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Nature Notes
Rupert Evershed’s monthly diary of the natural world

Born and bred in St Albans, Rupert has enjoyed observ-
ing and recording local wildlife for over 30 years.  Drawing 
inspiration and insight from the sights and sounds that ac-
company the seasons throughout the year, he invites you to 
tune in to the often overlooked natural world all around us.

Twitter @rupertevershed  Blog: www.notingnature.wordpress.com

Have you seen this bird?

On a recent visit to my 
barber I was asked out 
of  the blue, “Where 
have all the song 
thrushes gone?”  I 
was, of  course, 

immediately pleased to be 
considered as someone who might 
possibly have the answer and 
equally pleased that the question 
was not, “What colour was your 
hair before it went grey?!

 However, I realized too how 
difficult that question is to answer, 
not just for the apparent decline in 
song thrushes but also for many of  
our familiar songbirds over recent 
years.

I could add my own list of  similar 
questions to the barber’s: “Where 
have all the house sparrows gone 
that used to flock in our garden?”  
Where have the swallows gone that 
used to nest in our eaves?” And 
more recently, “Where have all the 
hedgehogs gone that I used to 
stumble across when shutting my 
chickens in at night?”

Maybe these perceived declines 
are merely local or temporary – 
after all I can drive a short distance 
and find small flocks of  house 
sparrows and walk in the 
countryside and see swallows 
catching their last meal before 

departing south for Africa.  These 
birds are still around and maybe for 
those with sparrows and swallows 
still visiting their garden there is 
no perception of  loss.

And yet my perceptions and those 
of  the barber are correct and 
hedgehogs, swallows, sparrows and 
song thrushes are just a few of  the 
creatures that have experienced 
massive population declines across 
Britain over the last 30 years.

How do we know? Because of  the 
thousands of  records accumulated 
over the years, many by members 
of  the public, and sent in to local 
wildlife trusts and national bodies 
such as the British Trust for 
Ornithology (BTO) or the Royal 
Society for the Protection of  Birds 
(RSPB).

These groups collate and interpret 
the data to reveal the health of  
wildlife populations across our isles 
and can flag up concerns relating to 
changes. The studies and 
information that spring from this 
data in turn can inform and 
influence policy makers at all levels 
to make changes in favour of  
wildlife.

One of  the key documents that 
helps conservation bodies prioritize 
their work in relation to birds is the 
infamous ‘Red List’ – a list of  52 

species of  British bird considered to 
be in grave danger of  extinction in 
this country.  Some species on this 
list are no surprise, like the 
classically rare red-backed shrike, 
but others come as quite a shock: 
starling, lapwing, cuckoo, skylark 
and, of  course, song thrush.

This latter group are all classic 
common birds of  our countryside 
and yet are they?  The data suggests 
that these birds are fast becoming 
scarce and without help we may be 
left with an eerie silence when out 
walking.Gone would be the 
mimicking twitter of  the starlings 
from our rooftops, the pee-witting of  
lapwings over farmland, the 
‘cuckoo’ heralding spring and the 
far-carrying songs of  skylarks and 
song thrushes.

It would be easy to despair at this 
point but, while the picture is 
generally not good, the data also 
reveals some success stories.  
Targeted conservation work and the 
cooperation of  landowners and 
farmers has meant that two of  our 
rarest breeding birds - the woodlark 
and the stone curlew – have been 
moved from the Red List to the less 
critical ‘Amber List’ thanks to the 
recovery in their populations.

So what about the song thrush?  
Have you seen one recently? I hope 

so but, to date, their decline 
remains somewhat of  a mystery. 
The increased use of  slug and snail 
pellets has been cited as a possible 
cause but studies by the BTO have 
suggested that this is not the case 
and instead loss of  pasture to 
intensive farming and harsh 
winters are more to blame.

In the face of  such large-scale 
factors it is easy to feel helpless but 
one way that anyone can help is 
simply to send in their records of  
wildlife sightings to help build the 
bigger picture of  the state of  the 
natural world around us. Whether 
you are simply recording wildlife in 
your garden or out and about 

walking, every record helps build a 
more accurate picture.

Every county has its own set of  
recorders dedicated to compiling 
records sent in and ensuring that 
they get passed on to national 
recorders. 

 ■ We are very fortunate in 
Hertfordshire to have a Natural 
History Society dating back to 1875 
with a long history of record-
keeping and records can be 
submitted online at their website 
www.hnhs.org. For bird sightings 
records can be submitted at the 
sister site: www.hnhs.org/birds  So 
go on: get recording!

 ■ Song thrushes 
have been 
vanishing from 
the British 
countryside and 
are now in grave 
danger of 
extinction in this 
country                         
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