The Harnham Slope Bird Nest Box Report – 2014

Report by John Vickerman – October 2014

Introduction

This report is the second nest box report since 29 bird nest boxes were sited in the woodland of the Harnham Slope by The Friends of The Harnham Slope prior to the beginning of the bird breeding season of 2013.  Some of these boxes were repositioned so as to create a wider spread of boxes through the monitored area, and a further 17 nest boxes were added prior to the start of the 2014 breeding season. Therefore, a total of 46 nest boxes were in place all of which were of the hole-entrance type most suited for breeding purposes by members of the tit family, and perhaps also for some other small bird species.

The object of the project is to encourage any bird species to utilise such boxes so as to increase bird populations on the Slope, and to provide opportunities for educational involvement by schools, colleges or other interested parties.

The boxes are of a number of different designs, but all have accurately bored entrance holes of two sizes: 

1. 
25 Blue Tit (or any other small hole-nesting bird species) nest boxes with a hole entrance diameter of 
28mm, and designed to exclude larger species.

2.
21 Great Tit (or similarly sized or smaller hole-nesting bird species) nest boxes with a hole entrance 
diameter of 32mm.

The holes have steel squirrel-proof protectors over them, and manufactured with these diameters so that  unwelcome Grey Squirrels are discouraged from gnawing to enlarge the holes and predate the contents. However, it is known that both Wood Mice, Yellow-necked Mice and Weasels are predators of both eggs and young nestlings, so could gain entry to any nest box or natural hole. 

From early April at the onset of the breeding season, and in order to gather relevant data concerning nest box usage and so as to keep disturbance to a minimum, inspection of the boxes was carried out at roughly weekly intervals. If a nest was being brooded, there was never any attempt to disturb such a brooding bird just for the sake of closer examination of the contents. 

Through the breeding season, fairly accurate data (though it can never be wholly accurate in every nest box) can be recorded of the events of the breeding cycle within the boxes. This is especially possible when nestlings are approaching the fledging stage as they can then be easily and quickly counted whilst the adults are away foraging for food. Any dead nestlings are removed whenever discovered so as to keep the nest free of decomposing corpses and possible disease, and any hidden unhatched eggs usually remain within the nest until after fledging when they become visible. 

So it is generally possible to obtain meaningful data through the breeding cycle for calculating the number of eggs laid, nestling mortality, and fledging success. Total accuracy will never be achieved, but over a period of years with constant monitoring procedures, annual fluctuations become clear as nest box occupation levels and population trends are recorded.

Such fluctuations are nearly always weather-driven. After the long cold Winter of 2012/13 when small bird breeding activity never really got going until very late in April, this year with the Winter and early Spring having been contrastingly mild with hardly any frosts, though extremely wet, so then breeding activity commenced some three weeks earlier. Because of the mildness and plenty of rain before dryer weather arrived in early in March, tree and other plant growth was extravagant to say the least! Warmth and sunshine prevailed until near the end of May. At that time, a change to cooler and wetter conditions set-in lasting until towards the end of June. Inevitably, this critical period of very cool and often wet conditions just as, especially, Blue Tit nestlings were about to fledge their nests, induced a spell of nest mortality as insect larvae ceased to emerge under those conditions. Shortage of food, and chill and damp are not good conditions for hungry nestlings, and thus significant nest mortality did occur at that critical time.   

But it was not a complete failure although the Blue Tits did struggle a bit! The larger and stronger Great Tits mostly managed to fledge just before the cool and damp at the end of May arrived, and then a couple of second Great Tit broods benefited from fine warm weather at the end of June and into July. They did well! 

Nest Box Occupancy

The occupancy levels for this year with comparisons to last year are shown below:

2013
Of 29 boxes, 16 were occupied (55.17%) – 13 by Blue Tits and 3 by Great Tits.

2014
Of 46 boxes, 23 were occupied (50.00%) – 17 by Blue Tits and 6 by Great Tits 

Breeding Data 

28mm hole-entrance diameter nest boxes suitable for Blue Tits – 25 in place

Blue Tits
13 nest boxes were occupied, and of these:



1 nest box contained 10 eggs but deserted before hatching. These details are not included in 

the tables that follow;



12 nest boxes contained a minimum of 76 eggs with at least 65 hatching and an assumed 30 

nestlings fledged.



12 nest boxes remained unoccupied

32mm hole-entrance diameter nest boxes suitable for Great Tits and others – 21 in place

Blue Tits
4 nest boxes were occupied and contained a minimum of 27 eggs with at least 23 hatching 

and an assumed 11 nestlings fledged.

Great Tits
6 nest boxes were occupied, and of these:



1 nest box contained 7 eggs but deserted before hatching. These details are not included in 

the tables that follow;



5 nest boxes contained a minimum of 41 eggs with at least 40 hatching and an assumed 35 

nestlings fledged.



11 nest boxes remained unoccupied.

Summary of nest box success in 46 available nest boxes

The following tables show details and averages of all nests where hatching of eggs had occurred.

Nests with eggs laid but then subsequently deserted prior to hatching time, or partially or completed nests but with no eggs laid, are excluded from the tables below. Birds involved in such failed events may go on to nest elsewhere, and might thus be counted and recorded twice leading to the creation of a distorted picture of events.  

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	BLUE TIT
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Year
	Number of nests
	Number of eggs
	Average number of eggs per box
	Number of fledged juveniles
	Average number of fledged juveniles per box
	Percentage of fledged juveniles to eggs laid

	2013
	12
	76
	6.33
	23
	1.92
	30.26%

	2014
	16
	103
	6.44
	41
	2.56
	39.81%


	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	GREAT TIT
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Year
	Number of nests
	Number of eggs
	Average number of eggs per box
	Number of fledged juveniles
	Average number of fledged juveniles per box
	Percentage of fledged juveniles to eggs laid

	2013
	3
	24
	8
	22
	7.33
	91.67%

	2014
	5
	41
	8.2
	35
	7
	85.37%


Conclusions

Most people would consider that the Summer of 2014 was a pleasantly warm and dry Summer. Yet a spell of cool and often wet weather lasting for about three weeks, and prevailing just as young, mainly, Blue Tits were approaching fledging time, had a detrimental effect on fledging success. Such weather retards the hatching of insect eggs into countless larvae, and suddenly it becomes as much as the adult birds can do to feed themselves let alone a nest full of nestlings too. Such nestlings left alone for increasing lengths of time without being brooded for warmth plus not being adequately fed, quickly takes its toll as they begin to perish with the strongest of the brood taking the bulk of what food that is presented at the nest.

That is why Blue Tits especially, invest heavily in a one-hit single-brooded strategy of producing large clutches of eggs timed to hatch and fledge their young just during that period from mid May through to mid June when larvae and insect life is – or should be – at its height. Too early or too late, and they will miss the bonanza. There is no time for two clutches, so they suffer when cold and wet strikes at that time. However, their numbers bounce back quickly when that critical period during the year is fine and warm for them.

Great Tits got it just right this year with their strategy being to fledge their young about a week or so earlier than the Blue Tits. Their young were out of their nests and away before the cool and the damp arrived, and being somewhat larger and stronger, are better able to cope with minor blips in the weather, and only seldom will they lay more than nine eggs. They leave themselves a little wriggle-room, for if they do get hit by the weather, then they are insuring themselves with a little strength left to sometimes produce a second, though nearly always much smaller, second clutch so as to attempt to recover the situation to some degree. For them this year, that strategy worked well with their first brood fledging just before the weather turned cool and damp, and there was still enough food around to sustain the smaller second broods through the fine latter part of June and into July. Always, there are winners and losers, and often different ones year by year!

National data gathered annually by the British Trust for Ornithology demonstrates that between 1967 and 2010, Blue Tit breeding numbers have increased by 37% and Great Tits by 112% (Ref: The Bird Atlas: The Breeding and Wintering Birds of Britain and Ireland 2007 – 2011. Published by the  BTO, 2013). So both species can be described as “winners”, and are almost certainly benefiting from better survival as a result of the expansion of residential areas and the increasing use of garden feeders, especially in Winter, aiding survival.

It's good to know then, that The Friends of The Harnham Slope are doing their bit to help sustain our local birds by not only helping to feed them in this edge-of-suburban area, but also to provide them with extra housing  in a young wooded area where there are not too many natural holes such as they would find in old woodland such as in much of the New Forest.

Grateful thanks for driving this project forward as enthusiastically as ever during the last twelve months must go to Barry Wilkins, and also to other Friends, and all of whom have given a lot of their time and materials generously and voluntarily in providing, maintaining and repairing boxes as necessary during the year. A  huge “THANK YOU” to all you guys!             

John Vickerman

Tel:  01722 334770

