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What is Paxton Pits?
Paxton Pits is a complex of former and current gravel workings in the Ouse Valley,
adjacent to the A1 trunk road in southwest Cambridgeshire. The flooded pits are an
important refuge for waterbirds in winter, and are the primary reason that the site has
been designated a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) by Natural England. The
lakes are important for waterbirds during the breeding season too, most notably
cormorants (it has one of the original and largest inland cormorant colonies in
England) and waders such as lapwing and redshank, which are now rare outside
nature reserves in Cambridgeshire. The scrub that surrounds the pits, a rare habitat
locally, is valuable for breeding songbirds, especially nightingales, which sing from
mid April until mid June.
The southern pits are owned/leased and managed by Huntingdonshire District Council
and form a designated Local Nature Reserve, with a car park on the east side of Little
Paxton village and a Visitors’ Centre run by volunteers, where information and
refreshments are available most weekends. The northern pits form Little Paxton
Quarry, managed by Bardon Aggregates, and there is currently no public access as
this is an active industrial area.
For up to date information, visit www.paxton-pits.org.uk.

Cover photographs
Principal photograph: Great spotted woodpecker (Ian Johnston)
It’s been boom time for great spotted woodpeckers at Paxton in recent times, with an
increase in breeding numbers around the Pits and more frequent visits to village
gardens. This stunning photo was taken from the Hayden Hide, where woodpeckers
regularly visit the bird feeders.
Inset photographs (left to right)
Great white egret (Martin Davis): a cracking Christmas present, this long-awaited
addition to the Paxton checklist stayed for six days at the end of December 2007.
Common blue (Ian Johnston): although not the commonest butterfly at Paxton, this
was one of the few species that showed an increase in a summer of poor weather for
insects. This female was laying eggs in grassland on the nature reserve.
Broad-bodied chaser (Ian Johnston): this female is one of the scarcer dragonfly
species, on the wing from June to August.
Spoonbill (Martin Davis): It had been 25 years since a spoonbill last spent time at
Paxton Pits, but this one was the first of five that was recorded here in 2007.
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The Year in View
Autumn and winter 2006/07: after an exceptionally hot summer, autumn was the
warmest on record (southeast England had temperatures above 30 C in September and
22 C in October), resulting in many migrants staying later than usual. This included
our latest ever lesser whitethroat (26 Sep), willow warbler (1 Oct), yellow wagtail (19
Oct) and hobby (29 Oct). A wood sandpiper on 27th October equals the latest ever in
Cambridgeshire, while a quail on 24th October was not only a local rarity, but also our
latest. Other rarities included our second pectoral sandpiper in late September and our
first American golden plover in October. The mild winter weather, which made 2006
the warmest on record, also brought the first substantial rainfall for more than a year.
Nevertheless, waterbird numbers were below average, with the peak count being the
lowest since 1984. Nonetheless, there were some big counts of some species: 14 redcrested pochards in October were a site record as were 19 ruffs and 4000 European
golden plovers in January, and 104 barnacle geese in February; 397 teals in November
were the most here since 1979 while 230 shovelers in March were the most since
1976. A garganey in early January was Paxton’s first winter record. Among
passerines, 11 tree sparrows and 12 bramblings were the largest flocks of each species
for some years, but lesser redpolls were scarce. The mild, wet winter turned into a
warm, dry early spring with the first bumblebee on 16th January, snowdrop on 27th
January, blackthorn blossom on 22nd February and red admiral on 1st February. Best
news of the period was an increased number of otter sightings through the period,
culminating in video footage of a female and two cubs on Heronry North in February.
Spring and summer 2007: a warm March and even warmer April (local temperatures
were almost 5 Centigrade above average) had insects emerging early: peacock from
3rd March, brimstone from 6th, green-veined white and small tortoiseshell from 11th
and ladybird sp. from 25th. For damselflies it was even more exceptional: large reds
from 18th and common blue from 21st, with hornets from 25th. Bird migration, by
contrast, was nothing exceptional, although lesser whitethroat (14 Apr) and whinchat
(22 Apr) were the earliest ever. It was the worst spring on record for wheatears, but
two ring ouzels were welcome. For the second successive year, wader passage was
notable, including record black-tailed godwit numbers in March (flocks of up to 2300
birds), bar-tailed godwit movements in late April, high counts of turnstones and an
amazing flock of 200 dunlins in May. Nine avocets were also a record, and included
one colour-ringed in France, while green sandpipers sang and displayed before
leaving for pastures north. A record count of 30 shelducks in April came four months
before a record count of six ruddy shelducks. Besides these, rare birds were hard to
come by: the Pits’ third fulmar in March stayed only briefly but five spoonbills
between April and August were unexpected, more than doubling the number of birds
recorded at Paxton. The summer brought the highest number of marsh harriers yet,
while two peregrines from July signalled almost permanent residence here. A
probable nightjar in July is one that got away. Insect-eaters like nightjars struggled to
feed in wet weather conditions that made life tough for many insects and their
predators. No clouded yellows or marbled whites were recorded, just a single silverY moth and fewer than a dozen painted ladies. Things were less critical for
dragonflies, with a huge hatch of banded demoiselles in June and a smaller hatch of
small red-eyed damselflies in August.
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Bird breeding: It was a poor breeding season for
most waterbirds, including - for a change - greylag
and Canada geese. No gadwalls were confirmed
breeding, coot productivity was low, there were few
nesting waders, though little grebes did well.
Nesting activity in the large trees had started
immediately after Christmas with good numbers of
nests: 161 cormorants, 10 grey herons and tempting
behaviour by little egrets – perhaps a sign of things
to come. In the quarry, summer brought the first
breeding attempt at Paxton by Mediterranean gull,
the third year of nesting by lesser black-backed gull and herring gull, and the first
breeding attempt in Cambridgeshire involving yellow-legged gull (a hybrid pair).
Elsewhere in the quarry, 70 sand martins nests was the lowest total for some years.
Coal tits bred in the village, while two pairs of grey partridge probably bred at the
Pits. Breeding populations of most passerines were stable or up - 29 singing
nightingales and 21 calling turtle doves are the best yet - but whitethroat numbers fell
sharply. This is despite a cold, wet May: 200% of average rainfall fell in East Anglia
and the temperature was just 8 C over the spring bank holiday weekend. June was no
better, with record rainfall in East Anglia.
Autumn and winter 2007: after the washout of a summer, at least the autumn had the
decency to be warm and dry, with wonderful colours in the countryside. This helped
to hold many summer migrants here for longer: grasshopper warbler (20 Sep),
turnstone (24 Sep), house martin (27 Oct) were all the latest ever here. Surprisingly,
we also had the earliest ever brambling (30 Sep) and an early smew (11 Nov). A
hummingbird hawkmoth (1 Oct) was the sole record of the year, while many insects
remained abundant until late into the autumn: common blue damselfly until 22nd
October, small coppers until 2nd November, common darters until 12th and,
remarkably, peacock until 29th. Waterbird numbers were even lower than the
previous winter, whereas a couple of species continue to experience boom times: 23
little egrets and 13 buzzards during September were both site records. The discovery
of 60 harvest mice around the arable fields reinforced the success of the habitat
management on the last nature reserve extension; September also brought the
announcement of an even greater reserve extension to the north. Rare birds started
with a tree pipit (the third record here since they bred in 1980), included three arctic
skuas during late September storms, and finished with great white egret and a brent
goose for Christmas.
Bird monitoring
Two surveys form the backbone of bird monitoring at Paxton Pits. Waterfowl counts are
conducted every month of the winter as part of the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), run by the
British Trust for Ornithology, Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, RSPB and the Joint Nature
Conservation Committee. Estimates of breeding numbers come from the Paxton Breeding
Bird Survey (PBBS), a co-ordinated count of the whole pits complex during May and June.
In addition, the cormorant roost is counted at dusk, usually once each week, from early
October until early March.
The WeBS and the PBBS monitoring include the entire pits complex, including the quarry. In
addition, a small number of volunteers are granted access to the private quarry and the
adjacent pits as part of the BTO Business Bird Challenge.
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The Birds of Paxton Pits, 2006-07
Mute swan

Pink-footed goose

Resident

Rare winter visitor, but most records
believed to be naturalised birds

Large numbers of mute swans in the early
winter have become a feature of the Pits in
recent years, with November 2006’s
WeBS count shown in the chart topped a
few days previously by the highest
recorded count ever: 171 birds on 14th
(JLFP). By contrast, the autumn 2007
counts were lower, peaking at 132 in
November.

Ten on 12th November 2006 (EMc) were
probably wild birds, while a single on
several dates in September 2007 was
probably a naturalised resident.
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Greylag goose
Resident (re-established)
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Above-average counts in autumn 2006
peaked with a count of 793 on 24th
September (JH). Numbers throughout
2007 were lower than usual, including in
the breeding season when only 104
youngsters fledged from an estimated 18
nests (cf 173 young in 2004). There’s no
obvious explanation for this change
following years of growth.
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The late summer 2007 peak of 794 (30th
August, JLFP) was the highest since 2001,
but numbers fell away quickly with no
more than 370 during the rest of the
autumn.

Wintering mute swans during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits
Eight breeding attempts in 2007, nesting
was at the lower end of its range for recent
years, with several pits without a nest.
These eight nests fledged at least 15
young. A non-breeding flock peaked at 74
on Pumphouse Pit in mid May.
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Bewick’s swan
Scarce winter
visitor

Two on 12th
November (RPr)
and a single
reported on 5th
February were
the only records
of winter
2006/07.
Autumn 2007
started better,
with two on 24th October (JLFP), 10 on
14th November (MD) and five the
following day (KMG).
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Wintering greylag geese during Wetland
Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits

Canada goose
Resident (introduced)

A count of 101 birds in December rather
bucks the trend of recent years; otherwise
Canada geese were typically scarce from
October onwards, though more birds
probably roost here than is apparent from
these figures.
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was seen intermittently throughout the
summer, but there was no evidence of
breeding. A single was noted on several
dates in September, being seen last on 2nd
October (JLFP). Finally, a pair flew south
at dusk on 28th December (MAW).

Nine nests fledged 27 young, the lowest
breeding season return since 1994. The
flock size increased during August,
peaking at 259 on 2nd September (JLFP),
the highest here for some years.
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Ruddy shelduck
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Wintering Canada geese during Wetland
Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits

Barnacle goose
Resident (naturalised)

Up to four were present with greylag
geese through winter 2006/07. Flocks of
79 reported on 30th December and 104 on
4th February (JH/JLFP) are presumed to be
from Roxton in north Bedfordshire, where
numbers have passed 300 birds. These are
the highest counts recorded at Paxton Pits.

(Paul Young)

Making only its second appearance in this
bird report, a flock of six alighted on
Pumphouse Pit on 11th August (NP),
having been at Minsmere the previous day
and in Worcestershire on 12th. The sextet
remained at Paxton for just a few hours,
flying south over the village (MAW),
before heading west. Their origin is
unknown, but a feral population in
Switzerland now numbers several hundred
birds and increasing numbers of ruddy
shelducks moult near Utrecht in the
Netherlands each summer, numbering
over 400 birds in 2006.

Between one and seven were seen in the
spring but none was reported breeding at
the Pits this year. The highest count of
autumn 2007 was eight on 14th October.
One seen in December was colour-ringed
in Bedfordshire.
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Brent goose

S
M

Rare visitor

One flew north over Pumphouse Pit on
31st December 2007 (JW), only the fifth
Pits record and the first since 2000. It is
presumed to be the same as one seen in the
previous two days at Brampton and
Grafham Water.
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Common shelduck
Increasingly present throughout the
year; breeds occasionally

Overwintering occurred for the third
consecutive year, with up to eight in
December 2006/January 2007, and with a
couple of birds present to the end of 2007,
this may well make for a fourth annum of
year-round presence.

Egyptian goose
Occasional visitor (naturalised)

Recorded more regularly than ever, with
up to five during April: a pair of adults (of
which one carried a metal ring), a pair of
first-years and a single first-year. One pair

Numbers increased from February,
peaking at 30 birds on 5th April (JLFP),
the highest yet recorded. Yet while more
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than a dozen were seen regularly into
June, there was no evidence of breeding;
2001 is the last year it was confirmed.

since 2001 (when monitoring coverage
was less complete). The early 2007-08
winter started, as for most waterbird
species, with numbers slightly below par.
A leucistic male was noted on Heronry
South in December 2007 (MD/MAW/JW).

Up to four shelducks were seen regularly
throughout the remainder of the year.

Mandarin
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Rare visitor (introduced)
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A female was recorded intermittently from
September 2006 to February 2007, then a
male was seen intermittently from
September to the year end.
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Current year
Five year average

Wigeon
Abundant winter visitor

Wintering gadwalls during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits

Despite a large early arrival in September
2006, numbers through the winter were
average, peaking at 1084 in January.
Small numbers remained throughout May
until just a single male remained through
June, presumed to be an injured bird
staying for its fourth consecutive summer.
Autumn arrivals were noted from early
August, but numbers were slow to build,
with just 765 in December.

Teal
Abundant winter visitor

Counts were unusually high through
winter 2006-07, though with considerable
daily fluctuations. The highest count
received was 397 on 23rd November 2006
(JLFP), the highest total since 1979.
Quarry operations created near-perfect
shallow-water conditions for this little
duck and numbers remained high into the
early spring, dropping only in mid April.
Up to three remained through the summer
before increasing from early August to an
unusual late summer peak of 208 (JLFP).
By contrast, counts during autumn 2007
were typically only half this total.
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Wintering wigeons during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits
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Abundant in winter, occasional breeder

Numbers in winter 2006-07 were fairly
average, but a non-breeding flock was
present from mid May and grew to 57
birds by early June, suggesting that
breeding was not even been attempted by
these birds. No successful breeding was
recorded at Paxton this year, the first time

Current year
Five year average

Wintering teals during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits
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Mallard
Resident

After a surprisingly strong September
2006 count, the highest for a decade,
numbers tailed off. Just eight nests
hatched 46 young, but fledged 18 birds,
higher than in the last couple of seasons.
surprise, not least for a small duck that
was supposed to be in Africa; although not
unprecedented in Cambridgeshire, this is
believed to be the first winter record at
Paxton Pits.
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The first spring migrant was a male on
22nd April (MD/GAR), followed by a male
on 11-12th May and another two on 26th27th.
Seven garganeys were recorded in autumn
2007, between 4th August and 9th
September.
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Late summer 2007 saw another surge,
peaking at 243 on 3rd September (JLFP)
before falling away to counts slightly
above average to the year end.
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Five year average
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Wintering mallards during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits

Shoveler

Pintail

For the second consecutive year the most
notable feature of the monthly counts was
the early spring peak, with 230 birds on
17th March (MAW), making use of the low
water levels in the quarry, but falling to
140 by the following day (the WeBS
count). This peak is the highest recorded
here since 1976.

Abundant in winter; occasional breeder

Annual winter visitor, in small numbers

Present in small numbers from late August
2006 throughout the autumn, peaking at
seven on 1st October (NP). Scarce during
January and February, sightings increased,
with daily presence from early March to
mid April and a spring peak of eight birds.

By contrast, after intermittent records
during the summer - including a pair in
early June - autumn 2007 was very poor,
with 47 in September and only a dozen in
early December.

Early autumn 2007 saw a repeat
performance, with counts varying between
one and 15 daily from 1st September to
mid October, but then on just a handful of
dates to the year end.
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Following three in August 2006, up to four
garganeys were present daily throughout
September, though the number of birds
involved - all juveniles - is uncertain. The
last of the year was on 13th October (MD).
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Five year average

Wintering shovelers during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits

A female on Pumphouse Pit from 7-10th
January (MD/JW) was a midwinter
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Red crested pochard
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Wintering tufted ducks during Wetland
Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits

Abundant winter visitor

A very poor show of pochards, with only
one month even close to average during
winter 2006-07. This is the lowest annual
peak since 1984, though the first four
months of winter 2007-08 suggest that this
could be even lower. A handful of single
birds were recorded sporadically through
the summer, including a female on several
dates in August with a broad white stripe
across one side of its head leading to a few
heart-stopping moments for local birders.

Breeding numbers were down on recent
years - 18 successful pairs hatched 65
chicks. With the usual high levels of
infant mortality; a minimum of 15 fledged.

Goldeneye
Abundant winter visitor

A small group of goldeneyes is a fine sight
on a clear, sunny winter morning,
especially as spring approaches and males
throw back their heads and display with
gusto. Compared to other wintering
ducks, 2006-07 wasn’t a bad winter,
starting with the first returnee on 21st
October and peaking with 138 on 6th
February before numbers dwindled until
just two remained on 24th April (all JLFP).
17th October saw the first of 2007-08 take
up residence (KH) and by late December
84 were present (JLFP).
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After a glut of records in recent years,
2006-07 was a return to the norm. Besides
a flock of 14 on 6th October 2006 (JLFP),
more than double the previous best, the
highest count was three, and the species
was recorded on just five dates in 2007,
between January and August.
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Increasing visitor (introduced) and
possible occasional breeder
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Surveys at Paxton Pits

100
50

Tufted duck

Ja
n
Fe
b
M
ar

D

Se
p
O
ct
N
ov

As for several other duck species, the
winter peak for 2006-07 came late in the
season, rather than the more usual
November, and winter 2007-08 started
with even lower counts. A male, hybrid
offspring of a pochard and tufted duck
pairing, was seen on 30th October (JLFP).
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Abundant in winter, small number
breed
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Wintering goldeneyes during Wetland
Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits
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Smew
Annual winter visitor in small numbers

Overall, numbers were down in winter
2006-07, with a maximum count of two
males and six redheads on 25th January
(JLFP), though three males were seen on
other dates. Display was noted from early
in February and mating from mid-month.

1995-96 (and we have no reason to believe
this is being reported any less frequently).
Compare this to the peak count of 13 in
the previous 12 months and 24 birds in
November 2002.

The first of winter 2006-07 was on 29th
November (IJ) and the last on 5th April
(MD/JLFP). A redhead on the relatively
early dates of 11-16th November was the
first of winter 2007-08 (MD/JH/JW). No
males were recorded before the end of
2007, with the highest count of five
redheads on 24th December (MD).
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Grey partridge
Scarce resident

This nationally-declining bird has bucked
the trend at Paxton Pits, after a prolonged
absence. A covey of six near Diddington
late in 2006 indicates successful breeding
that year, and birds were seen both here
and in the reserve arable fields in spring
2007. Family groups of nine near
Diddington and five on the Great Meadow
in autumn confirm successful breeding in
both areas, the best result for at least a
decade and possibly two.

Two males and a redhead brought colour
to the Heronry Pits on 12th November
2007, the first of the winter. The highest
count we received was four males and
three redheads on 25th/26th December
(MD/DH/JW).
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Coveys on arable land adjacent to Haul
Road and on the New Workings
comprised a total of 15 birds late in 2006.
With no releases for shooting locally, it
would appear that perhaps just one pair
bred in the Pits complex in 2007, with a
post-breeding peak of nine birds.

After the first of the winter, reported on
24th November 2006, it was Christmas
before more than a single was seen.
Thirteen (including six males) on 28th
January was the highest count reported,
although a flock of 10 on 3rd January had
included seven drakes, illustrating the
turnover of birds that must occur. The last
of the winter was reported on 26th March.
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Annual winter visitor in small numbers,
though declining slowly
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Goosander
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Quail

Year-round visitor in small numbers
(introduced)

Rare summer visitor
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In last year’s report, we lamented the
discovery of a dead quail near Paxton
Wood, little realising that within weeks,
Paxton would host a live one. On the
surprisingly late date of 24th October,
JLFP flushed one from the grass near
Pumphouse Pit at just 10 metres distant.

Whatever your views about the
government programme to save the
globally-threatened white-headed duck by
eradicating the North American ruddy
duck, there seems little doubt that it’s
working if Paxton records are a guide.
Recorded on just seven dates during this
16 month period, with no more than two
on any date, this is the lowest count since
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Pheasant
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Resident (introduced/released)

Ignored by most birdwatchers, the only
population count (4 pairs, PBBS) may
well be an underestimate. A completely
albino female was seen adjacent to Island
Pit on 20th November (JW).
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Resident in small numbers
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Great crested grebes during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits
returned to Paxton in October, having
spent much of the summer on the nearby
Buckden gravel pits (JLFP).
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Black-necked grebe

Current year
Five year average

Scarce visitor, usually on passage

Three records in 2007, all on Diddington
Pit. A long-stayer was a welcome guest
through the late winter, present from 23rd
January to 13th March (DBa/JLFP). A
summer-plumaged bird brought a splash
of colour on 24th June (JH/JLFP/GAR) and
was reported again the following day. An
adult in winter plumage was there on 4th
August (MD/JW).

Little grebes during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits
Above-average numbers were recorded
through winter 2006-07, following the
recent trend of a late summer peak; 44 in
September and October (JLFP) is the
highest since 1994.
After a good breeding season (nine pairs
fledged 16-19 young), the autumn peak
was 54 on 3rd October (JLFP). Counts
remained high to the year-end.
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Fulmar
Scarce visitor

Great crested grebe
Resident, numbers higher in winter

Counts during winter 2006-7 were below
average, while those in the last four
months of 2007 were also low. First
display was noted on 8th January (IKD),
with mating recorded by the month’s end.
As usual, however, weed-dancing was
recorded only from April, presumably to
strengthen the pair bond rather than
initiate it.

Only the third Paxton record, following
those in 2003 and 2004. This was
swimming in shallow water on 19th March
(JLFP), apparently feeding from the
bottom of Pumphouse Pit during the late
afternoon. One was seen at Grafham
Water the following day.

As spring turned to summer, stripy
hatchlings emerged from eggs and
scrambled onto their parents’ backs. From
16 nests, we estimate that a dozen fledged
to independence, the poorest season since
1996. A leucistic bird, first seen in
February and present through the spring,
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doubt surrounds that. Second-hand reports
of a bittern around Island and Washout
Pits on 31st July and 1st August would be
the earliest record since bitterns last
boomed at Paxton - where the Meadow
now lies - in the 1960s (per SM), but given
that bitterns bred in Cambridgeshire for
the first time in decades and one was at
Fen Drayton Gravel Pits the same week,
perhaps not impossible.

Cormorant
Resident, higher numbers in winter

As has been the case in recent years,
numbers grew during the winter to peak at
304 on 11th February (JH). This was the
lowest peak since 2003-04.
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Little egret
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Scarce visitor, increasingly resident
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In last year’s report, we speculated on
whether little egrets might breed at Paxton
soon – would 2007 be the year?
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Peak cormorant roost counts from Week
1 October to Week 4 February

Up to seven in autumn 2006, with at least
one seen through the winter. Numbers
grew from late January, peaking at eight
on 3rd June (JH). Several were in full
breeding plumage, and behaviour
suggested possible breeding interest
(MAW), though nothing was proven.
Numbers increased in mid July, peaking at
18 in August (JLFP) and a remarkable 23
on 4th September (MSh). This is a new
site record, smashing the 14 set in 2006.
Intriguingly, one of these was a juvenile
described as “not long out of the nest”
(MAW)… Counts remained into double
figures well into October, and small
numbers remained to the year-end.

Breeding starts early at Paxton, some five
months before their coastal-nesting
brethren. Birds in breeding plumage, with
white thigh-patches and head filoplumes,
were noted on 28th December 2006, and
within a fortnight 10 nests were occupied
(JH). The calls of young cormorants were
noted from 9th March (JM), while several
dozen nests in the colony were still under
construction. By the end of that month,
the breeding total was estimated at 161
occupied nests (JH), of which 10% had
young at least two weeks’ old.

Great white egret
Rare visitor

A long-predicted rarity that finally made
its first recorded landing at Paxton Pits,
providing an excellent Christmas present
for Paxton regulars. Found on 24th
December 2007 on Island Pit (MR/DS), it
remained until 29th. While it proved easy
to see most afternoons roosting on
Heronry South, sometimes in the company
of little egrets, during the day it was far
more elusive and some people spent many
hours searching for it. Remarkably,
during its stay, there was also a cattle egret
just two miles away in St Neots.

A fascinating observation comes from
Keith Gutteridge (23rd March), who saw a
female kill two young chicks, and then
immediately mate with a male.
The only count we received from the
winter was 272 on 26th December (JH).

Bittern
Scarce winter visitor

Having been spoiled by prolonged views
of bitterns on Washout Pit in 2005-06, this
was a poor 18 months. We received only
one report in winter 2006-07, and some
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Visitors’ Centre on 2nd May (NB/RE) and
a probable flew southwest on 15th
September (MD).

Grey heron
Resident, breeding in small numbers

Like the cormorants, mild winter weather
stimulated breeding, such that one was on
a nest in the Heronry South colony on 10th
January (MD). A count in late February
found 10 nests, the highest total since
1995, though it is believed that several of
these failed owing to poor weather during
the spring. We did not receive any
estimates of productivity this year.
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Scarce, but annual, passage migrant

The fortunes of marsh harriers just get
better and better - who remembers when
just one pair remained in Britain, in 1971?
A record year, with birds recorded on 16
dates. Interestingly, of the 15 for which
the sex/age was provided, all but one of
the northbound birds in spring were
females and all the autumn southbound
birds were females or juveniles.
S
M

So, Paxton’s total of two records of four
birds was transformed into six records of
nine birds. With spoonbills now nesting
on the east coast of England…
J
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Marsh harrier

An immature flying south over Washout
Pit on 26th April (EN) was followed by an
adult on Diddington Pit on 11th May
(RMP), which was relocated on 13th
(GAR) and seen by several local birders.
Then there was an immature on 2nd June
(RMP), and two subadults reported on 1st
August and confirmed on 2nd (RW/JW).

D
A

J
S

One on 3rd December 2006 (NA/MD)
brought the year’s total to a record nine.
Just six were reported in 2007, none after
24th May, the first year that we have failed
to see a year-on-year increase in sightings.

A long overdue Paxton tick for many local
birders, a record of three by Trevor
Gunton in 1982 (the first in
Huntingdonshire since 1875) had been
looked at jealously for 25 years, despite a
flyover in 1998. But no-one was ready for
the series of records in spring 2007.
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Scarce, but increasing, visitor

Rare visitor, usually in spring
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Spoonbill
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Hen harrier
Rare visitor

The killing of
two hen harriers
at Sandringham,
Norfolk, in
autumn 2007
illustrated that
even on their
wintering
grounds, hen
harriers are not
safe from illegal
slaughter. It
may help to
explain their irregular appearance in these
reports. A ringtail on 21st October (JLFP)
is only the third hen harrier reported at
Paxton Pits in the last decade.
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Honey-buzzard
Scarce passage visitor

Whether it’s that we’re getting better at
identifying them or it reflects an increase
in the breeding population of this underrecorded species is difficult to tell, but
Paxton sightings have increased
dramatically since 2000. There were three
good reports during this recording period,
one in each migration season.
Good views were had of a dark, probably
juvenile, bird hanging just 100 feet over
Pumphouse Pit for several minutes on 15th
September 2006 (JLFP) before flapping
slowly southeast. One flew over the
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The site record was smashed again in
2007: 13 on 30th September (JW), three
more than the previous best. A pair
displayed over the quarry on several dates
in early April, and a breeding attempt is
suspected nearby.

Sparrowhawk
Resident

Seen regularly in the village and around
the Pits through the year, there was also
some evidence of migration, illustrated by
three high on 8th September 2006 (TGG),
and perhaps 4-5 over on 17th November
2007 (MD/NP/JW).

Osprey
Scarce passage migrant

Breeding by one pair was again confirmed
at the Pits, and a second pair was strongly
suspected. We don’t have a clear idea
about how many pairs inhabit the village.

One on 5th September was the second and
last of the autumn 2006, and seen
subsequently at Grafham Water.
Ospreys were recorded at Paxton on three
dates during spring migration 2007,
between 7th April and 7th May, but not at
all in the autumn.

Interactions noted include one tussling
with a kestrel, an attempt to take a rat from
outside the Hayden Hide and, yet again, a
failed snatch at a green woodpecker.
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Scarce but increasing resident
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Kestrel
Resident

Hunting regularly over grassland and
arable around the Pits complex, a single
breeding pair bred successfully around the
quarry, assuming that juveniles seen late
in August were locally-reared. Unusually,
we also received a few records from the
village and from the Mill Lane area.

2006 and 2007 each set new records for
buzzard ‘days’. Occurring in all months,
but least numerous in December.

Merlin
Scarce winter visitor

Merlins are recorded only sporadically
around the Pits, but may be present more
regularly than we realise. There were 11
records in this recording period. The
earliest sighting of winter 2006-07 was on
8th October and the latest on 13th February.
The first confirmed of winter 2007-08 was
on 24th October (all JLFP), although one
was reported on 8th September, early but
not unprecedented.

Passage migration is noticeable, with
counts of six and more on three dates in
autumn 2006, two dates in spring 2007
and seven dates in autumn 2007. A
buzzard with a white tag on each wing was
among four seen on 20th May (KF), but we
have so far been unable to trace its origin.
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Hobby
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Common summer visitor, occasionally
breeding adjacent to the Pits
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We thought that one on 7th October 2006
(JW) would be the last of the year, but one
on 29th October is the latest ever reported
at Paxton (one was also seen in Priory
Park, St Neots, on 7th December).
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Number of buzzard ‘days’ at Paxton
since 1995
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Water rail
Winter visitor, occasionally breeds

This secretive reed-dweller was seen
intermittently through both winter periods,
usually around Washout Pit, Dodder Fen
and Hayling Pit, and around Heronry Pits
into the summer, so perhaps they bred?
More often heard than seen, sightings are
usually rapid scrambles across a gap in
vegetation, so one sauntering down the
public footpath in November (JW) was a
rare treat! At least five were present in
December 2007.

The first of spring 2007 was on 22nd April
(JR), a typical date. The peak of passage
involved fewer birds than in recent years,
at just nine (on 29th April and 6th May).
Interesting observations during this time
included one causing panic among passage
dunlins and a pair displaying, one of
which caught a whitethroat.
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Moorhen

Sightings continued through the summer:
a juvenile and two adults from mid August
indicates local breeding. The last of the
year was on 22nd September (JW).
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Resident
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Peregrine
Scarce winter visitor

In contrast to most waterbirds, the 200607 WeBS counts were above average,
aided in part by a record 47 birds in
October. By contrast, numbers in midwinter 2007-08 hit a record low (8 in
December 2007). Breeding season
success was at the lower end of the last
decade: 12 nests hatched 23 young, of
which 17 fledged. In July, moorhen was
added to the list of birds feeding on
peanuts at the Visitors’ Centre! (DBa)

Having been recorded on a record 29 dates
in 2006, peregrine was seen on a
remarkable 47 dates in 2007.
A juvenile female was present from 19th
September 2006 to the year end; an adult
male from January to late March; an
immature male on one date in early April;
an adult male and immature female on 15th
April (MD/MAW) was the last of the
winter. Two were back on 22nd July
(JLFP), a juvenile and an adult male seen
during August and into September. An
adult male and an immature female were
seen to the year-end.
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So, a minimum of five during winter
2006-07 and at least two (or three) during
early winter 2007-08. Or do these records
relate to many more birds?
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Most sightings came from around
Pumphouse Pit, where waterbird flocks
provided ample foraging: lapwing, teal
and pied wagtails were among the prey
species reported.
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Wintering moorhens during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits
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Unusual plumage on 24th June: a coot with
an orange-red frontal lobe, giving it the
appearance of an oversize moorhen.

Coot
Resident, numbers increase in winter

Top count of winter 2006-07 was 899 on
17th December (WeBS), the lowest peak
count since 1998. But 2007-08 may be
heading for worse, with a peak of just 432
in December 2007, which could prove to
be the lowest peak since the mid 1970s.

Oystercatcher
Summer visitor, small number breed

The first of 2007 was reported on 5th
February, a typical date. Three pairs made
four nesting attempts. But only 3-5 young
from eight hatched.
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A pair on Pumphouse Pit, hatched three
but all were lost, then built a second nest
and probably fledged a single youngster.
A nest on Diddington Pit is also believed
to have fledged a single young. On
Sailing Lake, success was greater, with
three young fledged. No oystercatchers
were seen after 22nd August.

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar
Current year

S
M

Five year average

Wintering coots during Wetland Bird
Surveys at Paxton Pits
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Three on 26th March was a nice surprise
(JLFP/MAW), followed by another three
on 6th April (MD/JW), all were males.
One of these was colour-ringed and stayed
until 10th April, the first overnight stayer at
Paxton. It was ringed as a chick on in
August 2005 at Guerande, western France
and seen that October at Bouin, Vendee.
The Paxton sightings were the first since.
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Another single on 9th May (JLFP/JW) was
followed by two on 3rd June (JH), the latter
perhaps failed breeders from flooded
breeding areas elsewhere in the county.
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Another record year in the journey
towards colonisation? Nine birds,
doubling the total ever recorded here.
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Scarce but increasing spring visitor
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Avocet

The number of breeding coots fell again,
to 31 breeding attempts, the lowest since
2000. But productivity was even worse,
with only 43 hatched and a mere 10
fledged. This is the lowest nesting success
since our records began.
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Pairs

Little ringed plover
Summer visitor, increasingly scarce

Av fledged/pair

The last of summer 2006 was seen on 5th
September, a typical date (JLFP).

Breeding productivity of coots at Paxton
Pits 1995-2007. Pairs (dotted line) trebled

One on 16th March was the first of 2007
(MD), building to four territorial pairs by
the second week of April. The topography
of the quarry makes it difficult to be

between 1995 and 2004 but have now fallen to
turn-of-the-century levels. The number of
chicks fledged per nest shows a decrease
throughout the period it has been monitored.
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winter 2006-07. The peak was 4000 birds
on 6th January (MD). Numbers remained
high until early February, with the last of
spring on 17th April.

certain how many attempted nesting. It is
thought that at least one pair tried and
failed, with no locally-bred juveniles
reported. This is the first blank year since
1997. The last record for the year was on
24th September (JW).
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Although one was reported on 3rd June, the
first certain autumn migrant was on 31st
July (JLFP) with high counts from mid
October and a peak of 3468 birds on 22nd
November (MD).
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Ringed plover
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Summer visitor, small numbers breed

Autumn 2006 passage was strong into
September (max 33 on 3rd, JLFP), the last
on 12th October (JH). The first of 2007
was on 13th February (JLFP), with pulses
of passage in early March, early April and
early May. The peak count was 19 birds.
Autumn passage was lower in an extended
season, the last two on 30th September
(MAW).
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Rare transatlantic visitor

With all these European golden plovers,
the chance of something exciting was
always possible, but it still took careful
examination to pick out an American
golden plover, a first for the Pits. A
juvenile was found on 27th October 2006
(JW) and seen by many people until it was
last seen on 31st. In fact, this was one of
five in Cambridgeshire that autumn, there
having been only four ever previously.
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Grey plover
Scarce visitor, usually on passage
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Tundrae race: from 29th April to 10th June,
tundra ringed plovers were plentiful,
perhaps even more so than in 2006.
Counts were in double figures on 15 dates,
with a peak of 45 birds on 22nd May
(MAW). A smaller number were present
during autumn 2007, between 16th August
and 19th September (peak of 16 on 19th
August, JLFP/MAW).
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American golden plover

It was a poor breeding season, with just
three nesting attempts, all on Pumphouse
Pit. Two failed, at least one due to high
water levels, with the third fledging just a
single chick. At least that’s one more than
in 2006. Ringed plovers seem not to have
coped well with the different water level
regime resulting from quarry management.
For them, the sooner the managed islands
return, the better.
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Another good showing. The only autumn
2006 record, a juvenile on 28th October
(MD) brought the year’s total to 19 birds.

A
D

In 2007, there were six in spring (between
13th and 26th May) and six in autumn
(between 22nd August and 23rd November).

Golden plover
Winter visitor, numbers vary

The draining of Pumphouse Pit for
quarrying operations created perfect
roosting and feeding conditions for a
second and third winter, and so the Paxton
record count was smashed repeatedly, with
flock counts of over 2000 throughout
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Autumn passage started with five on 22nd
July, and another couple by the last date,
19th August.

Lapwing
Resident, numbers increase in winter
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Little stint
Scarce passage migrant

2006 was undoubtedly the year of the little
stint: with 14 in the bag by the end of
August and probably at least 20 during the
autumn. Numbers built during late
September 2006 to a peak of 11 on 26th
(JLFP), with a smaller number of birds
present almost daily to 29th October.

Like the golden plovers with which they
often associate, 2006-07 was a good
winter for lapwings, with a peak of 1700
on 23rd October 2006 (JLFP).
It was, however, a poor year for breeding
birds. Just three nesting attempts were
reported, on Sailing Lake, Diddington Pit
and the quarry. Adult behaviour suggests
these all hatched chicks, but no large
young were seen so it’s assumed all
succumbed, perhaps to cold or starvation
during dreadful midsummer weather.

2007 wasn’t quite so impressive, but still
one of the best on record. Singles were
present almost daily from 1st to 21st April,
while autumn passage stretched from 13th
August to 4th November. The latter
included five summer-plumage birds on
19th and 20th August (ALC/MD/MAW),
while counts of three were recorded in
each of the three following months.

We assume that breeding success
elsewhere was poor, as failed breeders
were back at Paxton as early as 1st June,
and numbers increased to 1650 by 10th
August (JLFP), a total surpassed only in
mid October and again with a flock of
2000 lapwings using the fields south of
Diddington on 9th December (JH/NP/JW).
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Only the second confirmed record to make
an appearance in the Paxton Bird &
Wildlife Report. A juvenile was on
Pumphouse Pit on 25th September 2006
(JLFP/JW) and was seen briefly early on
the morning of 26th (SM). It was one of
four records accepted in Cambridgeshire
that autumn.

Following 2006’s record 11, 2007 was
even better: a total of 12, including a
record size flock in the autumn. There
were four in May, one in July, six on 21st
August (MD) and one in September.
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Rare passage migrant

Scarce passage migrant
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Pectoral sandpiper*

Knot
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*County rarity accepted by Cambridgeshire Bird
Club Records Committee

Sanderling

Curlew sandpiper

Annual passage migrant

Scarce passage migrant

Although not so good as spring 2006,
good numbers of sanderlings passed
through Pumphouse Pit between 23rd April
and 8th June. Quite how many birds this
involved is unclear, with birds present
daily between 19th and 31st May, and
counts of up to six each day.

There were two in spring 2007, on 22nd
May (JH) and six in the autumn, between
22nd July (3 was the largest count since
2001, JLFP) and 19th September
(JLFP/JW).
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with records on just four dates over the
three months to the year-end.

Dunlin
Regular passage migrant, increasingly
present throughout the year
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The most abundant small wader species at
Paxton. The autumn 2006 peak was on 5th
September (33, JLFP), with the same total
on 10th December (NP). That midwinter
peak was surpassed early in 2007 with 48
on 6th January (MD). Spring looked as
though it would be quiet until a flock of
200 rolled into Pumphouse on 11th May
(JLFP/RMP/MAW). This is the highest
count on record.
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Jack snipe
Scarce winter visitor

A higher-than-average number of records
were received of this skulking wader,
starting with one on the early date of 7th
October 2006 (JLFP) – only in 1995 were
they seen earlier than this. The peak
counts of the winter were five on 4th
February 2007 (SLC) and 9th April
(MD/MSh), as the birds stayed late into
the spring, the last seen on 23rd April –
only in 2000 were jack snipes confirmed
to have stayed later.

As in most years, spring passage (last on
9th June, JW) and autumn (first on 25th
June, JLFP) almost merged. Autumn 2007
was had fewer dunlins, the peak being 37
on 29th July (RW), with a repeat early
winter rush: 33 on 24th November (JW).

Fewer were reported in autumn/winter
2007 (max 2), though the first two were
again on 7th October (MD/NP/JW).
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Snipe
Winter visitor in small numbers
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Dunlins at Paxton Pits,
Peak counts each week, Sep 06 – Dec 07

Ruff
Regular passage migrant

Autumn 2006 passage peaked at 28 birds
on 10th October (JLFP), with winter
numbers again low in a mild European
winter. The peak, of 25, on Washout Pit
(6th January, TGG) made a fine sight. The
last of the winter were two on 5th May
(MD/JW), only the second ever record for
that month.
Autumn 2007 passage was even less
impressive, peaking at just 23 on 26th
October (JLFP) and there were few during
the first months of winter. Is this just an
indicator of a mild autumn, or a sign that
summer flooding in washed out their
breeding attempts in some areas (such as
the Ouse Washes, which in a good year
can hold over 30% of the English breeding
population).

Probably one of the best ever years for this
species at Paxton, largely because of,
unusually, presence through the winter.
Late autumn 2006 passage was light but
constant, with birds daily until 8th October,
followed by an influx of birds from
November and peaking at 19 on 1st
January (NP). This is the highest on
record, beating 17 in September 1980.
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Spring 2007 passage was almost nonexistent with a single on 30th April and 1st
May (MAW). Autumn was better, with up
to four birds almost daily from 5th August
to 26th September. Winter 2007-08
doesn’t show signs of a repeat, however,
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Woodcock
Scarce winter visitor

Recorded between 26th November 2006
and 12th February, and again on 3rd
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November and 11th December 2007 but
not again before the year end. This is a
species that would appear to have become
scarcer, with no records at all from the
nature reserve for the first time.
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Black-tailed godwit
Passage migrant, especially in spring

Does anyone remember when black-tailed
godwits were rare here? 2007 was another
record-setting year, flying in the face of
the species’ global decline.

islandica that stayed for three weeks from
19th August. The only count after it
departed on 6th September was a flock of
57 on 11th November (MD/JH/JW).

Recorded in 13 of the last 16 months, the
first 10 days of March saw counts of 436
(3rd, MD), 882 (4th, MD) and 2300 on 10th
(JLFP), each setting new records. Smaller
numbers passed through until 23rd May
2007. All spring records probably relate
to islandica birds rather than
Cambridgeshire-breeding limosa.

S
M

150
100
50
2004

2001

1998

0
1995

J
S

F
O

M
N

A
D

Another wader on record form, thanks to
two weeks in spring. The first three of the
year, on 27th April (MD) gave no sign of
what was to come. The following day,
small groups of barwits headed north
through the Pits complex, totalling 42
(MD/MAW/JW). Then on 29th, small
groups totalled 110 birds (MD/MAW),
including a single flock of 60 birds, itself
higher than the previous best, in
September 1999. Passage continued in
smaller numbers until 9th May (JW),
bringing the spring total to 191 birds. The
sole autumn record was on 5th August
(JH). This species has now become
annual; the last blank year was 2003.
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Highest annual black-tailed godwit
counts (>10 birds) since 1986-2006;
the count of 2300 in 2007 is not shown
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The majority of the winter and spring
records were islandica race birds heading
north to their breeding grounds. Colourringed birds included one first caught in
The Wash in 1992 and another first caught
there in September 1998 (since when it
has been seen in Yorkshire, Hampshire,
France and Iceland). Remarkably, one of
the 2300 flock was re-sighted by a Paxton
regular (JH) on the Humber estuary in
September 2007.
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Whimbrel
Scarce passage migrant

Nine in each of April and May, between
23rd of the first month (JW) and 18th (JH)
of the latter made it an above-average
spring, though short of last year’s record
28. Autumn was poor, however, with just
four birds on three dates, the last on 3rd
August (JLFP).

Following the first of autumn on 20th June
(JLFP), small numbers of southbound
birds passed through, including a juvenile
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Curlew
Scarce passage migrant

25

Three from September 2006, the latest on
12th November (GAR) brought the
season’s total to 17, the best autumn total
ever. There was a single winter record, on
23rd February (JLFP), then two each in
April and May, four in June (probably
failed breeders from the northern moors?),
two in July and five in August, the last
four on 24th (MAW).
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Autumn passage ran from 12th July (JLFP)
to 24th September (JW), with counts of 13
on several dates in mid August (MD/JW),
though as the graph shows, not reaching
the totals of 2006.

Spotshanks were present on Pumphouse
Pit daily from 22nd August (MD) to 12th
September (JLFP), with a peak of three on
28th-29th (JLFP/CS). All were juveniles.
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usual, starting with two on 30th April
(MAW). The biggest count was four on
12th May and the last on 25th (both JLFP).

It seemed wise to change the status of
spotted redshank from rare to scarce.
After just eight birds in the 1990s, there
were another eight during 2000-05, but at
least nine in 2006 and 2007.
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Peak weekly counts of greenshank at
Paxton Pits during autumn 2006 (dark)
and 2007 (pale)
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Green sandpiper
Redshank

Regular on passage; winter visitor in
small numbers

Year-round, small numbers breed

Although August 2006’s record 21 birds
was not surpassed, the remnants of that
count remained into September, with
double-figure counts to the end of the
month and a high of 13 on 5th (JLFP).

Small numbers (up to seven) remained
around the Pits through the winter, with
spring passage evident from mid February
to mid April (peak 26 on 16th March, MD,
and 5th April, JLFP). As with all our
waders in 2007, it was a poor breeding
season, with just two nests reported, on
Sailing Lake and Pumphouse Pit, but only
one chick is thought to have fledged.

A few remained through the winter, with
typically two each in the quarry and in the
ditches created in the Great Meadow. The
last of the winter was on the later-thanaverage date of 4th May (MD), where one
had been displaying and song-flighting a
few days previously (JLFP).

Small numbers were present into the
winter, with up to 12 birds in December.

Greenshank

The first two of the autumn, on 12th June
(DBa) equalled the earliest ever returning
green sandpipers, and again we saw an
August influx, peaking at 17 on 6th (JLFP).
Counts dwindled as the autumn
progressed, with just one or two on the
northern pits but up to four in the Great
Meadow.

Regular passage migrant in small
numbers, mostly in autumn

After record counts in August 2006,
September was almost as good, with a
peak of 16 bird on 7th (JLFP) and passage
continuing until 22nd September (MD).
Spring 2007 passage was stronger than
23
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the last – on 24th September (JW) – is the
latest ever at Paxton.

Wood sandpiper
Annual passage migrant

Up to two wood sandpipers were present
from August to early October 2006, but
even when the last of these departed on 7th,
the year wasn’t over. One heard on 27th
October (JW) equals the latest ever date in
Cambridgeshire for the species and was
the latest at Paxton by seven weeks (cf 1st
September 2001).
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With the last of 2006 on 8th October
(m.o.), there was no overwintering for the
first time in five years.
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Two on 21 April (MD/JH/JW) were
timely for the first spring migrants, though
the migration was unimpressive with a
peak of four (5th May, MD/JW) and the
last on 24th May (JLFP). Autumn passage
kicked off on 10th July and was maintained
with almost daily sightings until 15th
September (both JLFP). A peak count of
11 birds on 13th August (MD/JLFP/JW)
was slightly less than in recent years.
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Having only been
added to the Paxton
list in the last
report, a group of
three flying high
west over Heronry
South on 26th
September 2007
(AC) were a great
find. They came
during a purple
patch of seabirds in
Cambridgeshire following strong gales,
but this was the only seabird reported at
Paxton.

Passage migrant, has overwintered
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Common sandpiper
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Arctic skua*

2007 was a return to the norm by
comparison with a single on 20th May
(JH/MAW) and two reported on 8th
August.
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*County rarity accepted by Cambridgeshire Bird
Club Records Committee

Mediterranean gull
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant

A spattering of five records during the
winter was followed by sightings in spring
that suggested breeding might occur, after
the hopes in April 2006 had been dashed.
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An adult male displayed to females and
defended a territory from 8th April, but
remained alone until early May when two
second-summers appeared and one started
nest-building. Within days she was
sitting, while her mate dallied briefly with
a second adult. The male then flirted
again on 28th May, this time with a firstsummer bird.

Turnstone
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant

One until 6th September 2006 (JLFP) is the
latest Paxton record since 1995.
2007 was a record year for this species,
with at least 31 birds between 10th May
and 8th June, including a flock of 24 on
14th May (MD). The previous record flock
was just six, in 1995 and 2000.

Vegetation around the nest made it hard to
monitor, but no young were seen and it is
assumed to have failed. Nevertheless, the
adult male was still displaying, now to
juvenile black-headed gulls in July!

Autumn passage brought at least another
14 birds, taking the 2007 total to 45 (the
same as the total records we have for
1975-2000). The peak autumn count was
four, on 13th August (MD/JLFP/JW), and

This is the first breeding attempt by the
species at Paxton and only the 2nd breeding
record in Cambridgeshire (it - in 1998 was also unsuccessful).
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Despite all the spring activity, there were
few late summer and autumn records: a
juvenile on 1st and 2nd August (MD) and a
first-winter on 28th October (JW) were the
only other records in 2007.
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though at least five different birds in May
included an adult on 31st that was perhaps
a failed breeder.
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Little gull
The first autumn bird was on 13th July
(JLFP), with counts of over 60 on several
dates in August and an early winter peak
of 260 on 29th November (JLFP).

Passage migrant in small numbers
th

th

A first-winter on 5 -7 September (JLFP)
was the only record of autumn ‘06. Spring
2007 was nothing special in numbers: just
four, though a second-summer bird
between 8th May and 8th June (JLFP) made
us wonder whether this might be the same
bird that was on the same pit from 30th
March to 18th April 2006.
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Lesser black backed gull
Year round, breeds in small numbers

Breeding was confirmed for the third
consecutive year. Three pairs hatched
eight young and fledged six: two pairs
were on Diddington Pit and the third on
Pumphouse Pit which did not lay until
early June. One of the Diddington Pit
parents was a bird ringed as a chick at
Orfordness, Suffolk, in 2004 and seen
previously seen at Paxton in summer ‘06.

There were just three autumn records: on
24th July (DBa), 4th September (MD/JLFP)
and 19th September (JW).
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Black-headed gull
Abundant throughout the year, and
increasing once again as a breeder.

A flock of up to 150 non-breeding birds
loafed at Paxton through the summer, and
accounted for predation of some blackheaded gull chicks noted on Pumphouse
Pit. Come autumn, numbers flying over
Paxton to roost at Grafham increased to
several thousand.

The breeding season seems to start ever
earlier: a few birds were showing breeding
plumage before the end of 2006 and
started to occupy nest areas early in 2007.
In 2007, nesting took place on Diddington
Pit and Pumphouse Pit (on a shingle bar
emerging from the falling water levels)
plus several pairs on Sailing Lake. Aside
from six nests on the latter site, the
number of nests is unknown because of
the high density among the vegetation.
The number of fledged juveniles is the
only measure we have, but the only
complete count we received was of 140 in
late July, after the expected peak fledging
date (JH/NP), so the fall on last year’s
productivity (345 young) may be less
dramatic than these figures suggest.

Herring gull
Year round visitor, breeding annually

A breeding pair was back on territory on
Diddington Pit from February and
appeared to brood eggs, but no young
were seen this year. A mixed pairing of
herring and lesser black-backed gulls was
on Sailing Lake in April, but nesting was
not suspected.

Common gull
Regular in small numbers in winter

Another winter of good counts from
Pumphouse Pit, where hundreds loafed in
the winter, peaking at 440 on 4th February
(JLFP). Numbers dwindled through April,
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summer spent the whole breeding season
here, the second consecutive year that this
has happened.

Yellow-legged gull
Year-round and increasing visitor

Recorded on 135 dates during September
2006-August 2007 (cf 115 in 2005-06 and
39 in 2004-05), the continued residency of
Paxton is evident, with birds present most
months. Counts of up to 17 were noted in
the 2007 breeding season and perhaps it
was, therefore, unsurprising that a female
was found breeding with a male lesser
black-backed gull. Although no young
were seen, this is the first recorded
breeding attempt involving the species in
the county (display has been noted
previously, but no nesting attempts).

Kittiwake
Rare passage visitor

After six in 2006, one as early as 14th
January (JW) looked like it could signal
the start of another good year. It didn’t.
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One north over Little Paxton (seen from a
garden barbecue!) on 5th August (MLH)
and three over the pits on 12th August
(MD) took the 2007 tally to eight, the best
performance since 2003.
S
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Three during 2007 bring the Paxton total
to 13, as this species takes its place in the
Report for the first time (it was previously
considered an eastern race of yellowlegged gull). An adult was seen regularly
from 31st December 2006 to 25th February
(JLFP); a first-summer bird from 28th
April to 14th May (MD/MAW/JW) was an
unusual time of year for the species; one
was seen on 7th October (JLFP).
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The fifth year in the last seven that Paxton
has hosted this ocean-going tern. Two
flying off in the morning of 30th April
(JLFP) and two that evening (MAW) may
have been different birds. Another was
seen on 2nd May (JLFP).

Scarce but annual winter visitor
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Scarce migrant, usually in spring

Caspian gull
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Sandwich tern

The annual post-breeding influx of
midsummer was repeated, though the peak
of 44 (5th July, JLFP) did not reach the
heights of 2006. Counts remained into
double figures regularly until mid October,
but then slumped markedly with records
on only four dates in November and just
one in December. Have we all given up
looking?
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Common tern
Common passage migrant and colonial
breeder

Three on 11th April (MAW) were the first
of the year, though it was the end of the
month before numbers built up and mid
May before birds started to settle on
nesting islands, in part because they had to
seek out new nesting places after gulls and
high water levels took over Diddington Pit
island.
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Great black backed gull

Our estimate is that 65 nests fledged at
least 39 young from a low shingle island
on Pumphouse Pit and the Sailing Lake
islands, a fairly typical year. The last two
of the year, on 29th September (JW) is the
latest Paxton record save for a bird in late
October 2003 that may well have
overwintered in Britain.

Non-breeding visitor in small numbers

Pre-roost numbers built around Christmas
2006, a count of 190 on 7th January
(MAW) the highest received.
Coincidentally, the highest count of early
winter 2007 was also 190 birds, on 30th
December (JLFP).
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Although this species has never bred at
Paxton, given the colonisation by three
other gull species in recent years, perhaps
we shouldn’t be surprised that a first26
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Arctic tern

Woodpigeon

Annual on passage in small numbers

Abundant resident

Nothing spectacular on spring passage,
with 31 birds on 11 dates between 15th
April (MD/JLFP) and 19th May
(ALC/MAW). The highest count was 10
on 10th May (JLFP). Autumn saw just two
records, on 10th August and 24th
September (JW), the latter a day short
from equalling the latest ever here.
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The PBBS recorded 57 pairs, the highest
since the survey began and significantly
up on 2006.

Little tern
Scarce passage visitor

Three on 15th May (JH/JW) and a single
on 31st July (JLFP) bring the total to 19 in
four years, more than half the total since
our records began in 1962. Definitely a
bird that is occurring more frequently.
S
M

O
J

N
J

D
A

J
S

F
O

M
N

Collared dove
Abundant resident in village

The well-stocked bird table outside the
Visitors’ Centre sometimes hosts a dozen
or more collared doves. Diddington also
holds the species in good numbers,
particularly in early autumn: 17 the
highest count there, on 16th September
2007 (JH). The PBBS found three
breeding pairs around the Pits, a typical
return. The village population must be
much larger.
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Black tern
Annual on passage in small numbers

Two juveniles fed around the northern pits
from 27th August to 7th September 2006.
2007 was the poorest year for black tern
since 2003, with just two in May (earliest
2nd, JLFP), three in June, two in July and
one in August (latest 26th, AMW/GMW).
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Turtle dove
Summer visitor

The last of 2006 was on 11th September
(JLFP) and the first of 2007 on 22nd April
(JW), both fairly typical dates.
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As the gentle purr of turtle doves has been
silenced across much of the countryside,
Paxton Pits has bucked the trend, hitting
the highest total since the PBBS began: 21
calling males, double the number in 2006.
This probably makes it the best place to
see and hear this summer migrant in the
county. A highly unusual sight was a
turtle dove reported on the bird table
outside the Visitors’ Centre in June (CM).

Feral pigeon
Year-round visitor in small numbers

Seen regularly in the village and over the
Pits, presumably commuting from St
Neots. Small flocks, including some
racing pigeons, feed on exposed soil
around the northern lakes.

Stock dove

We received a few reports of juveniles late
in the summer. The last of the year was
seen on 16th September (MD).

Declining winter roost, also breeds.

The highest roost count of winter 2006-07
was 120 birds on 24th November 2006
(TGG). The only gauge of breeding
numbers was from the Paxton Breeding
Bird Survey (PBBS), which found four
pairs, slightly down on the last couple of
years.
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Cuckoo

Tawny owl

Declining summer visitor

Resident in small numbers

Always difficult to census accurately, six
calling males was the conclusion of the
PBBS keeping numbers on a par with
2006. However, we received no specific
reports of females, so was all the calling in
vain? During the May PBBS, a line of
five flew across the Meadow (DFD/IKD),
and we suspect that at least one of these
was a female, prompting interest from
most of the males in the area!

As ever, nearly all records were calling
birds, heard from the village and most
frequently from around Hayling and
Sailing Lakes, but this year also from the
Mill Lane development. Sometimes they
are seen, but rarely are they touched: one
brushed past an observer in November
2006 (TP). Based on the location of
reports received, we believe there are
probably three territories around the
village and southern pits, and an unknown
number farther north.

The first of the spring was heard on 12th
April (RES/JS) and none was reported
after 27th June (MB), another indication
that no successful breeding occurred.
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The small roost discovered the previous
year held just a single bird late in 2006,
which was not seen after 19th November
(MD/GAR/JW). We received no records
in 2007.

We received fewer reports of barn owl
than in recent years, and very few at all
after early March, suggesting that there
were no breeding attempts this year. Most
reports came from rough grassland or
farmland around the Pits, although one
over Park Way (14th December 2006, MD)
was a rare village record. Sadly, at least
one road casualty was noted on our stretch
of the A1 late in 2007, illustrating the
challenge of recolonisation for this
wonderful bird.
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Rare winter visitor

Scarce visitor, occasionally breeds
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Long-eared owl
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Short-eared owl
Scarce passage and winter visitor

A bird quartering the fields adjacent to the
northern pits on 26th December 2007 is
believed to have been this species, the
only record of the recording period.
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Little owl

Nightjar*

Recorded sporadically

Occasional winter and passage visitor

Diddington village again hosted little owls
during January to March, on the edge of
the Pits complex. However, strong winds
brought part of their favoured nesting tree
crashing down, with the remainder
finished off by a chainsaw. Then, in June,
one was found dead at the village’s
junction with the A1. At least one
remains, heard in September 2007 (JW),
and we can only hope that it finds a mate
and a new nest site.

This may be another one that gets away,
but since the sole report for Paxton (in
1990) was also a possible, we have
included it here for the record. Late one
evening (25th July, MD), a bird with
narrow wings, white patches and a long
tail got up from the Great North Road
southbound slip to the A1. By the time the
vehicle had been stopped, the bird was
nowhere to be seen.
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*County rarity requiring submission by
Cambridgeshire Bird Club Records Committee
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total yet, though only two youngsters were
reported to us (SM/MAW).

Swift
Summer visitor, occasionally breeds

The last of 2006 was seen on 4th
September (JLFP) and the first of 2007 on
21st April (NP), both typical dates. Peak
spring passage was 11th-14th May, with
100 birds on each visit. We received no
reports of swifts breeding in the
village.The only autumn surge was 30
birds on 14th August (MD/JW). It was a
very poor autumn following a very poor
summer of weather for aerial insect
feeders. The last of 2007 was on the
relatively late date of 21st September
(JLFP/JW).
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Lesser spotted woodpecker
Declining, locally almost extinct

Ever enigmatic, just when you think they
really must be locally extinct, up pop some
records. We received several reports
during the year, but without any obvious
pattern, including a female in an Elm Croft
garden (DW) and a juvenile near
Kingfisher Hide (KMG), both in August.
Two on the Haul Road on 21st October
(DS) give hope that they survive – just.
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Skylark

Kingfisher

Resident, numbers increase in winter

Resident, but numbers fluctuate

A steady passage from early October to
mid November 2006 was noted through
the northern pits, involving up to 45 birds
at a time. Skylarks sang from early in the
new year, but in fewer places than usual
and the PBBS set the breeding estimate at
11 pairs, down 40% on the 2003 total.
Autumn 2007 brought more flocks moving
through. Up to 50 settled on fields near
Diddington through the winter.

Four or five birds were seen frequently
around the pits through the winter, with
birds pairing up from late February.
Sightings during the summer came from
Island Pit, Heronry North, Cloudy Pit and
the quarry, suggesting four pairs, although
only one was confirmed: two young with
an adult on Heronry Pit (30th May, GFF).

Green woodpecker
Increasingly abundant resident

Sand martin

By far the most likely woodpecker species
to be encountered on a visit to the Pits, the
PBBS estimated eight pairs, as in 2006.
Juveniles were seen in several areas from
July, including a large family party of two
adults and four fledged young near
Pumphouse Pit. In addition, a pair nested
in a Lakefield Avenue garden (DW), the
first time a nest in the village has been
reported to us.

Summer visitor

The last of 2006 were on 8th October
(MD/JH/NP/JW) and the first of 2007 on
17th March (MD/JW), though passage was
very light this spring. Poor weather and a
lack of suitable nesting habitat suggested
that breeding might be a washout this year,
but undeterred, sand martins started to
build in a freshly excavated part of the
quarry, almost following the digger’s
shovel, in early July. A few pairs scraped
holes in a pile of sand near the quarry
plant. Prompt action by Bardon
Aggregates staff ensured that the nest
areas were not damaged, and we estimate
that 70 pairs nested, the lowest total since
2004. The late start to the season meant
that birds were still using the nests in mid
September. The last of the year were seen
on 2nd October (DBa).

Great spotted woodpecker
Common resident

Once, you would associate a drumming
woodpecker with an early spring day; now
they do it before the year has turned. Five
were heard on 28th December 2006
(MB/GB). A pair copulating was noted in
mid April, when most drumming had
ceased – though drumming was heard
again in early June (JH). The PBBS
estimated ten breeding pairs, the highest
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Swallow

Meadow pipit

Common on passage, now only an
occasional breeder

Abundant in winter, breeds irregularly

Light passage continued into October
2006, with the last on 29th (PAEL), the
latest Paxton record since 1997.
The first of 2007 was on 18th March (SM),
among the earliest records at Paxton.
There was strong passage (500 birds
together) in mid May, but no evidence of
breeding this year, though birds were seen
on wires near The Island development in
mid summer, a previous nesting area.

Autumn and spring peaks (up to 70 in
October and 45 in March) indicate the
seasonal passage through Paxton, with few
overwintering in 2006-07. A male sang to
hold territory around Pumphouse Pit from
late March and, with a mate, fed young in
late May (and mobbed a male cuckoo, a
frequent egg parasite of this species).
There was a second territory on Great
Meadow. This is the third successive year
of breeding at Paxton Pits.

Pre-migration gatherings included 100 on
wires in Gordon Road in late August (MB)
and 300 gathering in a small reedbed in
the quarry in early September (MAW),
with good numbers passing south until late
September. The last of the year were 80
seen on 2nd October (JLFP/JW).
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House martin
Passage migrant, small numbers breed
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One was present around the margins of the
northern pits from 6th January to 4th
February (MD/JW), when there was
possibly a second bird. There was also a
surprising spring record on 13th May
(MAW), equalling the latest ever recorded
in Cambridgeshire. The only record of the
second winter period was one on 24th
December 2007 (MD).

One west over Pumphouse Pit on 1st
September 2007 (JW) was only the third
Paxton record since a possible breeding
attempt in 1981.
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Scarce winter visitor
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Rare passage migrant
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Water pipit

Tree pipit
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Two on 28th October (MAW) brought the
2006 total to five. In spring 2007, a single
was seen on various dates from 25th March
to 6th April. It is believed that more than
one bird was involved. Similarly, at least
three were present on dates between 29th
September and 10th October. A fairly
standard showing for this overlooked
species.

Aside from a mixed flock of 1000 house
and sand martins in late August (MD),
peak autumn migration came in late
September, with flocks of up to 300 each
day (JLFP). The last of the year was on
27th October, one of the latest ever dates.
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Scarce on passage from Scandinavia

We did not receive any estimates of the
village breeding population this year.

O
J

N
J

Rock pipit

The last of 2006 were two seen on 13th
October (JS), later than average, while ten
white-rumped hirundines over Sailing
Lake on 9th April (AD) signalled their
return. Light passage was noted at the end
of the month and into May.
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Yellow wagtail

Wren

Passage migrant; now a scarce breeder

Abundant resident

The last of 2006 was seen on 19th October
(JLFP), the latest ever record at Paxton.

At 77 pairs (PBBS), breeding numbers
were higher than the average, perhaps
benefiting from higher survival through
the mild winter.

Their thin call was first heard again from
5th April (DH), though passage was poor
with double figures reported only once: 12
on 15th April (MAW). With none seen
between 20th May and 22nd July, no
breeding was suspected. Autumn passage
was a little better than spring, with a peak
of 26 birds on 13th September (MD). The
last of 2007 was on 23rd September
(JLFP). No yellow wagtails of races other
than the UK breeding flavissima were
reported this year.
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Dunnock
Abundant resident

The PBBS found 38 breeding pairs around
the Pits, the same as in 2006. Although
common in village gardens, we received
no other reports.

Robin
Abundant resident

The 62 pairs in the PBBS are the highest
since the survey began a decade ago.
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Grey wagtail

Nightingale

Localised resident, usually along river

Common summer visitor

Up to three together in the village and the
Pits through the winter, with an increased
number of sightings from gardens. A pair
was on the river around Paxton lock from
March until August, where two young
were reared (SM). A juvenile at
Pumphouse Pit in September (MSh) may
have come from here or from Offord lock,
where a pair usually breeds.

The first of the year was heard between
Weedy Pit and the Haul Road on 9th April
(PC/RC) and within a fortnight there were
17 present. Poor weather meant it was
impossible to find a suitable night to do a
full survey, but the PBBS has proved
accurate, and combined with other records
from the same period in early May, we
believe there were 29 territories, equalling
the highs of 2002 and 2004.

Sightings in autumn 2007 were fewer,
though again there were some from village
gardens and the Visitors’ Centre garden.

P689636 is a special nightingale.
Originally ringed at Paxton on 21st April
2001 (already an adult), it was retrapped in
the same spot on 13th May 2007, making it
at least six years and 10 months old. The
UK longevity from BTO ringing is seven
years and one month (ID).

Pied wagtail
Abundant resident

Spring passage was evident through
March, with a peak of 71 birds on 16th
(MD). Five pairs settled down to breed
(PBBS), with juveniles seen in the quarry
and around Cloudy Pit.

The last of the year, an adult, was seen on
12th August (SM), later than average.
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Whinchat
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant

White wagtail: no
repeat of 2006’s epic
spring passage. In
fact, two on 9th April
(JH/MAW) and one on
10th (JLFP) were it.

Three in September 2006 brought the
year’s total to five, the last on 26th (SM),
the latest since 2000.
The first of 2007, on 22nd April, was
(NC/AF) the earliest on record, followed
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by three on 23rd (MD) and one on 24th
(MAW). In the autumn, there were three
between 12th August and 2nd September.
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Pumphouse Pit was next, found on 6th May
(ALC), still present the following day and
what was presumed to be the same (but
could have been a different bird) on 12th
(RW). Finally, we received a belated but
accurate description of a juvenile near
Rudd Pit on 30th September (CH).
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Stonechat
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Scarce autumn passage migrant and
occasional winter visitor

Stonechats wintered in each of the last
four years, having not done so at all during
the previous decade. A minimum of six
birds between 18th October 2006 and 20th
February, with pairs around Diddington
Pit, Pumphouse Pit and in the Great
Meadow. Another pair was present along
the road to Hail Weston during February.
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2006-07 was a good winter for fieldfares,
with strong westward passage through
November (max 600 on 2nd, JLFP). Few
were seen through the middle of the
winter, but there was marked eastbound
passage through March and into April
(max 159 on 16th March, MD). The first
of the winter had been on 17th October
(MD) and the last on 19th April (JH), later
than average.
The first of winter 2007-08 were on 14th
October (JH), with flocks of up to 80 over
the next few weeks, but none after 26th
November.
S
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Greenland race: only three birds were
reported as this subspecies, a male on 7th
May and a pair on 12th (all MAW).
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Abundant winter visitor

Just eight occurred on seven dates in
spring 2007, between 22nd April
(GAR/JW) and 11th May, making this
probably the worst year on record.
Autumn was better: a minimum of 13 on
21 dates between 27th July (JW) and 23rd
September (JLFP). The first autumn
arrivals in July included a juvenile still
with downy plumage – how old was it and
how far it had travelled from its nest?
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Autumn 2006: one on 2nd September and
three on 22nd (MAW) were the only
autumn records.
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A count of 30 blackbirds on 20th
December 2006 (JLFP) was the only
winter count received, and were presumed
to be Scandinavian immigrants. The
warm start to the spring encouraged early
breeding, with young fledged on 26th April
(MB). The PBBS estimated 54 breeding
pairs, a population that has proved very
stable over recent years.

Declining passage migrant
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Abundant resident, with winter influx

Wheatear
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Blackbird

The first of winter 2007-08 was on the
early date of 13th September (MD). Up to
three were present around the northern pits
from 10th October to the year-end.
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Song thrush
Increasing resident

A breeding population of 22 pairs around
the Pits (PBBS) maintains the good
numbers achieved last year. The only
other records received were a small influx
of continental race song thrushes during
late October 2006. No similar arrival was
noted in 2007.
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Ring ouzel
Scarce passage migrant, usually spring

Three records made this the best ever year.
A male near the quarry plant on 20th April
(JW) was the first to be found, although it
stayed less than an hour. A female near
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Redwing

Sedge warbler

Abundant winter visitor

Abundant summer visitor

Once again, we received fewer reports
than of fieldfares and counts were
generally lower, save for an impressive
580 on 26th October 2006, part of a wider
movement across the region. The first was
on 6th October (MD) and the last was
singing near Boughton Lodge Farm on
15th April (MD). A flock of around 30
was present throughout.

The last of 2006 was on 14th September
(JLFP) and the first of 2007 on the
relatively late date of 12th April (JS). The
PBBS found 84 singing males, fewer than
in 2006 but higher than any previous ‘low’
in the boom-bust cycle. The last of 2007
was on 15th September (NP).
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The first of winter 2007-08 were on 25th
September (JS) and the pre-Christmas
peak was 137 on 21st October (MD/JW).
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Lesser whitethroat

Declining passage migrant; former
breeder

Localised summer visitor

Unusually, the first of the year was not
around the Pits but on the edge of the
village playing field, on 14th April
(MD/JW). That’s the earliest since 1993.
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Very obvious autumn passage was evident
in late August, with at least 15 noted on
25th (JH/MSh). The last of the year was
caught by ringers’ on 15th September (ID).

It did not stay more than a morning, but a
week later one was reeling near Island Pit
(NP). It, and a second close by on the
edge of Pumphouse Pit, continued to sing
until mid June, with another burst from
one in late July (DBa), which may indicate
successful breeding. Then we had another
September record in 2007, on 20th (JLFP),
giving it the status of latest ever.
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One on 26th September 2006 (JLFP) was
the latest ever recorded at Paxton, while
the first three of 2007, on 14th April (MD/
MAW/JW), were the earliest ever. A
week later, nine singing males suggested it
would be a good year, and so the PBBS
proved: 12 pairs is the highest since the
survey began.

Usually recorded only as territorial males
in spring, one on 9th September 2006
(JLFP) was the first Paxton record for that
month, and thus the latest ever.
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The PBBS estimated 65 singing males
and, as for sedge warbler, was the highest
‘low’ yet recorded for a species that cycles
up and down in alternate years. The last
of 2007 was on 22nd September.

Grasshopper warbler
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One on 15th October 2006 (MD) is the
latest ever Paxton record, by more than
two weeks. 2007’s first calling reed
warbler was on 19th April, a typical date in
recent years.

The PBBS recorded three breeding pairs,
borne out by sightings throughout 2007.
In addition, one in a High Street garden in
April (MSh) may indicate village
breeding.
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Abundant summer visitor

Localised resident
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Reed warbler

Mistle thrush
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Intriguingly, a lesser whitethroat with
wing measurements characteristic of blythi
(ID), the Siberian race, was ringed on the
reserve on 29th August (ID). It has been
claimed in Cambridgeshire on only one
previous occasion, at Bainton in 1991.
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But we received no other reports before
the year end, save for a claim on 25th
November.

Whitethroat
Abundant summer visitor

Three on 16th September (MD/JW) were
the last of 2006. Although one was
reported on 13th April, the first confirmed
record was on 19th (DH/BSM/GM). The
PBBS estimated 36 breeding pairs, a sharp
fall back to 2004 levels and 35% down on
last year. The last of 2007 was on 22nd
September (JW).
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At 61 breeding pairs, the PBBS tally was
the highest since the survey began, part of
a trend evident through the last decade.
The plainest of all the family, the last
garden warbler can often pass unnoticed:
one on 9th September (JH/NP) is the last
report we received, a typical date.
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Recorded in each of the 16 months of this
recording period. At least two, and
probably as many as five, remained
around the Pits through winter 2006/07,
including at least one in the village that
was singing in Park Way in late January
(MD). An influx was evident from 12th
March and by the PBBS in early May, 35
territories were occupied, on a par with the
previous two seasons. After peak passage
in September, four remained into October
and singles were recorded on the nature
reserve in November and December.

The last of 2006 was seen on 5th
September (JLFP) and the first of 2007 on
22nd April (JW), although one had been
reported the previous day.
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Abundant summer visitor; small
numbers winter

Abundant summer visitor
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Chiffchaff

Garden warbler
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Willow warbler
Abundant summer visitor

One singing on 17th September (RWi) was
not the last of 2006 – that honour went to
our first October record, one on 1st (MD).

A
D

The first of 2007 was on 2nd April (FD),
the latest first date since 1999. The PBBS
found 61 breeding pairs, maintaining
stability over recent seasons. The last of
2007 was on 9th September (MD/JW).

Blackcap
Abundant summer visitor; winter visitor
in small numbers

Usually one of the last summer migrants
to depart, heading no farther than southern
Europe, they were particularly abundant in
autumn 2006, with 14 still here on 1st
October (MD). The last apparent summer
migrant was on 10th (JH), with the first
winter arrival on 4th November, in a
village garden (MSh). There were only a
handful of records through the winter, and
one in subsong on 28th February and 1st
March in School Lane was also presumed
to be a winter migrant.
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Goldcrest
Winter visitor and localised breeder

A second year with few records through
the winter: the peak count was six birds on
21st October 2006 (JW). With no records
during the spring, it was perhaps
surprising that the PBBS found evidence
of two breeding pairs, supported by three
in the ringing station in July. In addition,
one in a garden in Little Paxton High
Street in mid April may indicate village
breeding. The autumn and early winter
2007 saw even fewer records, with
goldcrest recorded on just five dates.

Assumed summer migrants were here
from 28th March (DH), though it was well
into April before numbers swelled. The
PBBS estimated 62 breeding pairs, a slight
reduction on last year’s recent high. Large
numbers were ringed in late September
(see Ringing Report), including 35 on
22nd, which surely were not really the last?

S
M

34

O
J

N
J

D
A

J
S

F
O

M
N

A
D

Birds and Wildlife of Paxton Pits, 2006-07
village, including one carrying food in
Lakefield Avenue in May, an indication of
breeding (NP), the first confirmed since
2001.

Spotted flycatcher
Scarce on passage; former breeder

We received a series of sightings in
September 2006, before the last on 17th
(MD/JH/NP).
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In 2007, we don’t think that spotted
flycatchers bred in the locality, but…
Birds on two dates in May were almost
certainly on passage; records around
Hayling Pit through June showed more
promise though only one bird was ever
seen at a time. Experience shows that
adults feed youngsters on passage, though
8th August (DBa) was an early date for
this. Were they from nearby Southoe or
Diddington? A minimum of 13, including
another family party, were seen around the
Pits by 26th August, plus one or two in
Little Paxton High Street on 27th (MSh).
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Blue tit
Abundant resident

The breeding season brought 71 breeding
pairs (PBBS), the highest since the survey
began and a remarkable 30% increase on
2006.

Great tit
Abundant resident

A
D

Long-tailed tit
Abundant resident

No large flocks were reported in either
winter period, but 19 breeding pairs were
recorded (PBBS), the highest total since
the survey began.

The PBBS provides the only record of
great tit: 43 breeding pairs this year,
slightly down on last year’s record count.

Marsh tit
Localised resident

Nuthatch

At least two, but probably more, marsh tits
fed around the reserve through winter
2006-07, making the most of the food
served on the Visitors’ Centre birdtable.
Spring records were few, mostly around
Peter’s Field and Wray House Garden.
Our resident ringers confirmed breeding
when they caught two juveniles on 9th
September (ID). Despite this, sightings in
autumn and early winter 2007 were much
scarcer.
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Scarce visitor

A probable sighting on Cloudy Pit on 10th
June was the only one of the year of a
species that remains elusive at Paxton.
S
M

O
J

N
J

D
A

J
S

F
O

M
N

A
D

Treecreeper
Localised resident

The PBBS found five breeding pairs, the
highest since the survey began, mostly on
the nature reserve. But the fact that four
family parties were seen around the
Meadow alone on 2nd June (MAW) might
suggest there were even more and that
nesting success was high. In the latter half
of 2007, we received very few reports –
where did they all go?
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Coal tit
Localised resident

Always scarce around the Pits, one utilised
the Visitors’ Centre feeders in September
2006 and one was near Pumphouse Pit on
3rd November (NP). Otherwise, all the
records came from various parts of the
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Jay

Carrion crow

Localised resident

Abundant resident

The only count was from the Paxton
Breeding Bird Survey, which recorded 11
pairs. A bird with leucistic plumage warm brown with white primaries,
secondaries, tertials and tail - was noted
from late January to mid May around the
quarry. Nicknamed ‘Sandy’ on account of
its colour, it received regular grief from
other crows, but it was seen again in
August and November, so it’s clearly got a
thick skin.

Small numbers – up to four on a visit –
were seen through winter 2006-07, with
occasional visits made to the Visitors’
Centre feeding station. The PBBS found
four breeding pairs, but there were fewer
reports in autumn and winter 2007.

Raven*
Rare visitor

This is the fifth consecutive year that
Raven has appeared on these pages, since
the first ever record in 2003. One flew
south, calling, on 29th October 2006
(PAEL) and one flew across Great Paxton
Hill, seen from the Moorings, on 20th
January (AMW/GMW), though this
proved to be the sole record of 2007.

Magpie
Abundant resident

The PBBS found 15 breeding pairs, a
slight increase on last year’s total. It is
now seven years since anyone last
watched the roost site from Redland
Meadow, but a report of 30 around Cloudy
Pit at dusk in November 2007 (MB)
suggests it’s probably still in use and
would merit further monitoring – up to
100 magpies used this at peak.
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*County rarity requiring submission to
Cambridgeshire Bird Club Records Committee

Starling

Jackdaw

Abundant resident

Large flocks migrated southwest in late
October and early November 2006, but the
only roost noted was around Boughton
Lodge Farm in March 2007, hosting 1000
birds (MAW).

Resident, more numerous in winter

Present among crows roosting on Heronry
South at dusk each winter’s night, the only
count we have was 5500 jackdaws and
rooks on 20th January (TGG). The PBBS
recorded eight pairs, including several in
the copse near Diddington Pit. In
addition, at least two pairs nested in the
chimneys of Boughton Lodge Farm. A
leucistic jackdaw was seen close to
Diddington on 20th September (JW).

In the breeding season, seven pairs nested
around the Pits, though dozens more must
have found homes in roofspaces in the
village, accounting for dozens of juveniles
feeding on grassland there in late summer.

House sparrow

Rook

Abundant in village; scarce around Pits

Abundant resident

House sparrow remains a common
breeding bird in the village, though we
have no idea of the size of the population.
At the Pits, house sparrow records have
become more frequent in recent years,
with increasing sightings on the Visitors’
Centre feeders. The PBBS recorded nine
breeding pairs.

Again the dominant species in the evening
corvid roost, but we received no counts.
In summer 2007, the Sailing Lake rookery
held 67 nests (stable) and there were 19 in
the Boughton Lodge colony (marked
reduction). At 86 nests, this is the lowest
breeding count since 2002.
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The only other report that winter was in
January 2007.

Tree sparrow
Former breeder, now occasional
vagrant

In autumn 2007, one on 30th September
(JW) was the earliest sighting in the
Paxton records. Two on 27th October
(RES) were the only others noted.

With not a single sighting in the whole of
the 1990s, this decade has already proved
better, perhaps reflecting the slight upturn
in this species’ national fortunes. But
we’re a long way from breeding
recolonisation or the flock of 350 recorded
here in 1978.
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Greenfinch
Abundant resident

23 breeding pairs around the Pits were
estimated (PBBS), a stable population that
is centred on the nature reserve.

Goldfinch
Localised resident

An abundance of teasel seeds provided
ready snacks for goldfinches, bringing a
dash of colour through the autumn. The
quarry (up to 40) and Redland Meadow
(up to 60) held the greatest concentrations
through autumn 2006. Marginally smaller
groups were found around Farm Pit and
Peter’s Field in autumn 2007. This is a
species that fluctuates as a breeding
species at the Pits. The PBBS found just a
single breeding pair here, and we received
no records from the village.

A strip of quinoa, planted for gamebirds in
the fields between Haul Road and A1
South pulled in dozens of finches and
buntings, among which were up to 11 tree
sparrows between 27th October and 14th
November 2006 (both JLFP). Two were
seen there on 11th February (GAR). There
was just one in autumn 2007, however, on
14th October (MAW).
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Siskin
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Localised winter visitor

This species has boom and bust years,
according to the pine cone crop in its
breeding areas. 2004/05 was a blank year,
2005/06 peaked at 60. 2006/07 saw birds
on just two dates in October 2006 (max 6)
and a single bird in April 2007. Winter
2007/08 has started in a more positive
way, with birds regularly from 2nd October
(JW) to the year end, peaking at 31 on 3rd
November (NP).

Chaffinch
Abundant resident

At 74 pairs, the breeding population has
stabilised over the last few years after a
long-term increase. It is a regular visitor
to the bird tables on the reserve and in
village gardens, but is most frequently
heard calling from the more mature trees
in the parish.
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Brambling
Sporadic winter visitor

Light passage was evident from 28th
October 2006 (MAW) and 5th November,
mostly singles but including a dozen over
Heronry Lake on 3rd (MAW) which is the
largest flock seen here for many years.
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disappointing, though it includes a pair on
the reserve’s arable fields.

Linnet
Localised breeder; common in winter

Flocks of up to 100 on fields west of Haul
Road, 60 around the northern pits and 48
on the Meadow were seen during autumn
2006, though fewer were noted after
Christmas. Spring passage was reported
across Cambridgeshire in early April and
this was reflected at Paxton. A surprising
record later that month was two linnets in
Chestnut Walk, Little Paxton (MD/JW).

Reed bunting
Abundant resident

The quinoa field that temporarily held
many yellowhammers and a small flock of
tree sparrows also hosted around 100 reed
buntings in late October.
When the quinoa was exhausted, reed
buntings moved to food hanging from
trees and laid on tables: feeders outside the
Visitors’ Centre, the Hayden Hide and in
village gardens. This species really has
become adept at using this source of food.
Small numbers regularly visit gardens
adjacent to the southern pits in winter, but
a female on a hanging seed feeder (DFD/
IKD) was exceptional.

Four breeding pairs were noted around the
Pits by the PBBS volunteers, the lowest
since 2001. Autumn 2007 saw smaller
flocks on the farmland, but 40 on the
Meadow (2nd December, MB/GB).

Lesser redpoll
Localised winter visitor

In tandem with siskins, winter 2006/07
was a poor one for this species. A flock of
13 around Heronry South and Sailing Lake
during December (KL) was the maximum.
But lesser redpolls look to be even scarcer
in winter 2007/08: one on 30th September
(JW) is the earliest in our records. Five on
14th December were the only other
sightings (JW)
S
M

O
J

N
J

D
A

J
S

F
O

M
N

Breeding numbers have been stable in the
last few years, with 42 pairs in 2007
(PBBS).

Corn bunting
Former breeder; sporadic in winter

Recorded sporadically on various dates
through winter 2006/07, with 18 the
highest count (30th October, JL). The last
on 26th March (JLFP) ended any hope of
breeding. It is now three years since a
male last held territory here.
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Bullfinch
Common, but overlooked, resident

The PBBS suggests a big drop in bullfinch
numbers, from 14 to 8 pairs. Nonetheless,
ad hoc reports indicate plenty of juveniles,
including 10 together in late July (DBa).
Small songbirds are short-lived, so it was
fascinating to hear of female R101867 that
was caught at the ringing site on 30th
September (ID). It hatched in 2001 and
was first ringed in the same place on 4th
May 2002.

A small flock was noted around the
northern pits on several dates in December
2007, peaking at 11 on 11th (JLFP).

Yellowhammer
Localised resident

S
M

The arable fields west of Haul Road
proved attractive, pulling a flock of 50
birds into the quinoa in October and
November 2006 (JH/NP). After the
encouraging news of eight pairs in 2006, a
return to just four in 2007 was
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Other bird species
Records of birds believed not to be of wild
origin:

Black swan
This Australasian swan is common in
wildfowl collections and many live a feral
existence on park lakes. Up to three were
present through autumn 2006, to 19th
November. Recorded on just three dates
in 2007, in January, February and
November.

Bar-headed goose
Two were seen on Christmas Eve 2006
associating with greylag geese. One
followed suit from 13th April to 26th May,
again from 14th August to 20th September
and 14th October to the end of December.

Red-breasted goose
A stunning sight, but yet another escape,
this was with greylag geese on 19th August
(JLFP). It was seen again on 28th and 31st
December (MSh/JW), having been located
elsewhere in the Ouse Valley during the
autumn.

Rosy-billed pochard
This species, the South American
equivalent of red-crested pochard was on
Heronry Lake on 31st March (NP/JW). It
was also seen at several other locations,
including Barford Pocket Park and the
River Great Ouse, Eynesbury.

Argentine bluebill
A male from 18th February to 16th March
provided some initial identification
challenges, since this species is very
similar to the dark-headed form of ruddy
duck.

Lanner falcon
This beefy raptor was photographed in
willow trees alongside Washout Pit on 30th
March (JP).

Cockatiel
One flying around the Heronry Lakes on
24th July (DBa/JLFP) was an escaped
cagebird.
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Mammals 2006-07

Common shrew
Just one record of a dead individual: one
on Island Pit on 21st April (JH).

Brown hare
One to two seen regularly in the New
Workings and on Pumphouse Pit. Counts
of four were made on 19th April (JLFP)
and 15th May (JH).

One reported by the Moorings on 1st
August would be the first recent record.

Grey squirrel

Short-tailed field vole

Now common in all areas with mature
trees, a peak count of four together at
Heronry North on 4th February (JH). A
black (melanistic) individual was seen at
the New Workings on 9th and 14th October
September (MD, JH, NP, JW).

Singles of this common small mammal
were seen occasionally around the pits,
including on the islands during habitat
management parties.

Fox

A very high count of 60 around the arable
conservation area on 1st October (JS),
suggesting this nationally declining
species persists in good numbers here.

Water vole

Harvest mouse

Hedgehog
A single was seen regularly in School
Lane in the village during late August and
early September (MAW).

Mink
After a blank year in 2006, there were six
sightings of mink reported this year.
They’ve evidently not gone yet, despite
the successful recolonisation by otters.

(Rob Banbury)

Singles seen regularly, with two cubs
noted in September. Prey items included a
first summer large gull sp. on 4th April
(MAW), two greylag goslings on 21st May
(MD) and a rabbit on 2nd September (JH).

Otter
Sighted on 19 dates this year, fewer than
in 2006, but with evidence of breeding for
the first time.

Badger
One reported by Diddington Pit at 4 am on
22nd April (GAR), a rare sighting at
Paxton.
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Noctule bat

10

A large bat sp. on 22nd April (GAR) was
probably this species.

0
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Pipistrelle bat sp.

Number of days on which otter(s)
sighted at Paxton Pits

Regularly seen in Paxton Court in the
summer, with a peak of three on 29th
August (MAW). Although presumed
regular around the Pits, the only report we
received was on 22nd April (GAR).

In January, a single was noted on Heronry
North on 1st, 3rd (eating a pike), 16th, 24th
and 25th. In addition, there were several
signs of otter activity on Rudd Pit. Great
40

Birds and Wildlife of Paxton Pits, 2006-07
excitement came in February with proof
that otters had bred at Paxton Pits. A
female carried a fish onto a bank at
Heronry North on 7th and 10th and on the
latter date, she was accompanied by two
cubs close to the artificial holt built by
volunteers a few years ago. For a full
account and video, go to:
http://www.paxton-pits.org.uk/otter.htm

Weasel
Just four records, three from the Pits: one
carrying a shrew on 3rd April (DBa), a
family group on 16th May (JS), one on 31st
August (MAW) and one in a Gordon Road
garden on 30th September (MB).

Stoat
Singles seen occasionally throughout the
year with two on 26th September (SM).

Reptiles and amphibians
2006-07
Common lizard
One on grassland adjacent to Pumphouse
Pit on 22nd July (MD) seems exceptional.
It’s the first record we have received; do
they occur on sandy soils in gardens?
Otter (Paul Young)

Grass snake

One otter was seen again on 15th February
on Heronry North but there were no more
sightings until two were fighting in
Washout Pit on 31st March and 1st April.
Spraints were found on The Moorings in
April. It was the 4th July before the next
sighting: one in Heronry North. Further
sightings came in Cloudy Pit on the 25th
September and 20th October, Washout Pit
on 22nd October and the Heronry Pits on
the 12th and 13th November. They
certainly get around, these records suggest
at least one family group.

Found regularly in garden compost heaps,
but we have no indication of the village
population. At the Pits, between the first
on 21st April and the last on 31st August,
we received only four other records. A
remarkable sight was one chasing a vole
on the Meadow on 21st August.

Great crested newt
Six in the Visitors’ Centre pond on 9th
April (5 males, one female and a sub-adult
- probably female) were the first of regular
sightings during the summer. ‘Many’
young were seen on 1st August (JS)
suggesting a good breeding season for this
special amphibian.

Mole
Rarely seen above ground (and molehills
are not common at Paxton), one was seen
swimming to dry land on the flooded
Great Meadow on 10th January.

Smooth newt
Several were noted in the Visitors’ Centre
pond on 15th February (JS).

Muntjac
Seen regularly throughout the year, and
certainly under-reported, though the
feeling is that this species is not as
common as in other local woodlands.

Terrapin sp
A large individual seen hauled out on a
coot’s nest on Farm Pit on several dates in
August (JH) must have given the observer
a shock! The origin of terrapins seen in the
UK is likely to be unwanted pets.

Roe deer
One in East Scrub on 28th November (DC)
is the first Paxton record for several years.
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Top 10 species by abundance
1. Meadow brown
6. Speckled wood
2. Gatekeeper
7. Red admiral
3. Grn-veined white 8. Brimstone
4. Small white
9. Ringlet
5. Peacock
10. Small skipper

Butterflies 2006-07
Butterfly monitoring at Paxton Pits
As with birds, we receive reports from visitors
of the scarcer species, but previously we had
no means of monitoring the fortunes of the
more common species. Since 2005, volunteers
have counted butterfly numbers along a regular
route (a transect) through the nature reserve:
along the east bank of Heronry South, the
north edge of Peter’s Field and along the river
as far as the south end of Island Pit. This
transect is walked once a week between early
April and the end of September, providing the
weather conditions are suitable. The results
contribute to the national monitoring scheme,
co-ordinated by Butterfly Conservation.

Large white
6
5
4
3
2

Like the Paxton Breeding Bird Survey, the
purpose is not to evaluate absolute numbers of
butterflies, but to provide a trend over time.
The graphs compare the average number of
each species seen per visit on which the
species was recorded (since the flight seasons
for butterflies vary considerably between
species).

Transect: apparently in decline at Paxton,
though occurring on more visits than in
2006.

The flight charts below combine results from
the transect survey with other reports received.

First on 21st April (SM), the last was seen
on 21st October (JLFP).
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Number of butterflies recorded on
Paxton Pits transect

2006

2007

Transect: numbers of this species vary
depending on the crops planted in Peter’s
Field.

2006 = triangles, 2007 = squares
Week 1 is first week of April
Week 28 is first week of October

First on 8th April (JH), the last was seen on
19th October (JLFP).

The contrast between the hot, dry
midsummer of 2006 and the cool, wet
summer of 2007 is evident in the graph,
though the warm April had got the year
off to a promising start. The top three
most abundant species were unchanged
on 2006, however.
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Green-veined white

Brimstone
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The first was seen on 11th March (IJ), last
on 26th August (JH).
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Transect: noticeably more brimstones than
usual, with individuals from early April
until early June, then again in August. A
count of 11 on 29th April was the highest
so far in three years of transect
monitoring.

Transect: it is interesting that the drop in
this species was not so marked as the other
two white species.
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The first was noted on 3rd March and the
last on 10th October (JLFP). A count of 20
at the north end of the pits on 26th March
(MAW) was the highest received.
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Transect: poor spring weather in 2006
perhaps reduced the number of eggs laid
and so the number of adults flying this
spring. Good April weather in 2007 will
hopefully lead to more in 2008 if flying
weather is good.
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the last on 29th.
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Transect: the current decline of small torts
has been noted across the country. Just
one was seen all summer on the transects.
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The first was seen on 11th March (IJ/MSh),
the last on 27th August (AMW/GMW).
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None reported in 2007.
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Peacock
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Transect: another small reduction in
numbers of this colourful species. The
peak count was 14 on 28th July.

F

M

A

M

J

J

A

S

O

N

2007

Transect: recorded throughout the survey
season, with peak numbers in early July.
The first were seen on 13th March (DFD/
IKD/JLFP) and the last on 25th September.

Almost year-round in its occurrence, it
occurred between 3rd March (MSh) and
29th November (JLFP).
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Red admiral
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(Rob Banbury)
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Common blue

Transect: not surprisingly given the poor
weather and lack of southerly winds,
fewer red admirals made it from the
continent than in the previous two years.
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As in winter 2005/6, successful
overwintering is suggested by a record on
1st February (JLFP). Its flight time is
almost identical to peacock at Paxton. The
last was noted on 4th November (JLFP).
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The first was seen on 22nd April (JLFP),
the last on 4th August.

Transect: not recorded during surveys.
Recorded on just eight dates, all in mid
June or the last fortnight of August.
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Transect: a better year for flying adults,
perhaps a result of good breeding in 2006?
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Holly blue

Small copper
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Transect: although numbers were little
better than in 2006, it was recorded on a
greater number of visits than previously.
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Transect: this is a naturally scarce species
on the transect habitats, so this is probably
not the best guide to their fortunes at the
Pits.

All the records were during six weeks in
the spring, following the first two on 8th
April (JH), apart from a surprising single
in a Hayling Avenue garden on 19th
October (DFD/IKD).
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The chart below shows three flight
periods; the first four were seen on 21st
April and the last two on 2nd November
(JLFP).
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Ringlet

Absent for the second consecutive year;
has the small colony in east scrub
succumbed to extinction? Nationally, this
is a species doing very well, expanding its
range markedly.
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Transect: numbers were well down, as was
the proportion of visits on which ringlets
were seen. This resulted in the species
falling from the fourth most abundant
species to the ninth.

3
2
1
0
2005

2006

2007

Poor weather probably led this species to
have the shortest flight period of any
species: the first six were seen on 23rd
June (JH/SH) and the last on 7th July.

Transect: the index shows higher numbers
in the weeks they were seen, but there
were only two survey dates when this
happened.
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The first was seen on 18 April (JLFP),
the last on 11th August.
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Meadow brown
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Transect: although recorded on a higher
proportion of visits, numbers were well
down, with a peak of just 19, compared to
37 and 38 in the previous two years.
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Large skipper
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First on 4th June, the last on 25th August.
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Transect: the best year yet for a localised
species at the Pits, but in sharp contrast to
the other two skipper species.

10
5

Earliest on 9th June, the last on 21st July.
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Transect: the peak weekly count of 32
gatekeepers (21st July), the highest number
of any species this year.
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Small skipper
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First on 7th July, the last on 25th August.
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Speckled wood

1

Transect: on a par with 2006, this is a
butterfly that enjoys shady conditions (so
2007 was perfect, when it wasn’t raining).
The transects revealed a long season, with
first generation from mid April to mid
June and a second generation from late
July to the last survey of the year in late
September.
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Transect: like the large skipper, this
species was recorded on a greater number
of visits than in the previous two years,
but numbers were down.
First on 23rd June, the last on 11th August.

The first was seen on 9th April (JH/MSh),
the last on 25th September.
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at several sites in the UK so we can look
forward to further records.

Essex skipper
6

Migrant hawker

5

The first were seen on 22nd July and the
last on 26th October (JLFP).
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Southern hawker
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First seen on 12th July (JLFP).
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Brown hawker

2007

First seen on 28th June (JS). An impressive
count of 50+ on 25th August (JH).

Despite close attention to identification, no
Essex skippers were seen during the
survey, nor throughout the rest of the
summer.

Common darter
First seen on 2nd June. The last (including
a pair in tandem) were seen on the late
date of 12th November (JLFP).

Moths 2006-07

Ruddy darter
First seen on 16th July and last reported on
17th October.

Hornet clearwing
An extensive morning search for newlyemerged adults of this nationally scarce
clearwing species on poplars around
Heronry South revealed ‘exit holes’ near
the base of a handful of the trees on 23rd
June (MAW).

The first was seen on 16th May (JLFP).
Thereafter, good counts of 18 on 22nd May
(JLFP) and 15 along the river by the Great
Meadow on 2nd June (MAW).

Hummingbird hawkmoth

Red-eyed damselfly

Just one record of a single nectaring at
lavender in a Hayling Avenue garden on
1st October (DFD/IKD).

The first was seen on 11th May.

A full list of moths recorded at the Pits can
be found at www.paxton-pits.org.uk.

Several at Cloudy Pit on 12th August (SM)
with 6+ there on 26th August (JH/SM).

Scarce chaser

Small red-eyed damselfly

Large red damselfly
First seen on 18th April (MB).

Dragonflies and damselflies
2006-07

White-legged damselfly
The first sighting was one on 18th May
(SG) with a count of six on 2nd June
(MAW). ‘Several’ still around on 12th
August.

Emperor dragonfly
First seen on 2nd June (MAW).

Lesser Emperor

Variable damselfly

The first ever for Paxton Pits was a female
seen on the east side of Island Pit on 23rd
August (JLFP). This species has now bred

No records received.
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not as prolific this year, but good numbers
were still present in the grassland around
the pits and the Meadow (MAW).

Azure damselfly
nd

First seen on 2 June.

Common blue damselfly
First and last dates were 21st April and
22nd October (JLFP).

Other invertebrates
Bees: a very early Bombus terrestris was
noted nectaring at Clematis ‘Freckles’ in a
Hayling Avenue garden on 3rd January
(IKD) with a Bombus sp. at the pits on 16th
January (MD).

Blue-tailed damselfly
The first was seen on 28th April (SM).

Emerald damselfly
Several seen on 12th August (GAR).

An early hornet was seen on 25th April in a
Lakefield Close house (JMc).

Banded demoiselle

Eleven species of hoverfly were identified
on the Heron and River Trails and the
meadow on 22nd May: Paragus
haemorrhous, Epistrophe eligans,
Eupeodes luniger, Sphaerophoria scripta,
Cheilosia albitarsis, Cheilosia pagana,
Cheilosia proxima, Eristalis nemorum,
Eristalis pertinax, Myathropa florae and
Tropidia scita (BW/PW).

First seen on 28th April (JH/SH/SM). An
impressive count of 300 along the river by
the Great Meadow on 2nd June (MAW).
The last was seen on 9th September (JH).

Black-tailed skimmer
The first was seen on 20th May (JLFP).

Broad-bodied chaser

Six-spot and seven-spot ladybirds were
both reported this year (GFF/JH).

Singles on the 20th (JLFP) and 22nd May,
with several on Heronry South on 28th
June (JS).

A survey of carabid beetles on 30th April
found five species: Notiophilus substriatus
and N. biguttatus, Nebria brevicollis,
Harpalus affinis and Amara similata (SI).

Four-spotted chaser
First seen on 29th April (JLFP).

The red and black froghopper, Circopis
vulnerata, was recorded in good numbers
for the first time at Paxton on 23rd May
(JS) when many were noted in the
Meadow.

Hairy dragonfly
The first was seen on 28th April (SM).
Peak count of four in the vicinity of the
Great Meadow on 2nd June (MAW).

A musk longhorn beetle was seen on 26th
June (JS).

Grasshoppers and crickets
2006-07

Plants 2006-07
Great dodder, one of the most notable
plants on the nature reserve, was found in
the East Scrub (JS), a new part of the site.

Dark bush cricket
Present in good numbers in the village and
around the pits in summer and autumn.
The last heard to be heard ‘chirping’ was
in Gordon Road in the village on 2nd
November (MAW).

Two pyramidal orchids were found on the
east side of Pumphouse Pit (JLFP/MAW),
a site discovered for the first time in 2006.
A full list of the flowering plants recorded
at the Pits is available from the Visitors’
Centre, and at www.paxton-pits.org.uk.

Roesel’s bush cricket
The poor summer weather meant that the
buzzing of this fairly recent colonist was
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First and last summer migrants
Check your own ‘firsts’ and ‘lasts’ against those that were reported to us. If you have a later
record for 2006 or 2007 or an earlier one for 2007, please let us know!
Chiffchaff
Little ringed plover
Sand martin
Swallow
Blackcap
Willow warbler
Yellow wagtail
House martin
Nightingale
Common tern
Sedge warbler
Cuckoo
Lesser whitethroat
Reed warbler
Whitethroat
Garden warbler
Swift
Hobby
Wheatear
Turtle dove

Paxton 2007
12 March*
16 March
17 March
18 March
28 March*
2 April
5 April
9 April
9 April
11 April
12 April
12 April
14 April
19 April
19 April
21 April
21 April
22 April
22 April
22 April

Paxton earliest
2 Mar 2003*
12 Mar 2000
2 Mar 1997
14 Mar 2001
17 Mar 2004*
9 Mar 1997
27 March 2005
4 Mar 2001
4 Apr 1999/2002
3 Apr 1999/2006
25 March 2002
3 Apr 2005
14 Apr 2007
7 Apr 2001
3 Apr 2002
4 Apr 1997
19 Apr 1996
17 Apr 2004/2006
11 Mar 1996
12 Apr 1998

Cambs earliest
overwinters
4 Mar 2003
27 February 1994
7 Mar 1983
overwinters
9 Mar 1997
13 Mar 2006
4 Mar 2001
4 Apr 1999/2002
20 Mar 1997
25 Mar 2002
8 Mar 1989
31 Mar 1987
7 Apr 2001
29 Mar 1998
28 Mar 1999
3 Apr 2002
31 Mar 1985
7 Mar 1977/1989
4 Apr 1982

* The first dates for Paxton Pits relate to the first singing birds; these may be migrants, but could be
overwintering individuals. No date is given for the county since so many now overwinter here.

Cuckoo
Nightingale
Garden warbler
Willow warbler
Sedge warbler
Lesser whitethroat
Turtle dove
Swift
Whitethroat
Wheatear
Blackcap
Reed warbler
Hobby
Yellow wagtail
Little ringed plover
Common tern
Sand martin
Swallow
Chiffchaff
House martin

Paxton 2006 Paxton 2007
1 Jul
27 Jun
13 Aug
12 Aug
5 Sep
9 Sep
1 Oct
9 Sep
14 Sep
15 Sep
26 Sep
15 Sep
11 Sep
16 Sep
4 Sep
21 Sep
16 Sep
22 Sep
22 Sep
22 Sep
10 Oct
22 Sep
15 Oct
22 Sep
29 Oct
22 Sep
19 Oct
23 Sep
5 Sep
24 Sep
7 Sep
29 Sep
8 Oct
2 Oct
29 Oct
2 Oct
22 Oct
19 Oct
13 Oct
27 Oct
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Paxton latest
31 Aug 2003
25 Aug 2001
2 Oct 2005
1 Oct 2006
19 Sep 1993
26 Sep 2006
25 Sep 1980
15 Oct 1961
30 Oct 2004
18 Oct 2003
21 Oct 2005
15 Oct 2006
29 Oct 2006
19 Oct 2006
30 Sep 2005
24 Oct 2004
20 Oct 2000
2 Nov 1997
overwinters
5 Nov 2005

Cambs latest
4 Nov 1957
6 Sep 1996
21 Nov 2003
24 Oct 2000
10 Dec 2003
25 Nov 2003
16 Nov 1957
8 Nov 2001
22 Nov 2002
24 Nov 1957
overwinters
12 Dec 1987
7 Dec 2006
5 Dec 1982
29 Oct 1973
6 Dec 1953
17 Nov 1968
16 Dec 2005
overwinters
17 Dec 1977
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Bird ringing at Paxton Pits 2007
Ian Dillon and Alan Bull

Information, vital for conservation, can be gathered from watching and counting
birds, but such methods do not allow for birds to be identified as individuals.
However, through bird ringing we can monitor bird populations, movements and
longevity in order to try to understand more about bird ecology – something that pure
monitoring alone may not achieve. By placing a lightweight, uniquely numbered
metal ring on a bird’s leg, it enables a reliable and harmless method of identifying
birds as individuals. Each ring also has an address so that anyone finding a ringed bird
can report where and when it was found: http://blx1.bto.org/euring/main/index.jsp.
This information will be kept in a database by the British Trust for Ornithology
(BTO), passed onto the original bird ringer and the original capture information
passed to the person who refound the bird.
Bird ringing took place at the Reserve during the breeding seasons of 2000 and 2001
as part of the national Constant Effort Site (CES) scheme run by the BTO. This
project is run at a large number of sites across Britain and seeks to monitor bird
populations and species that are poorly covered by other census methods. It is also a
useful tool in monitoring changes in survival rates between years, breeding success
and numbers of birds at both a national and regional scale. The methodology requires
12 evenly spaced visits between the start of May and the end of August. The same
number of nets are erected and approximately the same amount of time is dedicated
each year to allow for comparable data. It is very difficult to analyse the data collected
at a local site scale, but analysis at a regional and national scale has been successfully
used to monitor changes in adult survival and productivity; see the BTO website for
more details www.bto.org/ringing/ringinfo/ces/index.htm.
After a break of six years, bird ringing began again in May 2007 with the agreement
of the Paxton Pits LNR management committee. This was again run as a BTO CES
project and help was provided from three MSc students from the University of
Reading and Rosemary Setchfield. A minimum of 96 metres of netting was erected
on each visit with up to an additional 48 metres dependent on weather conditions and
the number of people helping. Twelve visits were made, in what was a cool and wet
breeding season. This poor weather probably affected early breeding attempts quite
badly. Fewer juveniles were caught later in the season (July and August) than
perhaps would have been expected in a good breeding season. However, 360 birds of
22 species were caught and ringed.
The pick of the birds caught was a Nightingale originally
captured on 21st April 2001 and re-caught on 13th May 2007. It
was originally caught as an adult and therefore would have
been at least one year old at the time of original capture. It was
sexed as a male and therefore could perhaps be described as the
‘Grand-daddy’ of Paxton Nightingales given that the current
longevity record for a Nightingale in Britain is seven years and
one month!
Nightingale (John Clarke)

50

Birds and Wildlife of Paxton Pits, 2006-07

Green woodpecker
Gt-spotted woodpecker
Wren
Dunnock
Robin
Nightingale
Blackbird
Song thrush
Reed warbler
Lesser whitethroat
Whitethroat
Garden warbler
Blackcap
Chiffchaff
Willow warbler
Long-tailed tit
Blue tit
Great tit
Treecreeper
Chaffinch
Greenfinch
Bullfinch
Totals

1
4
11
11
6
15
4
6
5
1
5
13
5
13
9
14
10
2
4
9
148

2
1
16
13
39
1
1
4
2
5
2
15
24
9
21
16
12
7
6
1
3
6
206

Nestlings

Juvenile

Adult

Species

Unknown
age

Table 1. Birds caught during CES ringing.

5

1

1

5

Total number
of birds
ringed
3
1
20
24
50
7
16
8
8
10
3
20
37
14
39
25
26
17
9
5
3
15
361

Retraps
from
previous
years

1

1

Beyond the CES season, ringing continued through September in an attempt to
monitor the migration through the pits. The low scrub in the Sanctuary is particularly
suitable for Sylvia warblers, such as blackcap and lesser whitethroat, which can be
particularly difficult to observe using normal monitoring methods. We concentrated
our efforts here, rather than over the area we used during the CES season. This
proved extremely successful and a further 200 birds were ringed. More than 100
Blackcaps were caught including three controls, i.e. birds originally ringed elsewhere
and retrapped at Paxton Pits. Details have been received for one of these birds so far:
V378184

3m

08.08.2007
09.09.2007

Holme-next-the-Sea, Norfolk
Paxton Pits Nature Reserve, Cambridgeshire
32days, 94km, SW
This was a juvenile male and may well have hatched locally to Holme, before
beginning its migration in late August, although there is a possibility that it may have
been migrating already when it was first caught. Original ringing details are still
awaited from the BTO for the other two controls.
Other birds of interest that were caught during this period included a series of
moulting female chiffchaffs, a redwing, two juvenile marsh tits, an adult female jay, a
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reed bunting and a bullfinch that was originally caught at Paxton Pits on 4th May
2002. In addition, two lesser whitethroats with a very short second primary, which
possibly suggests an eastern European origin rather than a British origin were
captured on the seemingly unlikely early dates of 3rd September and 9th September.
Further checking of the wing formula of lesser whitethroats during future breeding
seasons and autumn migrations should inform us how regular birds with this wing
formula are.
Table 2. The total number of birds ringed during 2007 compared to the ringing
activities of 2001/2002.
Species
Sparrowhawk
Turtle dove
Kingfisher
Green woodpecker
Gt-spotted woodpecker
Wren
Dunnock
Robin
Nightingale
Blackbird
Song thrush
Redwing
Sedge warbler
Reed warbler
Lesser whitethroat
Whitethroat
Garden warbler
Blackcap
Chiffchaff
Willow warbler
Goldcrest
Long-tailed tit
Marsh tit
Blue tit
Great tit
Treecreeper
Jay
Chaffinch
Greenfinch
Bullfinch
Reed Bunting
Totals

2001
1
1
1
29
26
28
17
16
8
9
17
15
7
20
50
30
25
1
17
13
25
5
5
21
2
390

2002
1
1
11
10
10
4
5
2
6
6
11
10
9
16
15
13
17
45
21
9
4
5
19
2
252

2007
3
1
22
26
60
8
29
10
1
9
15
5
24
172
30
29
34
2
39
17
9
1
6
5
17
1
575

Overall, the ringing of birds at Paxton Pits has been very successful. It is hoped to continue
the CES study in 2008 and beyond, along with continuing to monitor the levels of migration
in autumn through the site and perhaps the early and late breeding successes of the birds of
Paxton Pits.
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The Friends of Paxton Pits is making
Paxton Pits Nature Reserve a better place
for wildlife and people
During the last year we have, with your help…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Worked with a range of agencies that has agreed a massive increase in the
size of the Reserve
Funded a programme of woodland restoration and wetland creation on the
nature reserve
Funded a new boardwalk to enable access for all to The Meadow, and pond
dipping equipment to aid the reserve’s education facilities
Organised a popular programme of events, including a Family Fun Day and
Nightingale Festival enjoyed by over a thousand people
Run the weekend volunteer habitat management programme in collaboration
with the RSPB
Hosted visits by dozens of organised groups
Encouraged and supported volunteering on the Reserve, equivalent to over
five members of paid staff
Supported the creation of a RSPB Wildlife Explorers/WT Wildlife Watch
Group for young people to discover the magic of wildlife
Supported the Voluntary Warden service in recruiting and retaining members
Rented three moorings on the Great Ouse that form The Friends’ River
Viewpoint

Our plans for the next few years include…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Working with Huntingdonshire District Council and other organisations to
implement a major expansion of the Reserve
Helping to fund habitat restoration and improvement, e.g. wet grassland,
scrub, hedgerows, ponds
Organising and supporting events on the Reserve, e.g. Nightingale Festival
Week, Family Fun Day
Funding the River Viewpoint, bird seed for feeders and Visitors’ Centre
improvements
Promoting the Reserve in the local community through Guided Walks, the
Visitors’ Centre, talks and the media
Expanding volunteer involvement in all activities needed to maintain and
develop the Reserve
Funding further phases of the programme to restore native scrub for
nightingales by removing invasive Turkey oaks

Membership costs just £8 for a family or £4 for a single person.
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With your help, we can make Paxton Pits
Nature Reserve an even better place for
wildlife and people

What’s in it for you?
•
•
•
•
•

The Kingfisher newsletter, three times a year
Free social and events programmes
Half price hot drinks in the Visitors’ Centre
Car sticker
Membership card

And, above all, the satisfaction of directly contributing to the future of Paxton Pits
Nature Reserve and its wildlife.

Join today!

For office use

MC

P

D

The information provided below will be stored on a computer and used exclusively for
managing your membership of ‘The Friends’: it will not be disclosed or released to
any other organisation. By completing this form you agree to this action.
Title(s): ______ Forename(s): _________________________________________
Surname(s): ________________________________________________________
Address: ___________________________________________________________
_______________________ Postcode: _____________
New member

*

Renewal

* Single member

*

Phone______________
Family/Joint Members

(*Please tick boxes as appropriate)

I enclose: £ ________ as my/our annual subscription.
Plus: £ ________ as a donation to the Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve,
making a total of: £ __________
Date: ____________________ Signed: _________________________________
Please make cheques payable to: The Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve
Please return your completed form and cheque to: Mr J Knight, 15 Park Avenue,
Little Paxton, St Neots, PE19 6PB. Or hand them into the Visitors’ Centre.
Code BWR
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