The Harnham Slope Bird Nest Box Report – 2013

Report by John Vickerman – October 2013

Introduction

This report is the first nest box report since 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.

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.

A total of 29 nest boxes were placed all of which are of the hole-entrance type most suited for breeding purposes by members of the tit family, and are frequently used by such species.

The boxes are of one design, but with accurately bored entrance holes of two different sizes: 

1. 
14 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.
15 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.

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 obtained of the happenings 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, 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, Spring was not much better! Tits become actively involved with nest building during early April, but because of the persistent cold, the birds clearly were not in optimum breeding condition so did not engage in such activity until near the end of that month. Likewise, plants were far behind their normal growth patterns, trees were slow in coming into leaf and blossom, and insects and caterpillars – essential food for all tit species – were in short supply.

Therefore, particularly in those broods where eggs hatched the soonest, so then mortality was the greatest. This was especially apparent with Blue Tits. The larger and more robust Great Tits survived much better. Broods which would normally have been thought of as being too late to survive, in fact, did much better during June and July benefiting from the lateness of the appearance of suitable caterpillars for food.

Nest Box Occupancy

The occupancy levels for this year will be considered as a marker for future years since there are no historical data for comparative purposes.

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

Breeding Data 

28mm hole-entrance diameter nest boxes suitable for Blue Tits – 14 in place

Blue Tits
6 nest boxes were occupied producing an assumed 8 fledged juveniles from 2 boxes.



34 eggs were laid in the 6 boxes, 32 hatched, and 8 were assumed to have fledged from the 

2 boxes.



8 boxes remained unoccupied.

32mm hole-entrance diameter nest boxes suitable for Great Tits and others – 15 in place

Blue Tits
7 nest boxes were occupied producing an assumed15 fledged juveniles from 4 boxes.



42 eggs were laid in the 7 boxes, 30 hatched, and 15 were assumed to have fledged from 

the 4 boxes.



1 nest box containing 3 eggs was deserted thus never reached the hatching stage.

Great Tits
3 nest boxes were occupied producing an assumed 22 fledged juveniles.



24 eggs were laid in the 3 boxes, 23 hatched, and 22 were assumed to have fledged from 

the 3 boxes.



1 of the 3 boxes was double-brooded producing a total of 12 eggs and 11 fledged juveniles.



5 boxes remained unoccupied.

Summary of nest box success in 29 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 contributing to 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%


	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	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%


Conclusions

Clearly, Blue Tits suffered a lower fledging success ratio to eggs laid than would be expected. Severe weather patterns alluded to in the introduction of this report are the likely cause of a poor fledging rate in comparison with the number of eggs laid. 

However, the small number of Great Tit nests achieved a high success rate. Although unusual, Great Tits do lay second clutches more frequently than Blue Tits. So since Great Tits are more robust anyway, they did not suffer the same fate as the Blue Tits in the very cold early Spring. In addition, the fine warm weather of June and into July would have helped the success of the second brood which would have benefited from the lateness of caterpillar and insect life.

Some of the nest boxes have been sited in rather unfavourable positions, so repositioning of a number of boxes will take place before the 2014 breeding season commences.

This project has only become a reality as a result of the energy and drive of members of The Friends of Harnham Slope. I wish to thank especially Barry Wilkins, who tirelessly marshalled a number of The Friends  and others into making the nest boxes, erecting them on to trees, liaising with handymen to repair existing but broken boxes already on the Slope, and not least to those who gamely accompanied me on several of the nest box checking trips on the Slope. My grateful thanks to them all.

This first year, I hope, will be the first of many more to come, and whilst nest box positions will change and more will be added, it will be very interesting to see how comparative figures through the years ahead may change.

John Vickerman

October 2013.  

