Brent Bird Survey JANUARY 2016 SUMMARY

BIRDS OF THE MONTH. Yellowhammer and Reed Bunting. Even before their rather exciting relative turned up in early February, the two resident buntings had had their best January of the survey. In January 2014 neither was recorded, and in 2015 they were in two squares and one square respectively. This year Yellowhammer occurred in four squares, including two wintering flocks of six (Aish Ridge and Didworthy) and one of 23 (Aish) as well as a male on territory (Shipley). Reed Bunting occurred on the moor at Dockwell, and a male made an earlier than usual appearance in the same Hillside garden where they have occurred for the last three years in late winter.
All 52 squares were visited, 26 observers contributed records and a total of 165 square visits were made, in spite of the continuing poor weather. This produced 70 species (number per square varying from one to 46) compared to 67 last January and 64 in January 2014.

There were no new species for the survey, but Coot, Little Grebe (now recorded in every month) and Pintail were new for January, and both the latter species and Skylark reappeared after an absence in December. On the downside there were no records of Black-headed Gull (recorded in the previous two Januarys) or Canada Goose (two records in December, and two in January 2015).

Compared to January 2014 & 2015, several species, including Goldcrest, Golden Plover, Green Woodpecker, Reed Bunting, Rook, Snipe, Woodcock, Wren and Yellowhammer, all occurred in more squares. Of few declines, the most obvious was for Starling, which was recorded in only 12 squares this January against 18 in 2015 and 26 in 2014.
Compared to December 2015, Golden Plover and Snipe occurred in more squares, perhaps reflecting a real increase in numbers, but the increases for Dunnock and Song Thrush were probably due to these species becoming more obvious as singing increased. For no clear reason, Bullfinch and Redwing occurred in fewer squares compared to the previous month. 
The largest flock spot was regained by Jackdaw with 200. Starling peaked at a mere 80 (cf. 2,000 a year ago), equal with Golden Plover, but behind 144 Fieldfares, and only just ahead of 73 Wigeon, 60 Herring Gulls and 50 Redwing. Although lower, 24 Collared Doves and 23 Yellowhammers were high counts for these species. In terms of number of squares, Carrion Crow in 50 was well ahead of the chasing pack, this month comprising Blackbird (40), Robin (37), and Magpie and Wren (both 36).
The most notable non-birds were Hedgehogs again, another Polecat Ferret and a Brown Hare in a new square (but still south of A38). Unlike, last January, there was a butterfly, a single Red Admiral.
WHAT NEXT? There will be more singing, cooing, whistling and drumming. Chaffinches, along with most resident species, have made a start, but all is a bit tentative in the gloomy weather and Blackbirds have yet to join in. In terms of new species, there has already been a surprise addition to the list in the form of a Snow Bunting on Western Whitebarrow on 11 Feb, so as buntings are on a bit of a roll at the moment, perhaps a Cirl Bunting will soon appear. It’s certainly the next most likely bunting species to be recorded here, and although outside the established areas for this Devon speciality (see p. 424 in your copy of the newly published Devon Bird Atlas!), there have been recent records as close as Buckfastleigh and Dean Prior. So it could be worth listening out for a singing male in that direction a little later in spring, or perhaps one is already lurking among the Yellowhammers. Other than that, in the absence of cold weather, it’s probably a matter of waiting for the first summer visitors to arrive in early March.

CONTRIBUTORS. Records were contributed by: Margaret & Philip Andrade, Dave & Janet Ayres, Eileen Blockly, John & Sylvia Caddick,, Phil Dean, Paul Edginton, Andrew & Kit Ferguson, Mike & Jan Goss, Lucy & Adam Grant, Laurette Guest, Clare Guthrie, Sylvia & Peter Hamilton, Helen Harvey, Paul & Barbara Heatley, Gill Honey, Steve Hopper, Ann & Tim Ley, John Luscombe, Dave MacDiarmid, Dave & Kate Pakes, Jane Pickard, Adrian & Gaynor Platt, Gordon Raymont, Peter Reay & Lesley Austin, Tony Rose, Val Stanley, Barrie Whitehall, and Julia, Robin & Jack Willoughby. Thanks to all.
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