
T
he British Bird Observatories essentially
date from the re-establishment of an
Observatory on Skokholm in 1946 and

on Fair Isle in 1948. Thereafter, during the
1950s and early 1960s, the majority of the
Observatories in the present network were
established. Sadly, a few have since dropped out,
for instance those on the Isles of Scilly and on
Lundy. In 1976, the ringing programme on
Skokholm was curtailed, but there, and on
Skomer from 1960, a daily census has been
maintained using the same protocols as at the
other Observatories. These two islands,
although not now accredited Observatories,
maintain links with the Bird Observatories
Council (BOC), and their data have been avail-
able for studies undertaken by the BOC in
recent years. The Observatories were set up at a
time when great interest was taken in the study

of migration, and during the early years they
were an important part of the BTO’s activities.
The BOC was formed in 1970, as a forum for
discussion between Observatories and the BTO
and to undertake research projects. Many indi-
viduals destined for a distinguished career in
ornithology started their working lives as
wardens or assistants at an Observatory, and
one of the major contributions of the Observa-
tories in this early period was the compilation
of the BTO booklet Seasonal Movements of
Summer Migrants (Riddiford & Findley 1981),
which is still widely referred to in the forth-
coming Migration Atlas (Wernham et al., in
press). Latterly, however, as the BTO became
much more deeply involved with population
monitoring, the role of the Observatories in sci-
entific ornithology became sidelined. A senior
member of the BTO’s staff once remarked to
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205. Wryneck Jynx torquilla, St Mary’s, Scilly, October 2001.
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me that the advent of the mistnet had some
part to play in this. Ringing trainers had once
preferred to take their pupils to the Observa-
tories, where the presence of standing traps
enabled a variety of species to be caught, but
once the use of mistnets became widespread
this could be done at the ringer’s own sites.

By the mid 1980s, an independent observer
at a BOC gathering could have been forgiven
for thinking that the Observatories were almost
defunct as a body involved in serious
ornithology. But the establishment of a new
Observatory on North Ronaldsay, Orkney, in
1985, together with the advent of the personal
computer, slowly began to give a renewed role
to the BOC and a reinvigorated purpose to the
work at the Observatories. In particular, North
Ronaldsay Wardens Kevin Woodbridge and
Alison Duncan made us all aware of the possi-
bilities of using our data. It must be recognised
that individual Observatories are entirely
dependent on their own efforts to find the
means of employing staff and maintaining their
premises. Although some have support from
other bodies, and one or two have benefited
from bequests from members, most can only
continue by taking visitors. I know, from per-
sonal experience as Secretary of Bardsey Obser-
vatory, just how difficult it can be to obtain
sufficient funding; I can well remember tele-
phoning our Treasurer one February to find out
if we had enough money to pay the staff wages
for the first month of the season. The Observa-
tories only exist because of the devoted efforts
and generosity of their members, and mere sur-
vival has often absorbed their energies. It is a
wonder that many have managed to continue
the basic work of ringing and maintaining the
daily census, but thank goodness they have,
since these data are now being recognised to be
valuable as an historical and continuing
resource.

In this period of renewal, one of the first co-
operative ventures undertaken was to have a
stall at the British Birdwatching Fair, at Rutland
Water, and our Secretary, Peter Howlett, has
organised this and manned our stall with
helpers for the last seven years. The renewed
vigour also led us to question our role and the
reasons for our existence. At a meeting at
Gibraltar Point in 1999, a whole day was
devoted to producing the following statement,
which we feel covers the aims and objectives of
both the Observatories and the BOC:

The Bird Observatories’ primary purpose 
is to conduct long-term monitoring of 

bird populations and migration.

● Individual Observatories are located at
prime migration points, where a daily census
is taken and other standardised methods of
data collection are used in a defined
recording area.

● An integral part of Observatory work is bird
ringing, undertaken within the national
scheme which is licensed under the Wildlife
and Countryside Act 1981 and co-ordinated
by the BTO. This provides data for guiding
conservation policies of such bodies as
English Nature, the Countryside Council for
Wales, Scottish Natural Heritage and their
counterparts in Ireland.

● The Observatories enable and encourage
volunteers to participate in scientific studies
of birds and the environment. The results of
these studies and more general information
are made freely available to researchers, and
to the public, who are welcome to visit
Observatories.

● The work of Bird Observatories is co-ordi-
nated and promoted at a national level by
the Bird Observatories Council, to which
individual Observatories are accredited
when they meet specified criteria relating to
activities and facilities.

Kevin Woodbridge took the chair of the
BOC in 1994, and encouraged all the Observa-
tories to become computerised, and to deposit
their historical data on a central electronic data-
base. It soon became clear that this was no small
undertaking, and that several Observatories
were unable to do this. We needed, therefore, to
find money, and we estimated that such an
exercise would require in the region of
£100,000. To get support for such a project, we
needed to establish the value of the data. To do
this, we looked at eight species, over a ten-year
period, that had shown distinct trends in the
BTO’s population monitoring programme. Our
data, which we refer to as ‘BOC indices’, showed
significant trends, mostly in agreement with
those of the BTO’s population indices. This
approach was stimulated by Canadian and
Swedish work, where good agreement had been
shown between counts of migrating birds and
the monitoring of breeding bird populations
(Dunn & Hussell 1995). Our results were pre-
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sented to a Ringers’ Conference and, after some
initial scepticism from BTO staff about the
value of this data for population monitoring, a
one-day meeting was held at BTO headquarters
in Thetford. The meeting involved several BTO
staff plus Andrew Gosler of Oxford University,

Tim Sparks of the Centre for Ecology &
Hydrology, and Kevin Woodbridge, Alison
Duncan and myself on behalf of the BOC. Fol-
lowing much discussion, it was agreed that the
BTO would support an application for funding.

As an example of the potential value of daily
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206. Grasshopper Warbler Locustella naevia, Rockland Broad, Norfolk, May 2002.

Fig. 1. Mean number of spring ‘bird-days’ at Observatories and Common Birds Census index for 
Grasshopper Warbler Locustella naevia, compared with yearly Sahel rainfall (after Loxton 2001).The 

numbers of Grasshopper Warblers migrating through Observatory sites in spring is positively correlated 
with rainfall in the Sahel (r = 0.509, p <0.005); so, also, is the CBC index (r = 0.420, p <0.02).
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census data, fig. 1 shows Grasshopper Warbler
Locustella naevia counts expressed as the mean
of the total spring ‘bird-days’ at 11 Observa-
tories, plotted with the BTO’s Common Birds
Census (CBC) index for this species and average
annual rainfall in the Sahel. This follows on
from Riddiford (1983), where the marked
decrease in the numbers of Grasshopper War-
blers recorded at Observatories was noted in the
early 1970s. What little data exist from ringing
recoveries and sightings suggest that
Grasshopper Warblers winter in similar areas to
Sedge Warblers Acrocephalus schoenobaenus in
West Africa (Rumsey, in press). For Sedge War-
blers, it has been shown that the CBC index and
winter survival are closely correlated with rain-
fall in the Sahel (Peach et al. 1991), and it is
now generally considered that population fluc-
tuations in those British species which winter in
this area are probably strongly influenced by
environmental conditions there. Fig. 1 indicates
that fluctuations in the spring numbers of
Grasshopper Warblers migrating through the
Observatories are strongly correlated with rain-
fall in the Sahel, as is the CBC index. The
species has, however, occurred on so few CBC
sites since 1987 that a realistic annual index for
recent years cannot be calculated from those
data (Marchant et al. 1990), and it occurs on
less than 3% of the squares in the Breeding Bird
Survey (BBS). The strongly declining CBC
trend suggests that this species deserves high
conservation concern, even though it is cur-
rently only Amber-listed, as a consequence of
the contraction of its breeding range. Reason-
able numbers of Grasshopper Warblers are still
recorded at the Observatories, especially those
on the west coast of Britain, and it may be pos-
sible to augment the BBS monitoring using
BOC data.

Recently, the RSPB has used data from the
west coast Observatories as confirmatory evi-
dence of a serious decline in the Ring Ouzel
Turdus torquatus as a breeding bird in Britain in
the last 12 years (RSPB, in prep.). In 2001, the
BOC obtained a grant of £1,000 from the BOU,
as part of their UK Biodiversity Action Plan, for
us to examine our data on four species: Corn
Crake Crex crex, Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur,
Wryneck Jynx torquilla and Spotted Flycatcher
Muscicapa striata. These data have been
extracted from all the Observatories’ logbooks
and the writing up is in progress. In the course
of this work, the BOC were approached by

Stephen Browne of the Game Conservancy, who
had shown that Turtle Doves were no longer
making as many nesting attempts as in the 1960s
(Browne & Aebischer 2001). He had postulated
that the species might be leaving Britain earlier
in the autumn, and the only data available to test
this hypothesis were those held by the Observa-
tories. Once the data had been analysed, he was
able to show convincingly that, in the last 40
years, the species has been migrating south pro-
gressively earlier and is now leaving Britain
between one and two weeks earlier than in the
1960s. These data were presented at the BTO
Conference in December 2001.

In the 1990s, the widespread recognition of
the possibility of long-term climate change
stimulated a reawakening of the neglected field
of phenology. Tim Sparks, in the course of col-
lecting data on a variety of organisms, con-
tacted BOC about our data with a view to
examining trends in the first arrival dates of
spring migrants. The first arrival date of the
Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica at four Observa-
tories was one of 34 indicators of global
warming used in a Department of the Environ-
ment, Transport and the Regions publication
(Cannell et al. 1999). There is a significant neg-
ative correlation between mean arrival date of
Barn Swallows and mean spring temperature
(fig. 2). The relationship suggests that a 1˚C
increase in spring temperature is associated
with Barn Swallows arriving in Britain two or
three days earlier in spring. Loxton & Sparks
(1999) have also examined the arrival dates for
all the spring migrants at four western Observa-
tories (Portland, Skokholm, Bardsey and Calf of
Man). It was found that small migrants which
appear in the first half of the migration period
were appearing significantly earlier, and a sig-
nificant correlation of these species’ arrival
dates with average spring temperatures was
evident. Those species that arrive later in the
spring do not appear to be significantly affected
by spring temperature. Of course, the first indi-
vidual in spring may not be representative of
the biologically-more-important mean arrival
date of the population. This has, however, been
examined by Roberts (2000), who discovered a
good agreement among the trends in first
arrival date, later migrants and 50% of the
recorded passage birds.

These examples show the importance of
Observatory data for ornithological research
and the absolute necessity to have all the histor-
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ical data easily available for research workers. So
far, progress in getting these data computerised
has been slow. This is perhaps inevitable in a
dispersed organisation which is wholly depen-
dent on voluntary effort, but our application
for funding is close to being finalised, and we
can look forward to rapid progress to the day
when all our data will be readily available.

As well as daily census data, the BOC has
been involved with other matters. Five of the
Observatories manned ringing sites in the
European Songbird Project, co-ordinated by
Franz Bairlein, and continue to collect data
according to the protocols of this scheme. This
scheme provided an opportunity for ringers
and staff from the Observatories to attend

332 British Birds 95 • July 2002 • 328-333

Whither the Observatories?

207. Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica, Lundy, Devon, June 1990.
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Fig. 2. Date when the first Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica was seen at coastal Observatories in Britain (averaged 
for Dungeness, Portland, Bardsey and Calf of Man), shown in relation to mean temperatures in February to 

April in central England (Sparks & Loxton 1999). Julian day numbers are days after 1st January, such that 
83 is 24th March.There is a significant negative correlation between mean arrival date of Barn Swallows 

and mean spring temperature (r = -0.478, p <0.001), i.e. swallows arrive earlier in warm springs, and vice versa.
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workshops aimed at standardising the taking of
biometric data. Following on from this, the
BOC has discussed how we might contribute
personnel to West African studies, and we have
drawn the attention of the BTO and Franz Bair-
lein to the resources available from skilled
Observatory staff in the winter season.

The BOC is also involved in proposals which
would make ringing training acceptable to the
National Vocational Qualification (NVQ/SVQ)
system. The potential for this system to give
young people experience of Observatory life,
with its associated possibilities of engendering
an interest in nature, conservation or ringing,
would be of great benefit to both the Observa-
tories and other conservation organisations.
With a recognised qualification, funding could
also be released from educational budgets to
support staff at Observatories in developing this
role, which would be an extension of the Obser-
vatories’ long-held role in helping train ringers
through the use of dedicated courses. The
present age structure of ringers does not bode
well for the future manning of Observatories,
and clearly we need to encourage young people
to enter the scheme, and to educate the public
about the importance of ringing as an ornitho-
logical tool.

Individual Observatories have made signifi-
cant advances in recent years, with refurbish-
ment at Portland, Dungeness and Fair Isle, and
complete renovation at Sandwich Bay. All the
Observatories maintain close connections with
local birders and publish annual reports, often
carrying important articles on local fauna and
flora besides birds, particularly moths and but-
terflies (Lepidoptera). The Bardsey report, for
example, is a listed, though not refereed, scien-
tific journal and has carried papers concerned
with data from all the Observatories. Bardsey
has also produced a Ringing Atlas for their
recoveries and controls (Loxton, Kittle & Hope
Jones 1999). Welcome news in recent years has
been the reactivation and reaccreditation of
Holme, in Norfolk, and the establishment of
two new Observatories at Filey and Flambor-
ough, in Yorkshire. There is also the possibility
of two new Observatories in Scotland.

So, with an expanding network of Observa-
tories, and a new awareness of the importance
of our data, the future looks brighter than many

may realise. To me, it is particularly encour-
aging to see the growing interest of the BTO,
RSPB and CEH in our work. The advent of the
BTO’s ‘Migration Watch’ website should bring
us back to the forefront of migration studies. It
is now up to us to realise our ambition of estab-
lishing our great collection of census data onto
a single, networked database. As an academic
once observed to me, ‘If you only had your data
available, I’d put two PhD students to work on
it at once!’ That must be our future.
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