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1 Objectives  

The objective was to identify the breeding birds on the site and confirm their 
breeding status, with the focus on species of conservation interest. The intention was 
not to map all breeding species on the entire site. In addition an attempt has been 
made to produce a checklist of the birds of Wheatfen. 
 

2 Methodology  

A transect route around the site was chosen that allowed coverage of the main 
habitats. See map. Up to 10 visits were made during the period early April to end 
June, although the survey route was not always completed on each visit.  
 
During the survey the key species present (Birds of Conservation Concern (BoCC)1) 
were marked on a site map and the breeding category noted. Standard BTO species 
codes were used and the breeding category used was that recommended in the 
BTO Breeding Bird Survey methodology (see table 1). All other species present on 
site were recorded but not mapped and for each of these species the highest level of 
breeding category observed on each visit was recorded. 
 
Weather conditions during the survey were generally unfavourable for recording 
breeding birds. The weather was unseasonably cold, rainy and windy, making 
observations difficult. It is considered that a number of species eg reed and sedge 
warbler and reed bunting were under-recorded due to the adverse weather.  
 

3 Site description  

The transect covered the following habitats  
 
Dry and wet deciduous woodland. The dry woodland on the western margin is oak 
birch dominated with a sparse understory. The wet woodland is alder dominated with 
a dense under-storey and abundant red currant. The woodland is generally 
unmanaged with a noticeably poor shrub and ground layer in the dry woodland.  
 

                                            
1
 Eaton et al (2009) Birds of Conservation Concern 3 RSPB  
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Sallow carr in dense stands and as scattered bushes. Scrub in open fen is 
periodically cut.  
 

 
 
Tall fen dominated by common reed, reed sweet grass, reed canary grass with 
scattered bushes. Small areas are cut in winter. 
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Open water comprising broads and also an extensive dyke network. The dykes are 
slubbed out on a rotation. The open water is generally surrounded by scrub but with 
some patches of common reed. A notable feature of the site is that it is tidal and 
connected to the River Yare which forms the eastern boundary. 
 

 
 

4 Discussion of Wheatfen birds  

Table 2 is a checklist of the birds of Wheatfen. The information was compiled from 
the Wheatfen site files (including the bird list in the observation hide) and the 
authorôs personal records. Some of the site file records date back to 1945. Some 
past records obviously relate to birds flying over Wheatfen (assumed species are 
shown in italics) but the authorôs records relate only to those species that have been 
observed using the reserve for breeding, feeding or resting ie not just flying over.  
 
The table includes an assessment of the status of each species on the site, however, 
many species have only occasionally been recorded and so their status has been left 
blank. There is also a summary of the breeding status based on the authorôs 
recording in three recording years 2009, 2010, 2012. Some additional records from 
the Wheatfen files are also included, the most notable being by Paul Westley.  
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The total number of species recorded is 134. Of these about 7 species are 
considered to have been birds flying over and not using the reserve for feeding, 
breeding or resting. Of the remainder, 22 were confirmed breeding, 24 probably bred 
and 11 possibly bred (using the BTO Breeding Bird Survey criteria).  
 
Past records include an additional 10 species confirmed as breeding, 3 probably 
breeding and 5 possibly breeding. In addition there are records of two species that 
have been recorded as confirmed breeding but only as probable breeding in the 3 
years covered by this assessment.   
 
Of the 57 breeding species (in the years 2009, 2010 and 2012) 5 are red listed in 
BoCC although only four (cuckoo, song thrush, grasshopper warbler, marsh tit) were 
recorded in each of the three years.  There were 13 amber listed species of which 7 
bred in each of the three years. See table 2 with BoCC underlined. 
 
Paul Westley produced a report Breeding Bird Survey 2000. A broadly similar area 
was surveyed and some general comparisons have been made with this report. 
However, it is not possible to draw any firm comparisons because of the differing 
methodologies. 
 
All records of key species have been mapped on Mapinfo GIS for each visit and 
have been supplied to the warden on CD. The number of records does not 
necessarily imply the number of territories. 
 
The maps below show locations of a selection of species recorded in 2012.  
 
Below are some general comments on a selection of species. 
 
Cettiôs warbler. Locations where birds were heard on a minimum of two visits are 
shown (17). This is compared with the results of Westley in 2000 (23). This is not 
considered to represent a decline as Westley surveyed a slightly larger area.  
 
The loss of former breeders such as swallow, starling and most recently lesser 
spotted woodpecker. The former status of willow tit and spotted flycatcher is 
uncertain. 
 
The rarity of greenfinch but the increase in goldfinch mirroring national trends 
 
The near absence of garden warbler records 
 
The paucity of breeding birds in the dry woodland with only one or two pairs of 
blackcap and one pair of chiffchaff compared with the wet woodland and dense 
scrub. 
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Table 1 Breeding evidence codes used in report  
 

Non -breeding  

F Flying over 

M Species observed but suspected to be still on Migration 

U Species observed but suspected to be sUmmering non-breeder 

Possible breeder  

H Species observed in breeding season in suitable nesting Habitat 

S Singing male present (or breeding calls heard) in breeding season in suitable breeding habitat  

Probable breeding  

P Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding season 

T Permanent Territory presumed through registration of territorial behaviour (song etc) on at least two different days a week or 
more apart at the same place or many individuals on one day 

D Courtship and Display (judged to be in or near potential breedi ng habitat; be cautious with wildfowl)  

N Visiting probable Nest site 

A Agitated behaviour or anxiety calls from adults, suggesting probable presence of nest or young nearby  

I  Brood patch on adult examined in the hand, suggesting I ncubation 

B Nest Building or excavating nest-hole 

Confirmed breeding  

DD Distraction-Display or injury feigning  

UN Used Nest or eggshells found (occupied or laid within period of survey)  

FL Recently FLedged young (nidicolous species) or downy young (nidifugous species).  

ON Adults entering or leaving nest-site in circumstances indicating Occupied Nest (including high nests or nest holes, the contents 
of which can not be seen) or adults seen incubating 

FF Adult carrying Faecal sac or Food for young 

NE Nest containing Eggs 

NY Nest with Young seen or heard 
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Table 2 Wheatfen checklist and breeding status  

 
                

Species ï  
all records 

Summary of status Land 
2012 

Land 
 2010 

Land 
 2009 

Westley 
2000 

Other 
breeding 
records 
inc from 

Wheatfen 
files 

 

mute swan R ON P P ON probable    

Bewick's swan                

whooper swan           F    

bean                

greylag goose R ON ON H ON confirmed    

Canada goose                

Egyptian goose           probable possibly 
bred 

 

shelduck           probable possibly 
bred 

 

wigeon                

gadwall WV/R P P   P      

teal WV H     H M possibly 
bred 

 

mallard WV/R FL FL FL FL      

pintail                

garganey             probable 
breeder 
2008 

 

shoveller WV/R P     P      

pochard                

tufted WV         M    

goosander                

red legged partridge R H S H   possible has bred  

grey partridge             has bred  

quail                

pheasant  R FL S FL P      

little grebe WV         possible possibly 
bred 

 

great crested grebe R B B     possible    

cormorant WV U            

bittern             has bred  

little egret                

grey heron R ON ON ON ON confirmed    

red kite                

marsh harrier R P H P H H    

hen harrier WV              

Montagu's harrier                

goshawk                

sparrowhawk R FL H   FL H    

buzzard                

osprey                

kestrel R H H     H possibly 
bred 

 

merlin                

hobby  SV U     U      
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peregrine WV              

water rail WV/R H     H   possibly 
bred 

 

spotted crake                

moorhen R ON FL P ON confirmed    

coot R         confirmed possibly 
bred 

 

oystercatcher           U    

lapwing   D     D      

jack snipe                

snipe WV         M    

woodcock WV         possible possibly 
bred 

 

curlew                

green sandpiper           F    

common sandpiper           M    

black headed gull WV/R              

lesser black backed                

herring gull                

great black backed                

common gull SV U     U U    

stock dove R T T T T      

woodpigeon R UN T UN T confirmed    

collared dove   H   H        

turtle dove   S   S   possible    

cuckoo SV T T T T possible    

barn owl R H   H        

little owl                

tawny owl R T H T T      

long eared owl                

swift SV U     U      

kingfisher   H   H   U has bred  

green woodpecker R P   T P      

great spotted wood R NY NY T NY confirmed    

lesser spotted wood           confirmed has bred  

skylark                

sand martin                

swallow SV U     U U has bred  

house martin SV U         has bred  

water pipit WV              

yellow wagtail                

pied wagtail           possible    

waxwing                

wren R FL FL B FL probable    

dunnock R S T H S      

robin R FL FL T T probable    

nightingale                

whinchat                

stonechat                

wheatear                

blackbird R T T T T probable    

ring ouzel                

fieldfare WV              

song thrush R T T T T probable    

redwing WV              
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mistle thrush R NY NY FF S      

Cetti's warbler R T T T T probable    

grasshopper warbler SV T T T T possible    

Savi's warbler                

sedge warbler SV FF A T FF possible    

reed warbler SV FL FL T T possible    

blackcap SV FF T T FF      

garden warbler SV S     S   has bred  

lesser whitethroat                

whitethroat SV T T T T possible    

chiffchaff SV FL FL D D probable    

willow warbler SV D T D D probable    

goldcrest R T T T T probable    

firecrest                

spotted flycatcher             has bred  

bearded tit           probable has bred  

long tailed tit R NE NE P FL probable    

blue tit R FL FL FL D probable    

great tit R FL FF FL P probable    

coal tit R T T T T possible    

willow tit                

marsh tit R FL P FL T possible    

nuthatch                

treecreeper R FF FL FF P probable    

jay R P P H P probable    

magpie R P P H P confirmed    

jackdaw   H H          

rook                

carrion crow R T T T T      

starling             possibly 
bred 

 

house sparrow             has bred  

chaffinch R FF T FF T probable    

brambling                

greenfinch   H H     possible possibly 
bred 

 

goldfinch R T T   T      

siskin WV              

linnet                

lesser redpoll WV         possible    

common redpoll                

crossbill                

bullfinch R D P H D possible    

yellowhammer                

reed bunting R T T T T probable    

(feral pigeon)                

                 
 Resident R               
 Winter visitor WV               
 Summer visitor SV               
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Map 1 Main habitats and survey route  

 

 
 

Map 2 Reed (8) and sedge (19) warbler  
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Map 3 Blackcap (12)  

 

 

 
Map 4 Song thrush (7), mistle thrush (2), dunnock (2), stock 
dove (3)  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 


