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Twenty-five years ago, a small group of
birders convened in a pub in Anston, South
Yorkshire, to discuss local birding matters.
Who would have thought that that meeting
would kick-start the formation of a unique
birding group, with a very simple goal: to
watch, record and survey the birds of a single
10-km square. A quarter of a century on, the
group is still going strong, with several of the
founding members still present and active
today.

From December 1992, a core group of
local birders began to pool their resources,
time and experience to build up and share
information on local birds and bird-related
issues for the benefit of all. This ethos still
holds true today. As with many birding
groups, our membership isn’t as strong as it
once was. Membership peaked at 70+ in the
early 2000s, whereas today it’s hovering
around the 35–40 mark, and we find it very
difficult to recruit younger members.

Nonetheless, we still manage to generate
around 8,000–14,000 records a year (a
respectable tally from a single 10-km square),
as well as undertaking our biennial Tetrad
Atlas Survey. This began in 1995, was
repeated in 1996 and has taken place every
two years since. The survey records adult
birds in two one-hour counts within each of
the 25 tetrads in SK58. This survey epito-
mises why we chose to concentrate on a
single 10-km square, allowing complete cov-
erage of the entire recording area in a system-
atic way. Other records come from whole
days in the field within SK58, Constant Effort
ringing as well as casual observations. All the
data are compiled by a nucleus of dedicated
local birders. 

Back in 1998, BB asked whether this was
‘The best-watched site in the UK?’ (Brit. Birds
91: 260). I think the answer to that was prob-
ably ‘yes’. We’ve certainly put our records to
good use. Between 1994 and 2003 we pro-
duced a comprehensive annual report. Since
then, unfortunately, production of the report
has fallen victim to a declining membership,
with the burden of production falling upon a
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few. But we are still actively recording.
Perhaps, in due course, a book will cover the
missing survey years? Our reports were cer-
tainly well received, and appeared several
times in the BB Best Annual Bird Reports
Awards (e.g. Brit. Birds 93: 129–131).

Throughout our 25 years of recording, we
have witnessed the ornithological picture in
SK58 change quite dramatically. Among the
breeding species that we’ve lost are Turtle
Dove Streptopelia turtur, Hawfinch Coc-
cothraustes coccothraustes and Corn Bunting
Emberiza calandra, while Spotted Flycatcher
Muscicapa striata and Willow Tit Poecile
montana are barely hanging on (and the
same is true for our wintering Northern
Lapwing Vanellus vanellus population). On
the other hand, there have been gains as well:
Common Buzzards Buteo buteo have
increased many fold, with a count recently of
63 birds from five locations within SK58.
Other changes have seen the Barn Owl Tyto
alba increase from no breeding pairs (and an
infrequent winter visitor) to seven pairs in
the decade to 2016. Similarly, the Hobby
Falco subbuteo has risen from none to
between one and three pairs in recent years.
Over the same period, Peregrine Falcons 
F. peregrinus have also become established,
although breeding success has been scup-
pered by illegal persecution. But this situa-
tion is certainly not all doom and gloom.
How long before we see Red Kites Milvus
milvus or Cetti’s Warblers Cettia cetti
breeding within the square? Not long, I
suspect.

We’ve had our share of rarities over the
years, just reward for all the hours spent in
the field, and savoured to the full. A Black
Kite M. migrans, two each of  American
Golden Plover Pluvialis dominica and Buff-
breasted Sandpiper Calidris subruficollis, and
a Woodchat Shrike Lanius senator spring to
mind. The proximity of the East Yorkshire
coast makes sites such as Spurn and Flam-
borough tantalising prospects in spring and
autumn, and such places feature in group
jaunts away from the square. But there is a
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corresponding loyalty to the square by a ded-
icated few, and the spur of finding your own
birds ‘at home’, where locally rare species
assume the same significance and satisfaction
levels as a national rarity on the coast. There
is particular pleasure in seeing species fea-
turing in a nationwide influx; the Honey-
buzzards Pernis apivorus in 2001 and
Yellow-browed Warblers Phylloscopus inor-
natus in autumn 2016 are good examples.

The group has also been active in terms of
conservation, taking the initiative in the
development of post-industrial sites. Colliery
spoil heaps have become green areas, attrac-
tive to wildlife, but simply grassing them over
was an unimaginative solution. The Coal
Board Regeneration Scheme developed a
community woodland at Dinnington –
North Anston Pit Top as it was originally
known – landscaping the site, shifting mil-
lions of tonnes of soil, creating a nature
reserve and community open space. The site
has matured under the ownership of the
Land Trust and is managed by several agen-
cies. With input from SK58 Birders, wader
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208. Dinnington Community Woodland, aka North Anston Pit Top, in SK58, showing the hide and
wader scrape, a focal point for group activities; March 2010. 
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scrapes and a hide were included in the
development plans. The original hide fortress
(a converted metal container, clad in wood)
is now in its 12th year of welcoming local
birders, and is wardened by group members
at weekends, engaging the local community
and showing them what is literally on their
doorstep (plate 208).

So, what do the next 25 years hold? I’m
sure that the group will be in existence in
some form or other in 2042. Inevitably, the
founding members will have to hand over the
reins at some point before then, so it’s imper-
ative that we actively recruit new, younger
members to pick up and carry on with
finding, recording and above all enjoying
local birds and birding, people with the same
dedication and passion for local birds and
local recording. It’s always interesting to
speculate what future local birders will be
recording. Which species will have disap-
peared and what will we have gained?

Andy Hirst, Recorder, SK58 Birders; e-mail
recorder@sk58birders.com

SK58 is a 10-km square between Sheffield, Rotherham and Worksop, spanning the border
between Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire. Information on the group can be found at
www.sk58birders.com

BB sends its congratulations to the SK58 Birders on their silver jubilee, and looks forward to
continuing updates and highlights from the square. It is perhaps surprising that there are not
more groups focusing on the hectad, or 10-km square, as a convenient and manageable study area.
With a small band of committed observers, what would such effort reveal in your home area?


