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Survey carried out at request of Simon Damant, Wimpole Hall NT, to examine birds 
using the habitats of the South Avenue and environs.

The survey was a repeat of the surveys carried out in 2008 and 2010.  As in 2010, 
this year a full season of survey visits was completed, which will hopefully provide a 
more  realistic  assessment  of  the  bird  populations  using  the  Avenue  and  the 
surrounding landscape.

There are now five blocks of  farmland surveyed for Simon Damant,  and all  have 
been done at least once.  I propose that these are now done on a five year cycle 
starting with this survey.   Thus 2015 will  be Valley Farm, 2016 Cambridge Road, 
2017 Cobbs Wood and 2018 Rectory Farm.  This will  enable  comparisons to be 
made against long-term trends in our local bird populations.

The approach used was based on the Common Bird Census (CBC), devised by the 
British  Trust  for  Ornithology  (BTO)  as  a  means  to  survey  a  land  holding  in  a 
standardized way through a breeding season and be able to map territories for as 
many species  as possible  from this,  where as  many boundaries  as possible  are 
walked,  recording all  species of  bird  using the landscape are recorded,  and any 
relevant activity.  The main difference to CBC of this survey is the number of visits. 
The method laid down for CBC (Marchant 1983) describes using around 10 visits to 
record birds, then deriving territory maps from this.  This number of visits is not very 
practical for a volunteer, and we have adapted the method to use between three and 
six visits to enable many significant  species to be recorded, and to enable many 
significant species to be recorded, and to allow chance to record most of the species 
which should be encountered at least once

The Avenue was walked form the main drive by the hall to the woodland opposite 
Bassingbourn barracks, down one side and returning up the other. On two visits, the 
route was commenced at the A603, but the entire loop was still walked.  All surveys 
were commenced during the first half of the morning, in dry and calm conditions. All 
birds encountered were transferred to field sheets using the BTO 2-letter codes along 
with relevant activity symbols for evidence of breeding such as singing, carrying food 
or nest material, aggressive or courtship behaviour, etc.

Survey Dates:

visit date times
1 01/04/2014 08.40 – 11.40
2 16/04/2014 07.15 – 10.40
3 09/05/2014 06.30 – 10.20
4 26/05/2014 06.55 – 10.25
5 20/06/2014 06.40 – 10.25

During the visits, a total of 57 bird species were recorded, and the numbers for each 
visit are summarised below:

Visit Species
1 30
2 37
3 37
4 33
5 37

Of these,  we  have been able  to attempt  territory  mapping  for  22 species with  a 
degree of certainty.  Territory mapping was done using the methods outlined in the 



instructions for conducting CBC surveys, where field data are transferred species-by-
species to clean maps, and repeat registrations in the same area looked for, for each 
species.   From this, assuming some knowledge of behaviour and territory size, it is 
possible to then attempt territory mapping and counts.  
Habitats:

The main habitats within the Avenue are grassland and hedgerows.  The Avenue 
between the hall and the A603 has bounding hedgerows, a wide track of shortish 
grass on each side, with on the inner side planted standard trees. In the centre of the 
avenue along this length, the grass is long and open to the track parts.  There are 
two ditches across the Avenue in this section with limited crossing.

As there is a public footpath crossing the avenue and allowing access to the adjacent 
fields, short excursions into the arable were made.  Significantly, on the west, there is 
a wide, scruffy field margin and ditch.  This is likely to be very significant for the rare 
farmland birds using this section of the Avenue.  The land to the east is subject to a 
separate survey, carried out so far in 2012.

South of the A603 firstly there is a short section to the basin, which has the same 
basic  structure  to that  north of  the A603,  but  with  the central  section  fenced for 
grazing but ungrazed during the period of the survey.  The area around the basin, 
after the crossing of the River Rhee, is now grazed along with the grass to the south. 
South of the basin, the centre block of the avenue is grazed – two compartments 
north & south of a farm track.  In 2010 this are was extremely heavily grazed, which 
probably had an influence on the birds using this part of the avenue.  The tracks 
nearest the hedges in this southern section are accessible and are excluded from the 
grazing regime; long grass on the east side but the western track between tree line 
and hedge comprise more predominantly of nettle and thistle in the southern section.
In 2013 the grazing came back under  the control  of  the National  Trust  from the 
tenant, and the grazing is now light, and did not occur at all during summer 2014.

The hedge management is in blocks, having been laid using traditional methods at 
various times, along the whole length of the Avenue. 

Two large pieces of habitat management were undertaken by Wimpole Estate staff 
during the summer of 2014.  The old wire strand fence lines south of the A603 and 
north  of  the  river  were  removed  during  May,  which  involved  the  cutting  back  of 
several patches of bramble.  The other significant piece of work was the mowing of 
both sides, end to end, of the two ditches which cross the avenue between the hall 
and the A603.  These events will be discussed later.

Explanation of Species of Conservation Concern.
The main UK bodies involved with analysis of bird populations assist the Government 
advisory bodies to produce a list of “Species of Conservation Concern”, the current 
list  having  been  created  based  on  data  gathered  in  the  last  few  years.   This 
categorises birds in Red, Amber and Green lists.  The Red list are those species 
showing most significant national decreases in population – either in rate of decline, 
or percentage decline over a defined time-frame or a decline in range.  The middle 
category,  the Amber list  species, have shown a smaller decline in populations as 
measured under the same sets of criteria, and the green list species are showing no 
causes for  concern over their  populations.  Some species are on Red/Amber lists 
because of European decline or because the UK holds a significant proportion of the 
European population. Species that fall within the red and amber lists should therefore 
be the ones on which habitat management and improvements are focused and for 
common farm and woodland species grant support through stewardship schemes are 



aimed at these species.  In the discussion that follows, we make comment on all of 
the red and amber list species recorded during the survey and their significance in 
terms of breeding status and possible problems.   There have been a few changes 
since the last assessment,  including the welcome demotion from red to amber of 
important species such as Reed Bunting and Bullfinch;  this is, however, countered 
by the inclusion of other species on the red list which were previously amber such as 
yellow wagtail.
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Significant species:

10 red-list and 13 amber-list species were recorded, and of these, 5 red species and 
4 amber were recorded during the breeding season well enough to map any territory 
density.  One red and one amber species were probably only passing through the 
area.

Corn Bunting 2 Territories. Not recorded in 2008, this species was seen using the 
parts of the Avenue adjacent to the arable to the west.  The male sues the avenue 
trees/hedge  as  territory  song  posts,  but  breeding  will  be  in  the  farmland.   This 
territory was recorded in 2010.  The other was heard singing in the farmland to the 
east, south of the A603. As neither are NT land, not much can be done to promote 
management  for  these  birds  apart  from possible  awareness  raising  in  the  wider 
community.
Grey Partridgesingle pair, north of the A603.  The grassland of the avenue where it is 
not grazed, which is generally undisturbed, is an ideal habitat for this species.
House Sparrow  Based around the café and houses adjacent tot he Avenue to the 
south of the A603.
Linnet this species likes weedy crops and Oil-seed rape stubbles, loose-knit colonies 
nest in thorny hedges near abundant food sources.  Three territories were mappable, 
but this could be an underestimate as this species is loosely colonial, and uses the 
hedges of the avenue along with adjacent farmland. Hedgelaying will not favour this 
species until a couple of years of re-growth has happened, thickening up the hedge. 
A mixture of hedge heights will  be of benefit.
Lapwing The southern part of the Avenue had a small group of lapwing on the 
first visit which are probably breeding elsewhere, but now that the grazing is not as 
intensive, breeding may become a possibility in future.
Skylark Six territories reflects the Avenue within the context of the adjacent 
farmland, but seems to reflect a decline.  At least two pairs were using the northern 
part of the Avenue in 2010 but only one now. This species shuns enclosed areas, so 
the large fields in the area are satisfactory, but not ideal, habitat, unless they happen 
to have a fairly open crop. The Avenue, enclosed with its hedges, is not ideal.  A 
ground nester requiring specific habitat conditions throughout the summer, could be 
helped with Skylark patches,  set-aside or other crop-density changes in  the local 
area.  All of the land south of the A603 is markedly poorer for this species – over-
grazing  in the past and intensive winter wheat being the culprits.



Song Thrush Three  territories.  The  nearby  gardens  south  of  the  A603,  and  the 
estate  woodlands  closer  to  the  hall  provide  breeding  habitats,  and  territories  will 
spread to the avenue especially for feeding.
Starling No breeding territories were confirmed, but this hole-nesting species 
will  probably  use any suitable  holes  in  large  trees  along  the  river,  and  adjacent 
houses/farm buildings.  The grasslands of the avenues provide valuable feeding for 
this species year-round,  and recent  years  have seen a local  increase in  Starling 
numbers,  with  two  recent  successful  breeding  seasons,  which  see  lots  of  birds 
including young feeding on available grasslands by late June.
Yellowhammer  eleven territories using the hedgerows of the avenue. Found 
in hedgerows where hedge structure is thick but not too high, so laying favours this 
species, after the initial summer following laying has resulted in good re-growth.  The 
field margins adjacent  to the northern half  of  the avenue will  be of great  benefit. 
Seems to be increasing in numbers.
Yellow Wagtail seen on visit 2.  This summer migrant bird was probably just 
arrived, and would move to adjacent farmland which is known to hold breeding 
populations.

Barn Owl One observed hunting over the grassland close to the Basin on visit 5. 
A bumper year for South Cambs Barn Owls, this bird almost certainly had 5 or 6 well-
grown chicks to feed somewhere in the area and was utilising the available grassland 
as a feeding opportunity.  Interestingly, the Marsh Harrier was not in the vicinity at 
that point – not sure what their response would have been, chasing off, I expect.
Bullfinch Observed on two visits.  Large, unkempt hedges and fruit trees are 
their favourite, hence no territories mapped, although the area just south of the A603 
would seem the most suitable.
Dunnock six territories, mature hedges are favoured over shorter, recently laid 
ones.
Fieldfare A winter visitor – grassland feeding in the avenue in late winter/spring 
prior to heading north is vital for this winter thrush.
Green Woodpecker South of the basin, probably uses mature trees along the river 
and  the  avenue  and  surrounding  land,  and  will  also  be  present  in  the  estate 
woodlands closer to the hall.  Very fond of ants, they will feed on these in the Avenue 
grasslands.
Kestrel The grassland of the Avenue is probably good hunting for a local bird, 
no territory defined, but most observations in the southern third.
Lesser black-backed gull A passing bird from elsewhere.
Marsh Harrier One of the special birds of the basin.  A breeding pair on the small 
island, this is a very rare breeder in this part of Cambridgeshire, this established pair 
were  behaving territorial  prior  to this survey season,  having been seen behaving 
territorially in late February and early March.  They were observed carefully on each 
visit, with the female noted as probably incubating in April and food being brought in 
from the surrounding countryside in May.  However, breeding was not thought to be 
successful this season, as a very heavy rainstorm of nearly 24 hours duration at the 
end of May raised water level in the basin, and could easily have chilled to death any 
small chicks present at that time.  This pair's regular but not quiet annual success is 
obviously  testament  to  little  competition  in  the  area  and  ability  to  establish  their 
territory  very  early  in  the  season.   They  are  protected  under  the  Wildlife  and 
Countryside Act, and are one of around 30 pairs in Cambridgeshire, most of which 
are in the large wetland reserve complexes of the Ouse and Nene valleys and in the 
fens.
Mistle Thrush Birds only seen on one visit. They nest in big trees, usually in gardens 
orchards and woodland, so nothing favourable for breeding on the Avenue, but the 
grassland, especially the grazed parts, will make good feeding areas.



Reed Bunting Only 2 territories mapped, equally associated with the reedbed of the 
Basin as with the ha-ha and adjacent fields of the northern part of the Avenue.  The 
crop here will  not  matter  significantly,  but  the rough vegetation (thistles etc.)  and 
feeding/nesting opportunities of the margin will, coupled with the Avenue and its Ha-
ha providing useful breeding habitats.  There seems to have been a drop in numbers 
since the last survey.
Stock Dove no territories mapped.  Likely to breed in the wider area and use the 
Avenue and farmland for feeding.
Swallow Recorded on four  out  of  five visits,  they will  be  using the area for 
feeding, breeding away from the area as there is nothing suitable in the immediate 
areas of the basin.
Swift as for Swallow.

Hedgerow birds

Whitethroat,  Lesser Whitethroat. Both of these birds are summer migrants, and the 
former is in general in south Cambridgeshire more common than the latter. This was 
borne  out  in  the  current  survey,  with  8  territories  versus  1.   The  latter  can  be 
extremely difficult to map to territories as the males only sing for a short time in the 
breeding  season.   As  mentioned  for  the  Yellowhammer,  hedgerow  structure  is 
important for both of these species, although they will  not want  exactly the same 
things.  In general, good Yellowhammer hedges are good for Whitethroats, and they 
would benefit  also from scrubby, brambly areas and ditches. Lesser Whitethroats 
prefer larger hedges also favoured by Bullfinch, Long-tailed Tit and the like.

Wetland birds
The Basin, with its mixture of willow scrub and vegetation such as bulrush provides 
ideal  habitat  for  Reed  Bunting  and  Marsh Harrier  as  mentioned  above,  but  also 
common birds which are not that common in this part of Cambridgeshire, the Reed 
and Sedge Warblers. Moorhen and coot were both recorded.  A new species for 
2014 is Mute Swan – a female hatched 5 young from a nest close to the bridge over 
the Rhee.  She seemed to not be attended by the male, which is unusual, and was 
not seen at all after the young hatched (evidenced by fragments of shell in the nest at 
a suitable time after laying). 

Woodland birds

Blue and Great Tit, Blackcap, Chiffchaff. There is of course a large overlap between 
woodland, hedgerow and garden birds so also see Wren, Robin, Blackbird, Long-
tailed Tit and so on. Most of these species were at relatively low density and using 
areas such as around the brook just north of the basin and at the southern end near 
to Bassingbourn Barracks, where small areas of mature trees can be found

Generalist species

Blackbird, Robin, Wren, Long-tailed  Tit, finches, Mallard, Moorhen, Pied  Wagtail, 
Wood Pigeon, Collared Dove, Carrion Crow, Rook, Jackdaw, Magpie.  Many of these 
were very difficult to map territories for, but undoubtedly present in the area, using 
the Avenue,  and  adjacent  hedges,  farm buildings  and  residential  properties. Not 
really  much to  comment  upon  –  many  of  these  species  are  doing  very  well  for 
themselves.  

Comparison to 2008 and 2010.
A comparison to the two earlier surveys is relatively straightforward, as the same 
basic methodology was used; however, the late start to the 2008 survey means that 



some species, especially the resident ones, would not be as amply assessed as in 
2010.  However, some species are still  clearly declining or increasing.  A second 
table is provided after the main one detailing all species, which compares species 
territories mapped in one or other season and a note made as to whether this is 
believed to be a real population change.  Blackcap, chiffchaff and Whitethroat have 
all increased in numbers, and this is a phenomenon being seen across the region. 
The  skylark  numbers  have  declined,  again  this  is  to  be  expected  in  standard 
intensive  arable,  but  as  measures  are  now  available  to  implement  through 
stewardship agreements these should be considered.

Summary.

Wimpole South Avenue, whilst not having a huge diversity of habitats and being a 
very  long,  linear  site,  has  some  very  well-managed  important  habitats.   The 
hedgerow management  allows  birds  favouring  different  types  of  hedgerow to  be 
found during the breeding season in acceptable numbers, and as long as a diversity 
of hedgerow structure is maintained this looks set to continue.  Improvements could 
be made by liaising  with  adjacent  farmland on any field  margins  they may have 
planned or any tree / hedge management they might intend to undertake.

The success of declining farmland birds such as Yellowhammer, Reed Bunting, Corn 
Bunting, Skylark will definitely be influenced as much by the adjacent farmland as by 
the Avenue itself, so beneficial management for any of these species would be most 
effective if carried out with consultation of adjacent farmers.

The southern part of the Avenue, including the grassland around the basin, needs 
specific  comment.   The  numbers  of  total  territories  along  the 
hedgerows/trees/grassland of this section are lower than the avenue to the north. 
Whilst it could be argued that this is a consequence of the recent hedgelaying, I can 
find no evidence for  this  – the numbers of  territories mapped for  birds using the 
southern part of the avenue are no worse now than they were in 2008 and 2010, so 
other factors must be discussed.  The adjacent farmland does not have field margins 
as  that  to  the  north  does;  this  will  affect  its  favourability  for  birds  such  as 
yellowhammer, whitethroat, etc. and this is borne out in the absence of such birds in 
both  2008  and  2010  surveys.   Whilst  the  Avenue  itself  could  be  improved,  the 
intensive sheep grazing of this part does almost certainly have an influence, which 
has now changed with the near-cessation of sheep grazing in 2014.  Both 2008 and 
2010 had sheep grazing in the fields, and they obviously provide feeding grounds for 
the local crows,  rooks and Jackdaws.   Very little else is ever observed using the 
sheep-grazed sections.  Early in 2014, as in 2010 there was a small group of lapwing 
seen – they were not there for long and were probably just feeding before moving on, 
but reduced grazing may induce them to stay if the grass is not allowed to grow too 
long.   

The fact that the trees and the grassland in-between is fenced off from the sheep 
probably helps to maintain a diversity here, but it seems fair to say that this grass is 
far less flowery and thistles and nettles are more prevalent.  Most of the permanent 
bird territories are associated with  the river,  basin  and the other  small  woodland 
areas along this stretch.  The River corridor is obviously an important habitat – it is 
highly likely that a Buzzard territory is a little down stream of the Avenue, birds being 
seen regularly along this part of the avenue, and its place in the wider landscape 
should not be ignored.  The ungrazed banks and mature trees are a very important 
haven in this part of the site.



A final note is included here to discuss the management activities carried out in May 
and June.

Firstly, the fences between the A603 and the river were removed – a good idea if  
they are not used as they were in very poor condition.  However, several bramble 
thickets were sliced through to achieve this- such clips are the usual breeding haunt 
of Dunnock, Wren, Whitethroat, Chaffinch and sometimes other species.  Whilst it 
was probable that breeding birds were not disturbed, it is best practice to either wait  
until the breeding season is over, or if not possible, to check carefully all patches to 
be damaged for nests. 

The other management activity, which occurred between my third and fourth visits, 
has far more serious impacts.  The whole of the two drains/ha-has between the hall 
and the A603 were mown at some point between visits 3 and 4.  These vegetated 
wet  ditches  usually  host  reed  bunting  and  whitethroat  pairs  for  nesting,  and 
sometimes  yellowhammer  or  linnet.   This  management  activity  almost  certainly 
damaged/destroyed nests of these species.  In my opinion this management work 
should not have been carried out during the breeding season, and I feel I should 
remind NT staff that it is an offence the Wildlife and Countryside Act to destroy or 
otherwise disturb any bird whilst it is nesting, unless specific permission to destroy an 
individual nest has been granted.

No young buntings or whitehtroat were seen in this part of the survey area, and none 
were noted sing the ditches in the second half of the survey season, despite partial 
regrowth of vegetation, as pairs which established those territories and would have 
been breeding would have given up on any further breeding attempts in those spots.

I would appreciate some feedback from the NT management staff on this, and would 
also be interested to know what the grassland management plans are for the future 
now that the southern third has much reduced grazing by sheep. 

Overleaf, table 1 species recorded per visit in 2014, and territories mapped if any, 
Table 2 a comparison of the three Avenue surveys, with an x denoting recorded that 
year, a nmber for territories, and a status colmn wheer d = decline, s = stable, i = 
increase and empty where it is not clear what trend there may be.  
Following this are the maps showing mapped territories. 



Species V1 V2 V3 V4 V5 number terr.
Corn Bunting x x x x x 2
Grey Partridge x x x
House Sparrow x x x
Lapwing x x
Linnet x x x x x 3
Skylark x x x x x 6
Song Thrush x x x x x 3
Starling x x x x x
yellow wagtail x x
Yellowhammer x x x x x 11
barn owl x x
bullfinch x x x
Dunnock x x x x x 6
Fieldfare x x
Green Woodpecker x x x
Kestrel x x x
Lesser black-backed gull x x
Marsh Harrier x x x x 1
Mistle Thrush x x
Reed Bunting x x x 2
Stock Dove x x 1
Swallow x x x x x
Swift x x x x
Blackbird x x x x x 7
Blackcap x x x x 8
Blue tit x x x x x 4
Buzzard x x x x x
canada goose x x x
Carrion Crow x x x x x
Chaffinch x x x x x 17
Chiffchaff x x x x x 7
Coal Tit x x
Coot x x 1
goldcrest x x
Goldfinch x x x x x x
Great Spotted Wodpecker x x x
Great tit x x x x 5
Greenfinch x x x
Grey heron x x x
greylag Goose x x x
Jackdaw x x x x
Jay x x
Lesser Whitethroat x x x
Long-tailed Tit x x x
Magpie x x x x x x
Mallard x x
Moorhen x x
mute swan x x x 1
Pheasant x x x x x
Redwing x x
Reed Warbler x x x x 3
Robin x x x x x 8
Rook x x x x x x
Sedge Warbler x x x 1
Whitethroat x x x 9
Woodpigeon x x x x x x



Species 2008 2010 2014 status
Barn owl x
Black-headed gull x
Blackbird 3 10 7 s
Blackcap 3 2 8 i
Blue tit 3 2 4 s
Bullfinch x
Buzzard x 1 x s
Canada goose x x
Carrion crow x 2 x
Chaffinch 11 22 17 s
Chiffchaff 1 2 7 i
Coal tit x
Collarded dove x
Coot x 1 1 s
Cormorant x
Corn bunting 1 2 i
Cuckoo x x
Dunnock 2 5 6 s
Fieldfare x x
Goldcrest x
Goldfinch 1 2 x s
Great spotted wodpecker 1 x x s
Great tit 2 5 5 s
Green woodpecker x 2 x
Greenfinch 1 x x
Grey heron x x x s
Grey partridge 1 1 x s
Grey wagtail x
Greylag goose x x
Hobby x x
House sparrow x x
Jackdaw x x x
Jay x
Kestrel x 1 x s
Lapwing x x
Lesser black-backed gull x x x
Lesser whitethroat 1 x x
Linnet x x 3 s
Long-tailed tit x 1 x
Magpie x x x
Mallard x 1 x
Marsh harrier x 1 1 s
Marsh tit x
Mistle thrush x 1 x
Moorhen x 2 x
Mute swan 1 i
Pheasant x 1 x
Pied wagtail x x
Red-legged partridge x 1
Redwing x x
Reed bunting x 4 2 d
Reed warbler 1 3 3 s
Robin 6 10 8 s
Rook x x x
Sedge warbler x 1 1 s
Skylark 6 12 6 d
Song thrush 1 3 3 s
Sparrowhawk x x
Spotted flycatcher x
Starling x x x
Stock dove x x 1
Swallow x x x
Swift x x x
Treecreeper x
Turtle dove x d
Whitethroat 8 3 9 s
Woodpigeon x x x
Wren 5 9 14 s
Yellow wagtail x
Yellowhammer 6 8 11 i
Species per year 52 59 57






