BIRDING IN WHARFEDALE

5: BIRDS SEEN IN WNS AREA (1946 - end 2003)

Background

1. The first 'complete' annual WNS list we have is for 1950.  I have not included in the following table the year in which birds were first recorded for those that were apparently relatively common at that time and had been recorded in most of the previous years.

2. There does not appear to have been a consistent approach over the years to authenticating records of 'rare' birds: note of submission of some such cases to the YNU are recorded, but rarely the outcome of such submissions.  In other cases there does not appear to have been any submission.  If the WNS considers it would be worth maintaining this list in the future it would be highly desirable if we could introduce the discipline of reporting rarities (as BOG does at the moment).  There were only two sightings of birds that would come in this category in 2003.  An alpine swift was recorded for the first time in the area when Brin Best saw one over Otley Wetlands on 26th April: I attach a copy of the excellent report which he produced for BOG and which is still under consideration.  The other was the second sighting of a red-backed shrike at Lower Barden reservoir on 15th June.  This was recorded by digiscope (telescope + digital camera), an increasingly popular way of recording rare birds, and a splendid close-up of the bird was on the BOG web-site the next day!

3. The status of a number of species is confusing and evolving.  Species introduced over the last two or three centuries have escaped into the wild, bred and established stable feral populations.  The little owl, for instance, is now regarded as one of our favourite wild birds, although it was only introduced in 1874 and 1888.  Another species, the Egyptian goose, has become established in some parts of the country, and was accepted onto the BTO list in 1971.  There has also been a positive policy of re-introducing endangered species, e.g. red kite and, at the moment, the corn crake.  Global changes in the weather area are also resulting in significant changes in the distribution of birds, e.g. the little egret has been seen in 4 of the last 7 years since it was first recorded in 1997.  Finally, the situation is further complicated by the massive increase in bird 'parks' in the past half century, which has resulted in far more escapees than before: the situation being particularly confusing for geese (see note 1).  I have had to adopt a somewhat arbitrary position for the WNS area.  I have included the greylag goose, the mandarin duck and the red kite as 'wild' birds.  However, I have queried the status of a number of other birds such as storks, various geese, ruddy shelduck and ring-necked parakeet as to whether they might more likely have been feral birds or escapees, rather than 'wild' birds (although all are on the BTO list).  It is impossible at this distance to review whether or not these sightings, which have generally occurred since the early 1970's, were of 'wild' birds.  However, I have included some footnotes on each of these species and made a judgement on whether the balance of probability is that the bird could have been wild or is most almost certainly an escapee.  The majority I have included in the 'escapee' category and birds in this category are shaded.

4. The number of sightings of rarities (i.e. seen 5 times or less) is shown in red.

5. There have also been a number of 'exotic' escapees, the most famous (or infamous) being the Eurasian Eagle Owl, which terrorised small dogs on Ilkley Moor in 2001/2.  These are listed separately.

John Flood
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      First seen

(N)
Number of years rare bird seen
Red-throated Diver (4)
1947

Common Pochard


Black-throated Diver (1)
1978

Ferruginous Duck (Note 10)
1977

Great Northern Diver (4)
1977

Tufted Duck


Little Grebe


Greater Scaup
1950

Great Grested Grebe


Common Eider
1963

Red-necked Grebe
1950

Long-tailed Duck
1954

Slavonian Grebe
1954

Black Scoter
1952

Black-necked Grebe
1948

Velvet Scoter (3)
1951

Northern Fulmar (2)
1970

Common Goldeneye


Manx Shearwater (1)
1958

Smew
1954

Leach's Petrel (1)
1971

Red-breasted Merganser
1954

Northern Gannet
1948

Goosander


Great Cormorant


Ruddy Duck
1979

European Shag
1965

European Honey Buzzard (4)
1972

Great Bittern (1)
2002

Red Kite
1968

Black-crowned Night Heron (2)
1990

Eurasian Marsh Harrier
1981

Little Egret (4)
1997

Hen Harrier
1956

Grey Heron


Montagu's Harrier
1969

Black Stork (Note 2)
1995

Northern Goshawk
1971

White Stork (Note 3)
1997

Eurasian Sparrowhawk


Eurasian Spoonbill (1)
1991

Common Buzzard


Mute Swan


Rough-legged Buzzard
1973

Tundra (Bewick's) Swan
1947

Golden Eagle (5)
1971

Whooper Swan
1948

Osprey
1965

Bean Goose (1)
1987

Common Kestrel


Pink-footed Goose
1953

Red-footed Falcon (3)
1980

White-fronted Goose
1959

Merlin


Greylag Goose
1964

Eurasian Hobby
1985

Greylag Goose
1964

Peregrine Falcon
1955

Snow Goose (Note 4)
1977

Red Grouse


Canada Goose


Black Grouse
1970

Barnacle Goose (Note 5)
1980

Red-legged Partridge
1958

Brent Goose (4)
1984

Grey Partridge (Partridge)


Red-breasted Goose (Note 6)
2002

Common Quail (4) (Note 11)
1981

Egyptian Goose (Note 7)
1984

Common Pheasant


Ruddy Shelduck (Note 8)
1974

Golden Pheasant (Note 12)
1985

Common Shelduck


Water Rail
1948

Mandarin Duck
1986

Corn Crake


Eurasian Wigeon


Common Moorhen


Gadwall
1968

Common Coot


Eurasian Teal


Common Crane (1) (Note 13)
2001

Mallard


Eurasian Oystercatcher


Northern Pintail
1946

Little Plover
1964

Garganey
1968

Ringed Plover
1952

Northern Shoveler


Eurasian Dotterel
1971

Red-crested Pochard (Note 9)
1971

European Golden Plover














Grey Plover
1946

Little Auk (3)
1948

Northern Lapwing


Stock Pigeon


Red Knot
1967

Common Wood Pigeon
1950

Sanderling
1951

Eurasian Collared Dove
1959

Semipalmated Sandpiper (1)
1983

European Turtle Dove
1948

Little Stint
1970

Ring-necked Parakeet (Note 15)
1972

Temminck's Stint (1)
1975

Common Cuckoo


Pectoral Sandpiper (1)
1987

Barn Owl


Curlew Sandpiper (4)
1959

Little Owl
1947

Purple Sandpiper (2)
1955

Tawny Owl


Dunlin
1946

Long-eared Owl
1965

Ruff
1955

Short-eared Owl


Jack Snipe
1952

European Nightjar


Common Snipe


Common Swift


Eurasian Woodcock


Alpine Swift (see note) (1)
2003

Black-tailed Godwit
1969

Common Kingfisher


Bar-tailed Godwit
1970

Hoopoe (5) (Note 16)
1952

Whimbrel
1956

Eurasian Wryneck (5)
1964

Eurasian Curlew


Green Woodpecker


Spotted Redshank
1955

Lesser Spotted Woodpecker


Common Redshank


Greater Spotted Woodpecker


Common Greenshank


Sky Lark


Green Sandpiper


Horned (Shore) Lark (2)
1997

Wood Sandpiper
1964

Sand Martin


Common Sandpiper


Barn Swallow


Ruddy Turnstone
1961

House Martin


Grey Phalorope (3)
1955

Tree Pipit


Arctic Skua (5)
1972

Meadow Pipit


Mediterranean Gull
1987

Rock Pipit
1972

Little Gull
1962

Water Pipit (2)
2000

Sabine's Gull (3)
1978

Yellow Wagtail


Black-headed Gull


     (Blue-headed Wagtail) (4)
1995

Mew (Common) Gull


Grey Wagtail


Lesser Black-backed Gull
1950

Pied Wagtail


Herring Gull


     (White Wagtail)
1957

Iceland Gull
1972

Bohemian Waxwing


Glaucous Gull
1968

White-throated Dipper


Great Black-backed Gull
1950

Winter Wren


Black-legged Kittiwake
1971

Hedge Accentor (Dunnock)


Sandwich Tern
1961

European Robin


Roseate Tern (1)
1979

Black Redstart
1951

Common Tern


Common Redstart


Arctic Tern
1948

Whinchat


Little Tern
1947

Stonechat


Black Tern
1954

Northern Wheatear


White-winged Tern (1)
1961

Ring Ousel


Common Guillemot (1) (Note 14)
1970

Common Blackbird














Fieldfare


Eurasian Jay


Song Thrush


Black-billed Magpie


Redwing


Eurasian Jackdaw


Mistle Thrush


Rook


Grasshopper Warbler
1961

Carrion Crow


Sedge Warbler


Hooded Crow (Note 17)
1946

Eurasian Reed Warbler
1963

Common Raven
1965

Dartford Warbler (1)
1989

Common Starling


Lesser Whitethroat


House Sparrow


Common Whitethroat


Eurasian Tree Sparrow


Garden Warbler


Chaffinch


Blackcap


Brambling


Wood Warbler


European Serin (1)
1990

Common Chiffchaff


European Greenfinch


Willow Warbler


European Goldfinch


Goldcrest


Eurasian Siskin


Firecrest
1986

Common Linnet


Spotted Flycatcher


Twite


Pied Flycatcher


Lesser Redpoll


Bearded Tit (2)
1971

Mealy Redpoll
1948

Long-tailed Tit


Arctic Redpoll (2)
1995

Marsh Tit


Common Crossbill
1958

Willow Tit
1963

Parrot Crossbill (3)
1982

Coal Tit


Common Bullfinch


Blue Tit


Hawfinch


Great Tit


Lapland Longspur (2)
1989

Wood Nuthatch


Snow Bunting
1959

Eurasian Treecreeper


Yellowhammer


Golden Oriole (2)
1976

Reed Bunting


Red-backed Shrike (2)
2001

Corn Bunting
1952

Great Grey Shrike
1949
















Number of species                                                    236 
 ( + 2 sub-species)

Number of probable escapees/possible feral              9

Exotic escaped species (not on UK list)

Chilean Flamingo
1971

Chloe Wigeon
1996

Black Swan
1981

Carolina/Wood Duck
1981

Andean Goose
1979

Red-tailed Hawk
1992

Bar-headed Goose
1994

Red-throated Caracara
1984

Swan Goose
1996

Eurasian Eagle Owl
2001

Emperor Goose
1996

Green Cockatiel
1996

Paradise Shelduck
1980




Notes

1. It is interesting to note the approach adopted to geese reports in the 1980 edition of Ornithological Report of the Yorkshire Naturalist Union.  This made the following caveats against reported sightings for that year:

Greylag, Canada, whitefront, brent

No caveat

Bean

Most sightings implied to be wild, possibility raised that one sighting might be feral

Pinkfoot

'Not all of these would be wild birds'.

Lesser whitefront

Unlikely to be wild.

Snowgoose

'Published with escape/feral proviso' or, in the 1978 edition, 'All sightings are dubious but are not necessarily direct escapees as feral breeding occurs in the Hebrides.

Egyptian, ruddy shelduck

'Published with escape/feral proviso'.

Barnacle

Some doubt about many of the birds at inland sites (noting that 2 pairs had bred at Harewood and produced 7 free-flying young).  However, it concluded that the 4 birds seen at Fewston in 1980 are 'more likely to be of genuinely wild birds'.  In 1968 it commented that 'as with snow goose, origins of most barnacles are suspect although some of the coastal records seem more genuine'.

Red-crested pochard

'Published with escape/feral proviso'.

2. A black stork was seen circling over Strid Wood in April 1995.  This species breeds in Central and Eastern Europe, but has bred further west; most birds migrate to tropical Africa.  It is accidental in the UK: It is a better flyer than the white stork and less reluctant to cross wider stretches of water.  It departs a month later than the white stork, from early August straggling into October.  It returns 2 weeks later with major arrivals between late March to late-April in the north.  Most sightings of this species are taken to be of wild birds so it is assumed this sighting was of a bird, which was an accidental migrant.
3. White storks have been seen fairly regularly since 1997 at various times of year.  However, the Harewood House aviary have a policy of allowing their (untagged) white storks to free-fly, so that it has been assumed that all birds seen have been from there.  Note, though, that BOG has recently suggested that wild birds are seen in this country and that vagrants cannot be ruled out for sightings in April and May.  Sightings of this species therefore need to be watched.
4. There have been 6 sightings of snow geese - in October 1977, 1981, June 1990, February 1991, July 1999 and December 1999; usually of single birds, but once in a family party and once with Canada geese.  'Wild' snow geese are undoubtedly seen once or twice a year in the UK, but these are invariably in flocks of wild geese, which have migrated in from the north for the winter, and none of the sightings would appear to be in this category.  (It is interesting to note that, in addition to the comments in note 1 about feral birds breeding in the Hebrides there is also a breeding group of feral birds in the Harrogate district.)  Overall this seems to be a species whose status is in long term evolution!
5. Barnacle geese were first seen in the WNS area in 1975 and have been recorded in most years since then, with single birds spending most of the year in the area in the late 1990's.  The situation for this species is complicated.  The 3 Arctic populations leave their breeding grounds in the late summer.  The most important group, as far as the WNS area is concerned is the 12,000 from Spitsbergen, which crosses northern England to winter in the Solway Firth.  It arrives in its winter quarters from the third week in September to the first week in October, and leaves in the second half of April.  (The Greenland population of 32,000 winters in western Scotland and Ireland, whilst the largest group of 180,000 from northern Russia travels through the Baltic to the Netherlands, although stragglers occasionally turn up in SE England.)  This situation is further complicated because of the number of birds that breed in many collections, many of them left fully winged, so that escapees are common.  The combination of large numbers of birds moving in and out of the country and escapees means that there is a largish feral (and breeding) population of 600 - 700 birds.  Mather suggests that single birds and small parties, particularly along the coast, may be wild, and certainly when in larger flocks.  There has been ringing confirmation of Spitsbergen birds in Yorkshire, but vagrants from the Russian population are also felt to be possible.  The 1980 edition of Ornithological Report of the Yorkshire Naturalist Union suggests that the WNS sighting of a group of 4 birds were almost certainly of wild birds.  The timing is right for genuine migrating birds and there were several sightings of groups across Yorkshire in that year; the 1997 sighting is also possibly wild birds.  The majority of the other sightings are likely to be of feral birds/escapees.  The date quoted is for the fist sighting of wild birds.

6. A single red-breasted goose was seen in mid-October, 2002.  The species comes from northern Russia and Siberia, but occasionally winters in Holland.  It could conceivably turn up on the East Coast in the company of Brent Geese, but a single bird is extremely unlikely to be wild.  The sighting is almost certainly an escapee.

7. There have been several sightings of an Egyptian goose in the latter part of 1984 and between March and June 1998; a pair was also seen in July 1987.  There is now a well-established breeding population in East Anglia where the species has bred since the 18th century, and the species is slowly spreading south and west.  However, birds are sedentary and do not tend to move very far, typically less than 5km, so that any birds seen in WNS are almost certainly escapees.  However, the species started appearing in Yorkshire in 1957 and breeding in the county is only a question of time.  Presumably at some time in the distant future this will be an accepted species in the area.

8. 5 ruddy shelducks were seen overflying Lindley Reservoir in August 1974.  This species has suffered a major long-term decline and range contraction and is now scarce even in the nearest breeding grounds in Eastern Europe and Morocco.  A population in North Africa which used to winter in Spain and migrate northwards into Europe no longer does so (since ~1970's), although there have been irregular breeding records in some Northern European countries.  The conjecture (by Mather) is that there may well not have been any wild birds in the UK since the 1930's, although there was an influx of birds of uncertain origin into NW Europe, including the UK, in 1994 from late June.  The strong likelihood is that these were escapees.

9. Red-crested pochards have been seen in 1972 (September), 73 (November), 74 (April) and 78 (November), and 2002 (August) - all but the first sighting (a single female) were of single males.  It is basically a central Asian bird, which has spread westwards into Western Europe in the last 80 years.  Autumn migration takes place from late October to early November when it winters in Spain and SW France in the west, or further east in Turkey and the Balkans.  It returns between February and March to its breeding areas, primarily in Central Europe, which are re-occupied in April and early May.  In Yorkshire there have been increasing numbers of sightings since the mid-1950's, with 75% of sightings being of females: in most years, birds have usually been seen between August and February.  It is extremely likely that some of these sightings were of passage migrants.  However, the species is plentiful in collections and breeds readily, so escapees are inevitable.  In UK small numbers of assumed escapees have bred in most years since 1968, and there was a small breeding population of <100 birds in 1990.  This is another bird whose status is somewhat ambiguous and is likely to evolve, but for the moment all past sightings are assumed to of non-wild birds.

10. There has been a single sighting of a ferruginous duck early in November 1977.  This species is accidental in the UK on an annual basis, but it is impossible to identify where the occasional bird seen in Yorkshire comes from.  This species migrate south to the Mediterranean from their breeding grounds in Europe beginning in September and peaking in October, returning in mid-March to mid-April, so the possibility of bird seen in November cannot be excluded.  However, the perceived wisdom at the time the sighting was reported is that this was an escapee and this has been accepted here.

11. Records of quail are rather less substantial than the 4 stated.  A deserted nest with 8 eggs was found in a grass field at Grassington in 1947.  A bird was heard in 1981 near the river between Otley and Pool.  Dead birds were found in Ilkley in 1985 and Otley in 1992.  It was not until 1991 was a male seen on the edge of Farnley Moor in a year when there was a reported higher-than-usual migration influx!

12. There have been several sightings of a single male golden pheasant.  After a single sighting in 1985, there were records in Ilkley between April 1996 and January 1997 with sightings then moving to Lindley, where a bird was seen between Autumn 1997 and the end of 1999.  This bird is now on the British list as result of small feral populations in the Brecklands and in SW Scotland, where birds are sedentary.  All those seen in Yorkshire are undoubtedly escapees and it is felt doubtful if they could survive long in the wild.

13. There has been one sighting from the Barden viewpoint of a single common crane flying over in mid-April 2001.  There is very small breeding population in East Anglia, but sightings are generally of migrating birds.  Large numbers of cranes migrate and the relatively few sightings in the UK are because, it is suggested, of their reluctance to cross open water.  Nevertheless there are several sightings each year at migration times, very occasionally of falls in the autumn, but more usually of the odd bird in April and May.  It appears that most sightings of this species are accepted as of wild birds.

14. The only record of a common guillemot is of 1 found dead.

15. There was a red-necked parakeet at Swinsty in September 1972.  The species first bred in the UK in 1855, although the next breeding report was not until 1969.  They are now established in several localities, especially in the SE and along the Thames valley near London where there is a growing population of several thousand; there are suggestions that a sub-population in the NW may have died out before the end of the 1990's.  The birds are extremely gregarious and roost in large flocks and are therefore spreading their breeding range rather slowly.  Mather reports that occasional sightings, all of single birds, have occurred in Yorkshire since 1976, and concludes all were escapees - this seems the most likely conclusion for the WNS sighting.

16. There have been 5 sightings of hoopoes in 1952, 58, 67, 69 and 73; 2 in May and 3 in August.  This pattern is consistent with general UK observations of 78% in the spring, mainly in late April and early May; and 22% in the autumn, with a peak in early September.  It is also interesting to note that sightings have declined generally since the 1980's as the range of the species has contracted southward! It appears that most sightings of this species are accepted as of wild birds.

17. At the time the hooded crow was recorded in the WNS area it was a sub-species of the carrion crow.  The species have since been split (BOU September 2002).  The only other split/lump, which affects the WNS list is the split of the redpoll into lesser redpoll and mealy redpoll: this appears to have been anticipated in the old records!







�	Total excludes feral pigeon
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