%
	-18%
	Fieldfare
	0%
	61%

	Lesser B-backed Gull
	70%
	-21%
	Robin
	7%
	-9%

	Magpie
	-8%
	-4%
	House Sparrow 
	-18%
	-8%

	Jackdaw
	-29%
	22%
	Dunnock
	4%
	-9%

	Rook
	7%
	9%
	Pied Wagtail
	-18%
	13%

	Carrion Crow
	-20%
	-8%
	Meadow Pipit
	-38%
	4% 

	Blue Tit
	15%
	-13%
	Chaffinch
	1%
	5%

	Great Tit
	20%
	-9%
	Linnet
	-50%
	124%

	Long-tailed Tit
	       -1%
	      -12%
	Goldfinch
	-18%
	-6%


The percentage change figures above are based on the 130 squares that were surveyed by the same observer in both 2022-23 and 2023-24.  These figures are calculated by taking the higher count from the visits to each square and comparing the results over the two seasons.  
The species for which an attempt has been made to measure change are all common and widespread species where a minimum of around 200 individuals were recorded in the 'best counts' for each season. These figures should of course be treated with a degree of caution, particularly where samples are relatively small.  However, differences of more than 5% are likely to reflect a genuine change, while low single-digit figures are unlikely to reflect a genuine change – examples may be Herring Gull at -3% and Chaffinch at +1%. 
Unlike BBS we have included change figures for some Gull species - they are excluded in BBS as so many are assumed to be non-breeders.  Many will have been recorded in flocks on farmland which are likely to be very mobile and results are likely to be volatile.  Both Black-headed Gull and Common Gull are common Winter visitors in our Region and the former was the sixth most common species recorded in the Survey while Common Gull was the twentieth most common. Common Gull recorded a 40% increase over the previous season after a 12% decline in the previous season while Black-headed Gull recorded a further decline of -15% after a decline of    

 -16% in the previous season.  However, Lesser Black-backed Gull recorded an impressive increase of 70% after a succession of substantial declines over the previous three seasons indicating an increased proportion of the population opting to remain in their breeding area rather than migrating south for the winter.  However, the related but rather more sedentary Herring Gull recorded a marginal decline of 3% after the substantial decline of 18% noted in the previous season.
While it slipped back to second place behind Starling in the Abundance table (see Table 5 below) Woodpigeon recorded a healthy increase of 38% compared to a decline of 19% in 2022-23.   
The resident Blue Tits and Great Tits both showed significant increases of 15% and 20% respectively which may indicate a successful breeding season in 2023 although it should be noted that in the 2024 BBS Survey both species showed little or no change from 2023 (Blue Tit 0%, and Great Tit -2%).  However, Long-tailed Tit recorded a minor decline of 1% but this follows a significant decline of 12% in the previous season (a decline of 9% was noted in the 2024 BBS season).

Wren, another resident species, shows an increase of 44% which is surprising for a species which can be a little elusive in the winter season.  

Starling recorded an increase of 53% after a decline of 29% in the previous season.  Fieldfare numbers were unchanged after their substantial increase of 61% noted in the previous season while Redwing also showed no change.  However, Blackbird recorded a further decline of 9% after the decline of 17% in the previous season.
Chaffinch is effectively unchanged from the previous season. However, Linnet which recorded a stunning increase of 124% in the previous season perhaps unsurprisingly records a decrease of 50% in this season.  Rather more concerning is Goldfinch which shows a reduction of 18% from the previous season when a reduction of 12% was recorded.
Table 5 - Species recorded in the Survey ranked by abundance
The table below lists the 20 most common species recorded in the Survey, ranked in order of abundance, and their comparable positions in AWBS 2022-23 and BBS in 2023.  
	 AWBS 

   23-24
   Rank
	              Species
	  AWBS

   Count
	      AWBS         
        22-23
        Rank
	     2023
     BBS

    Rank

	      1
	Starling
	     9883
	      3
	        10

	      2
	Woodpigeon
	     9113
	      1 
	         1

	      3
	Jackdaw
	     5153
	      2
	         2

	      4
	Carrion Crow
	     3335
	      4
	         3

	      5
	Redwing
	     2968
	      6
	         -

	      6
	Black-headed Gull
	     2950
	      5
	         -

	      7
	Blue Tit 
	     2217
	     14
	         9

	      8
	Rook
	     2131
	     12
	         8

	      9
	Robin
	     2127
	      7
	         7

	     10
	Fieldfare
	     2017
	     13
	         -

	     11
	Herring Gull
	     1863
	     10
	        11

	     12
	House Sparrow
	     1719
	      9
	         6

	     13
	Blackbird
	     1698
	     11
	         4

	     14
	Feral Pigeon
	     1679
	      8
	        16

	     15
	Magpie 
	     1554
	     15
	        14

	     16
	Great Tit
	     1219
	     18
	        15

	     17
	Goldfinch 
	      983
	     16
	        13

	     18
	Chaffinch
	      937
	     20
	         -

	     19
	Mallard
	      894
	     19
	         -

	     20
	Common Gull
	      887
	  -
	        -

	      -
	Lapwing
	      325
	    17
	        -

	· 
	Wren
	      736
	    -
	        5

	    -
	Dunnock
	      475
	 -
	       20

	     -
	Lesser Black-backed Gull
	      430
	   -   
	       18

	     -
	Chiffchaff
	       37
	  -  
	       12

	     -
	Blackcap
	       13
	   -
	       17


Starling regains its place as the most abundant AWBS species but Lapwing again falls out of the Table.  Predominantly summer visitors such as Chiffchaff disappear from the 'Top 20' while the winter thrushes and Black-headed Gulls are present in significant numbers.  Wren and Dunnock are as usual absent from this list (ranked 5th and 20th in the BBS list) but as with some of our other resident species this is presumably because many are detected by song in the breeding season and it is thus an issue of detectability rather than reflecting any change in numbers.

COMPARISON WITH BBS RESULTS
Of the 148 squares surveyed in the Survey, 137 were surveyed by the same observer as part of the BBS in 2023 and it is of interest to compare the results. 
Even for many of our resident species there can be major population changes as some breeding birds move further south for the winter and are replaced to a lesser or greater extent by birds migrating from the north and east.  Just because a species is present in both periods does not mean that they are the same birds.  The prime example as in previous years is Starling which in BBS has declined by 27% in the past ten years and by 89% since 1994 but which records a count 576% higher than the BBS count. Another reason for differences is that many passerine species are identified by song in the BBS survey and may be rather more difficult to detect in the winter months: Wren, Dunnock and Song Thrush may all be examples.  The other difference will be that BBS counts (at least in theory) exclude juveniles whereas AWBS figures will include 1st winter birds and this may reflect the success or otherwise of the previous breeding season.
Table 6 below gives a selection of the differences between AWBS and the 2023 BBS for those 137 squares where observer and location were identical.  Species which are predominantly summer migrants, such as Swallows and the Warblers, and predominantly winter visitors such as Black-headed Gull and Redwing, are excluded from the Table.
Table 6 - Comparison of results for squares surveyed by both BBS and AWBS

	Species
	Best Counts in 

AWBS 2023-2024

	Best Counts in 

BBS 2023
	AWBS

compared to BBS 2023

	Mallard
	430
	364
	+18%

	Pheasant
	285
	284
	0%

	Feral Pigeon
	938
	528
	+78%

	Woodpigeon
	5836
	3263
	+79%

	Collared Dove
	180
	218
	-17%

	Herring Gull
	1173
	844
	+39%

	Lesser Black-back Gull
	319
	444
	-28%

	Magpie
	819
	669
	+22%

	Jackdaw
	3411
	2160
	+58%

	Rook 
	1505
	1074
	+40%

	Carrion Crow
	1791
	1774
	+1%

	Blue Tit
	1288
	803
	+38%

	Great Tit
	803
	618
	+30%

	Skylark
	251
	397
	-37%

	Long-tailed Tit
	436
	144
	+203%

	Wren
	479
	1537
	-69%

	Starling
	7694
	1139
	+576%

	Song Thrush
	202
	360
	-44%

	Blackbird
	1007
	1657
	-39%

	Robin
	1284
	1214
	+6%

	House Sparrow
	1027
	1542
	-33%

	Dunnock
	347
	439
	-21%

	Chaffinch
	736
	440
	+67%

	Greenfinch
	173
	228
	-24%

	Linnet
	408
	199
	+105%

	Goldfinch
	659
	715
	-8%


As mentioned above Starling is the most conspicuous out-performer compared to BBS. Long-tailed Tit shows a large positive difference of 203% and Linnet also shows a large increase of 105% over the BBS count.
Chaffinch shows a large increase of 67% over BBS despite the marginal increase of 1% noted in Table 4 above but this is probably caused by winter migrants. Greenfinch, which has suffered large declines in the past 20 years, shows a decrease of 24% compared to BBS 2023. 
Squares Surveyed in 2023-24
City of Bristol – ST5276, ST5376, ST5377, ST5477, ST5577, ST5578, ST5579, ST5672, ST5673, ST5677, ST5768, ST5772, ST5774, ST5775, ST5777, ST5874, ST5875, ST5876, ST5877, ST5974, ST5975, ST6069, ST6071.

Bath & North East Somerset – ST5263, ST5761, ST5865, ST5956, ST6462, ST6562, ST6568, ST6669, ST6755, ST6768, ST7055, ST7065, ST7157, ST7159, ST7168, ST7262, ST7264, ST7368, ST7369, ST7461, ST7659, ST7664, ST7668, ST7669, ST7768.
North Somerset –ST3861, ST3957, ST3968. ST3970, ST4063, ST4069, ST4162, ST4163, ST4460, ST4465, ST4473, ST4474, ST4476, ST4675, ST4677, ST4762, ST4766, ST4769, ST4771, ST4777, ST4869, ST4963, ST4967, ST4974, ST5173, ST5174, ST5175, ST5270, ST5275, ST5468, ST5474, ST5574. 
South Gloucestershire – ST5787, ST5885, ST5978, ST5983, ST6088, ST6184, ST6186, ST6288, ST6378, ST6389, ST6477, ST6478, ST6479, ST6681, ST6682, ST6687, ST6780, ST6781, ST6783, ST6788, ST6869, ST6874, ST6875, ST6876, ST6878, ST6880, ST6883, ST6978, ST6987, ST7084, ST7380, ST7388, ST7472, ST7478, ST7487, ST7679, ST7681, ST7684, ST7685, ST7773, ST7776, ST7779, ST7875, ST7879, ST7880, ST7887, ST7973, ST7981, ST7986.
Somerset –ST3754, ST3854, ST4152, ST4154, ST4252, ST4652, ST4750, ST4756, ST4856, ST5050, ST5056, ST5351, ST5451, ST5454, ST5551, ST5554, ST6055, ST6352, ST6752.
An enormous and very sincere thank you to all observers who have made the effort to contribute to this Survey and add to our understanding of Avon's birds.
