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Location Map 

Covers Little Paxton, Nature Reserve, Recreational Lakes and Northern Pits 
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About 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 wildfowl in 
winter. The scrub surrounding the lakes, a rare habitat locally, is valuable for breeding songbirds. The 
Reserve is a designated Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) for its invertebrate and wildfowl 
assemblages. 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 eastern side of Little Paxton Village. The 
northern pits are part of a working quarry managed by Aggregate Industries and there is currently no 
public access to this land.  
Paxton Pits Nature Reserve has a Visitor Centre for information, refreshments and a friendly welcome. 
There are 6 miles of nature trails leading to a much larger network of footpaths and the Ouse Valley Way. 
Our Meadow and Heron Trails have all ability access surfaces. There is a rich mosaic of wildlife habitats 
including lakes, riverside meadows, reed beds, scrub and woodland. We support over 100 species of 
birds each year and remain a top site for nightingales, albeit they have moved to the north scrub where 
they sing from mid-April to mid-June. Our traditionally managed flower-rich meadows include Yellow 
Rattle, Common Spotted and Bee orchids.  
 

The management of the Nature Reserve is supported by the Friends of Paxton Pits (FPPNR).  
The Friends are a membership-based charity and your support would be much appreciated. 

 
Please pick up a membership form at the Visitor Centre or email us at 

friends@paxton-pits.org.uk 
 

If you would like to help on the Reserve please contact us. 
 

To help in the Visitor Centre or with practical work on Tuesday and Wednesday  
please contact the Rangers 01480 406795 or 

Paxton.Pits@huntingdonshire.gov.uk. 
 

To help with events, practical conservation work on Thursday and Sunday or wildlife surveys 
 please contact 

friends@paxton-pits.org.uk 
 

If you have a skill that you think would help the Reserve please contact 
friends@paxton-pits.org.uk 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve is a charity registered in England and Wales, No. 1125221 
and is funded entirely by its membership and fundraising activities 

For more information on the Friends and Paxton Pits Nature Reserve visit 

our website 

www.paxton-pits.org.uk 
 

or check us out on Facebook at 

Paxton Pits Nature Reserve 
 

mailto:friends@paxton-pits.org.uk
mailto:friends@paxton-pits.org.uk
mailto:friends@paxton-pits.org.uk
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The Birding Year 
 

As in past years, the Paxton Pits’ bird surveys and 
records submitted cover the area between the A1 
Road and River Great Ouse, from Little Paxton 
village in the south to the Anglian Water Road in 
the north leading from Stirtloe. This area in the 
report is referred to as the Reserve or Paxton Pits, 
and is split into three distinct areas: 
a. Nature Reserve covering the southern pits 

with the Heronry lakes being the largest.  
b. Recreational lakes covering A1 lakes and 

Sailing Lake. 
c. Northern pits including Island, Diddington, 

Farm, Lodge and the two Pumphouse pits. 
 
The year started with a COVID lockdown and 
further restrictions. The enforced travel 
restrictions definitely enticed more people to 
visit their local reserves with seemingly record 
number of visitors walking Paxton Pits during the 
first few months of the year. Unfortunately, the 
Visitor Centre was closed during this period 
which meant the wildlife logbook was not 
accessible. 
 
The travel restrictions also meant local birders 
were unable to travel far afield with many of 
them spending time at Paxton Pits. The result was 
more species per month were seen during the 
first four months compared to recent years. By 
the end of April, 149 species had been reported 
at Paxton Pits. A very good start to the year.   

The year continued looking good for birds with 
good numbers of returning migrants. However, it 
was certainly noticeable that April, although 
sunny, was definitely colder than most years. The 

Little Paxton weather station for April reported 
37% more sun, only 10% of normal rainfall and an 
average minimum temperature of 0.5 centigrade 
being 4.5 down on the yearly average. The colder 
April was then followed by 50% more rain 
through to mid-June.  
 
The COVID restrictions meant the early Wetland 
Birds Surveys (WeBS) were limited to smaller 
groups with social distancing enforced. The three 
Paxton Pits Breeding Birds Surveys (PBBS) 
arranged for early April, May and June were less 
affected. It is very much appreciated the help 
given from volunteers in assisting with these 
surveys as the information is immensely valuable 
in looking at trends and patterns over many 
years. 
 
The preliminary results from the PBBS were very 
encouraging with good numbers of singing 
passerines. The total warbler count of the nine 
common species found at Paxton Pits was over 
10% higher than 2020. The likely reason for this 
high count was a good breeding season in the 
previous year. Nightingales numbers were also 
better than 2020 with more reports of birds 
heard outside their stronghold north of 
Pumphouse Pit East. 
 
The first indication that the 2021 breeding season 
was looking poor came from our local ringers. 
Their last report of the season issued by Derek 
Gruar reported, ‘The final ringing sessions of the 
Constant Effort Site (CES) all followed a similar 
trend with the unprecedented absence of 
recently fledged birds. The poor spring and 
summer weather seems to have had a 
catastrophic effect on breeding success of birds 
locally. The individual totals for the three visits 
which we were able to undertake were the 
lowest ever for the corresponding visits in each of 
the last 14 years. Blackcaps and Garden Warbler 
(both of which had been caught in above average 
numbers for adult birds earlier in the season) 
were unusually absent from the final two 
sessions. Warblers in general appear to have had 
a poor year in terms of nesting success.’ 
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Later in the year the BTO then issued, ‘Our first 
look at the data from the 2021 breeding season 
suggests it was a disastrous year for many of our 
birds. The Constant Effort Site (CES) and Nest 
Record Scheme (NRS) findings show that 
breeding success was well below average pretty 
much across the board thanks to the late spring 
and early summer weather. Birds either failed to 
fledge young or their fledglings succumbed to the 
cold, wet conditions after leaving the nest. Of the 
24 songbird species monitored by ringers 
operating Constant Effort Sites, 18 produced 
significantly fewer young in 2021; whether they 
were migrant warblers, tits, thrushes or finches, 
the outcome was consistently poor.’ 
 
It will be interesting to see the number of 
returning adults in 2022 but on the evidence of 
this year’s breeding success then numbers are 
likely to be well down on 2021. 
 
The non-passerines fared slightly better but 
considering 2020 was a poor breeding year for 
many species then an improvement was 
expected. Last year, gulls and terns failed across 
the Reserve to fledge any young. It wasn’t helped 
by the tern rafts remaining on dry ground. This 
year the rafts were anchored in April attracting 
good numbers of common terns and a few black-
headed gulls, most were successful.  
 
The only wader known to have bred on the 
Reserve were oystercatchers. There was a lack of 
suitable scrapes on the pits to attract other 
waders and ground nesting birds. However, little 
ringed plovers and a pair of ringed plovers did 
settle on the quarry workings.  
 
The wetter summer meant that the water levels 
on the lakes and pits were higher than usual with 
very few scrapes formed for stopover migrating 
waders or nesting birds. The result was most 
waders passed over Paxton Pits with fewer 
species stopping to feed. The impact was only 19 
wader species were seen during the spring and 
autumn migrations compared to most years of 
nearer 30. The low wader count contributed to 

the lowest species count on record. Only eight 
more species were seen in the last eight months 
taking the total count to 157. In past years, 160 
or more species were generally seen and in the 
best years over 170! 
 
There were a few scarcer species seen during the 
year. The second cattle egret was found in mid-
April. The first bird found in 2020 was a very short 
stayer and was only seen by one observer. The 
2021 bird remained for three weeks and was 
regularly seen enabling all three egrets (little, 
great and cattle) to be seen on the same day. 
Another good bird was a pair of nuthatches seen 
regularly at the end of Skipper Way. Nuthatches 
are relatively common around this area but have 
always been scarce at Paxton.  
 
The list of birds reported in 2021 included one 
category E bird (a species that have been 
recorded as an introduction).  A juvenile white-
tailed eagle introduced on the Isle of Wight 
wandered across many of the counties of 
southern England. It was seen at Paxton Pits as it 
soared high over Grafham Water. 
 
However, the star bird was probably a summer 
plumage Slavonian grebe found on Pumphouse 

Pit East in mid-April.  It is 
thought the bird was 
stopped mid-migration by 
a heavy downpour the 
previous evening. The only 
day of heavy rain in the 
entire month. 

 
The year finished with a sad note being the first 
year a turtle dove has not been seen in this area 
since the start of human activity. A sad loss to 
Paxton Pits and nationally. 
  
Finally, I would like to thank everyone who has 
helped in the surveys and provided sighting 
records.  

By Neal Parkin 
  

https://bto-enews.org/IG4-7NTOC-Q3M3AX-4NQ9GB-1/c.aspx
https://bto-enews.org/IG4-7NTOC-Q3M3AX-4NQ9GB-1/c.aspx
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Bird Species Recorded In 2021 
 

Wildfowl 
Mute swan    
Cygnus olor 
Resident 
Pairs of mute swans take up territory on most of 
the 13 lakes with usually up to ten pairs 
attempting to nest. In 2021, there were nine 
nesting attempts and six reported family groups 
with the largest of six cygnets on Hayling Lake. 
The previous winter, the number of mute swans 
overwintering at Paxton Pits was well down on 
past years. The likely reason was the wet finish to 
2020 enabling the swans to feed on the 
waterlogged fields. This winter the number of 
swans reported was back to previous levels with 
over 100 birds counted during the November and 
December WeBs.  

 
 

Whooper Swan 
Cygnus cygnus 
Scarce winter visitor 
There were no reports of whooper swans at 
Paxton Pits during the year. 
 

Bewick’s swan 
Cygnus columbianus 
Rare visitor 
The Bewick’s swan is now a rare visitor to Paxton 
Pits with less birds now wintering in England.  A 
pair spend a few weeks at Grafham Water. It is 
presumed the same birds were seen (MD) on 12th 
January, on Pumphouse Pit East.  

 
 

White-fronted goose 
Anser albifrons 
Rare visitor 
There were no flocks of white-fronted geese 
reported at Paxton Pits during the year. However, 
a single bird was found (MD) on 12th January with 
a flock of greylag geese. This bird stayed for nine 
weeks, last seen on 14th March.  

 
 

Greylag goose 
Anser anser 
Resident 
It is always difficult to assess the breeding success 
of geese as successful pairs and juveniles mix with 
other family groups.  There were 13 confirmed 
family groups although likely to be an 
underestimation. This was similar to the average 
of past years. 
Similarly, the WeBs on many counts is probably an 
underestimation due to the movement of birds 
away from the lakes to feed. The highest counts 
were 325 (MD) in January and 296 (JW) in 
September. 
 

 
 

Canada goose 
Branta canadensis 
Resident (introduced) 
There were 10 confirmed family groups, similar to 
past year counts. They nest throughout the 
Reserve with no favoured location. 
Canada geese during the winter months often 
feed outside the Reserve. There was one 

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D
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exceptional count of 162 birds during the 
November WeBs count. 

 
 
Barnacle goose 
Branta leucopsis 
Uncommon visitor 
There was a small flock of 17 birds seen on 13/14th 
March. This was probably a wild group stopping 
off on migration. There was one further sighting 
(TG) of two birds flying over Little Paxton on 9th 
May. 

 
   

Egyptian goose 
Alopochen aegyptiacus 
Few pairs, occasional breeder (naturalised) 
There were 2 – 3 pairs regularly reported around 
the Reserve throughout the year. However, there 
was only one confirmed family group with 10 
young goslings first seen (NP) on the Sailing Lake 
on 5th May.  

 
 
 

Shelduck 
Tadorna tadorna 
Regular visitor, mainly in the spring 
Shelduck are regularly seen in the spring before 
moving on to find a breeding site. This year a pair 
remained and nested in the quarried area south of 
Diddington. The female was seen (MD) on 17th 
May with six ducklings. 

 
 

 

Mandarin Duck 
Aix galericulata 
Uncommon visitor 
There were three records in the year with one 
drake (originally reported on Facebook) regularly 
seen on the river from Skipper Way. This bird 
remained for at least 4 weeks with the last record 
on 20th February. Another drake was seen (JW) on 
5/6th June on Pumphouse Pit West, and a female 
was recorded on a trail camera, again on the river, 
on 4th July. 

Drake seen on river from Skipper Way by NP  

 
 
Wigeon 
Anas penelope 
Abundant winter visitor 
Wigeon remain the most common wintering 
wildfowl, although the WeBs count for January 
was significantly down on past years. A possible 
reason was the high water levels and flooded 
fields resulting in them feeding elsewhere.  Later 
counts were back to similar numbers as seen in 
past years.  

 
 

J F M A M J J A S O N D
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Gadwall 
Anas strepera 
Common winter visitor, occasional breeder 
Wintering numbers seem to have fallen over the 
past two years with no noticeable influx of birds 
over the colder months.   
There were no records this year of breeding 
gadwall. 
 

 
 

Teal 
Anas crecca 
Abundant winter visitor 
Wintering teal arrive in good numbers from late 
October and start departing early to mid-March. 
The WeBs counts are often a challenge as teal 
prefer the lake margins during the day so not 
especially easy to count. The winter of 20/21 
reported higher counts than recent years with one 
count (MD) on 10th February of over 1000 birds on 
the northern pits.  

 
 

 

Mallard 
Anas platyrhynchos 
Resident 
There were 11 confirmed mallard broods which 
was similar to past years. The largest family group 
of 18 ducklings was reported during the May PBBS 
These were seen on Heronry North.  
There was a noticeable influx of mallard during 
August and September with two high counts in 
August of 134 (MD) on Diddington Pit and 162 (TB) 
on the Nature Reserve. This was followed by a 
large WeBs count in September of 192 birds.   

 
 

Pintail 
Anas acuta 
Annual winter visitor, in small numbers 
Pintail is an occasional visitor occurring most years 
from September through to April. This year they 
were none reported during the last three months. 
All the sightings were from the north end with the 
largest count of 14 seen (JW) on 6th March. 

 
 

 

Garganey 
Anas querquedula 
Scarce spring and autumn migrant 
Quiet year for garganey with only two spring 
sightings. A female was seen (MD) on 27th April 
and a male stayed three days, first seen (MB) on 
7th May. Both birds were found on Diddington Pit. 
There were no autumn records. 

 
 
 

 

J F M A M J J A S O N D
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Shoveler 
Anas clypeata 
All seasons, common in winter 
Similar to last year with shoveler seen every 
month bar July. The WeBs counts by month for 
shovelers seem to be very variable. This year 
February was the highest with 78 birds. The largest 
count of the year was 142 birds seen (NP) on 
Pumphouse Pit East on 3rd February.  

 
 

Red-crested pochard 
Netta rufina 
Annual visitor 
A regular sighting on the northern pits. Numbers 
were lower than most years with the maximum 
count of only four birds. 

 
 

Pochard 
Aythya ferina 
Common winter visitor 
This year there was no influx of birds in September 
but wintering numbers were higher than recent 
years especially on the northern pits. The peak 

numbers were seen mid-January with 257 birds 
counted (MD) on Pumphouse Pit West on 12th 
January.  

 
 
Tufted duck 
Aythya fuligula 
Abundant winter visitor, small numbers breed 
A common duck found on all lakes and pits with 
good wintering numbers. The peak month like 
previous years was January with 600 birds counted 
during the WeBs count.  
Only six broods were reported although likely to 
be an underestimation. All sightings were from 
late June through to the end of July with the 
largest brood of 14 ducklings seen (NP) on 
Diddington pit. 
A bird seen on 6th January 2020 on A1N Lake with 
a blue nasal tag referenced LJC was again seen 
(MD) in 2021 on 6th February on the same lake. 

 
 

Scaup 
Aythya marila 
Scarce annual visitor 
A single female was found (JW) on Diddington Pit 
on 31st January. The bird remained for over 11 
weeks, last seen on 21st April. There were no other 
scaup sightings until December when two birds 
were seen on a misty WeBs count. These birds 
remained (from 19th) on Island Pit through to the 
end of the year.  
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Common scoter 
Melanitta nigra 
Rare winter visitor 
A single drake was seen (JW) on Pumphouse Pit 
East on 5th April, stopping briefly on its migration 
north. 

 
 
Goldeneye 
Bucephala clangula 
Winter visitor 
The WeBS counts were similarly to past years 
apart from December, although this seemed to be 
an under-reported number as other individual 
counts during the month were higher. 
Most years, goldeneye depart by April and start 
returning in October. This year a few birds lingered 
until mid-May. 

 
 

Smew 
Mergus albellus 
Annual winter visitor in small numbers 
Another good year for smew at Paxton Pits with 
birds seen throughout the winter months. The 
best count was 14 birds including five drake seen 
(MD) on 2nd March. Most birds favoured 
Pumphouse Pit West. 

 
 
Goosander 
Mergus merganser 
Annual winter visitor 
Small wintering numbers 
were regularly seen 
around the Reserve with 

most sightings reported early in the year, similar 
to past years. 

 
 
 
Gamebirds 
Red-legged partridge 
Alectoris rufa 
Resident (introduced / released) 
Red-legged partridges are scarcer during the 
winter months grouping together in wintering 
coveys, often outside the reserve, until they start 
pairing from March.  
It is difficult to assess the number of breeding 
pairs. The PBBS estimated ten possible breeding 
pairs, mostly outside the Nature Reserve.  

 
 

Grey partridge 
Perdix perdix 
Previously resident, now a rare sight 
Grey partridges breed locally but no longer at 
Paxton Pits. There were two sightings in 2021. A 
pair was seen (NP) on Pumphouse Meadow on 
11th February and a single bird (MA-B) on 8th 
March. 

 
 
Pheasant 
Phasianus colchicus 
Resident (introduced / released) 
It is difficult to assess the breeding numbers as 
large numbers are released annually by Thornhill 
Estate. There were no reports of any young birds 
on the Reserve.  

 

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D



12 
 

Divers, Grebes, Cormorants & Herons 
Great northern diver 
Gavia immer 
Rare visitor 
A very short stay individual was seen (Martin 
Palmer) on Diddington Pit on 7th April. Probably 
the bird which had overwintered at Grafham 
Water stopping at Paxton Pits before moving 
north. 

 
 
Little grebe 
Tachybaptus ruficollis 
Resident in small numbers 
Little grebes disappeared as a breeding bird from 
2016 onwards, returning to Lodge Pit in 2019. This 
year Lodge Pit was partially drained with less 
favourable habitat with only 1, possibly 2 pairs. 
There were two successful broods of different 
ages so unsure whether they were from one or 
two pairs. Even better news was two other pairs 
were reported (TB) with young on Cloudy and 
Hayling Lakes. 
Wintering little grebes remain uncommon with 
only the occasional report. 

 
 

Great crested grebe 
Podiceps cristatus 
All year, higher numbers in spring 
Fewer great crested grebes now winter at Paxton 
Pits with WeBs counts being around 10 birds. 
Numbers do increase from February onwards 
when pairs start to look for breeding sites with up 
to 25 pairs recorded. However, actual success rate 

is much lower with only 10 or less pairs rearing 
young. 

Great crested grebe dance taken by Ann Miles 

 
 

Black-necked grebe 
Podiceps nigricollis 
Scarce visitor on migration 
There were no sightings in the year of any black-
necked grebes, a bird usually seen annually. 

 
Slavonian grebe 
Podiceps auritus 
Rare visitor on migration 
All past records of Slavonian grebes seen at Paxton 
Pits have been autumn or winter birds, either 
juveniles or in winter plumage. The bird found 
(Mark Ward) on 12th April was a stunning summer 
plumage individual, probably caught in the 
previous evening downpour, spending the day on 
Pumphouse Pit East. 
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Cormorant 
Phalacrocorax carbo 
Common Resident 
The maximum number of nests counted (NP) 
during the PBBS was 65. This was slightly higher 
than recent years of between 50 – 55 nests.   
The number of wintering cormorants seems to be 
falling with less than 100 birds roosting on Heronry 
South, with almost all the birds arriving from the 
south. This implies the high number of feeding 
birds at Grafham Water must be roosting 
somewhere else. 
Interestingly, the WeBs counts also highlighted 
increased numbers over the early months when 
cormorants start nesting. Then numbers fall away 
quicker towards the end of the year compared to 
previous years.   

A cormorant carrying nesting material by Ann Miles 

 
 

Cattle Egret 
Bubulcus ibis 
Rare visitor, expected to become more regular 
A bird was found (MB) on the bund between 
Pumphouse Pits on 23rd March. This was the 
second record for Paxton Pits following the brief 

sighting in 2020. The bird remained for almost 
seven weeks moving between the cow field and 
the Pumphouse Pits. It was last seen on 2nd May. 

 
 
Little egret 
Egretta garzetta 
Regular visitor 
Little egrets were seen in every month of the year. 
The highest counts were recorded in June with a 
maximum count of 18 birds reported (NP) on the 
northern pits. Many of the birds were in breeding 
plumage. It is presumed the birds nested 
somewhere north of the Reserve. 

 
 
Great egret 
Ardea alba 
Regular visitor in small numbers 
Single birds were regular seen throughout the year 
apart from the breeding months. The highest 
counts were in the winter months with a 
maximum of four birds seen (GR) on the northern 
pits in January. 

 
 

Grey heron 
Ardea cinerea 
Resident, breeding in small numbers 
The PBBS had previously estimated 3 – 4 breeding 
pairs. This year six nests with young were found on 
the island on Heronry South. 
The highest count was 12 birds seen (TB) on 5th 
June on the southern lakes. 

 
 

 
Raptors 
White-tailed eagle 
Haliaeetus albicilla 
Rare (category E introduced species) 
A number of juvenile birds have been released 
since 2019 on the Isle of Wight. These young birds 
will wander over a vast distance with one bird 
G471 visiting Grafham Water on 7th March. This 
bird was seen (MD/GR) from the northern pits 
soaring over Grafham Water being mobbed by red 
kites. 
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Red kite 
Milvus milvus 
Common visitor, local breeder 
Red kites were regularly seen at Paxton Pits but 
still no evidence of them breeding on the Reserve. 
A bird was seen (MD) in March carrying nesting 
material into the trees just across the river on the 
golf course. 

 
 

Marsh harrier 
Circus aeruginosus 
Uncommon visitor 
Single birds were occasionally reported, usually on 
the northern pits, with one sighting of two juvenile 
birds seen in the fields near Boughton Lodge on 
23rd August. 

 
 

Goshawk 
Accipiter gentilis 
Scarce visitor 
Two possible sightings (MB) in March. The last 
sighting on 27th was a bird seen flying low over the 
Diddington workings, then flew into trees on the 
Southoe side of A1. 

 
 
Sparrowhawk 
Accipiter nisus 
Resident 
A regular bird seen around the Reserve and 
occasionally in gardens. 
The PBBS estimated two breeding pairs of 
sparrowhawks. A pair was seen displaying at the 
north end in January and another pair was 
reported around Hayling Lake in February. 
Four birds seen (TG) soaring above the Educational 
Centre in August were probably a family group.  

 
 

Buzzard 
Buteo buteo 
Resident 
The most common raptor at Paxton Pits. Buzzards 
were often seen soaring around the Reserve 
although there were no significant counts 
reported in 2021. 

There were two nest sites reported within the 
Reserve although unsure whether successful.  

 
 

Osprey 
Pandion haliaetus 
Scarce passage migrant 
There were two sightings, both of birds heading 
north during their spring migration. 

 
 

 
Rails & Waders 
Water rail 
Rallus aquaticus 
Occasional breeder and winter visitor 
Unlike last year, it was uncertain whether any 
birds stayed to breed with only two summer 
records.  
A more regular bird during the winter months with 
the highest count of four birds heard (NP) on 15th 
January. Actual numbers were probably much 
higher as this secretive bird is seldom seen.  

 
 

Moorhen 
Gallinula chloropus 
Resident 
The PBBS estimated 19 pairs with five confirmed 
family groups. This was similar to the past two 
years. Actual breeding success may have been 
better as number of moorhens seen later in the 
year were generally higher than past years. 
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Coot 
Fulica atra 
Resident, numbers increase in winter 
The PBBS continues to record a fall in coot 
breeding numbers with only 17 pairs in 2021. 
Winter numbers over recent years have also 
declined.  

 
 

Common Crane 
Grus grus 
Rare sighting 
A photographer at Grafham Water reported a 
sighting to M Hawkes of three cranes flying 
northwest over Paxton Pits on 26th February. 

 
 

Oystercatcher 
Haematopus ostralegus 
Spring and summer visitor in small numbers 
The first bird was a week earlier than last year 
arriving on 5th February. The last birds usually 
depart August with the last sighting this year on 
2nd. There was an unusual winter sighting on 7th 
November during the WeBs count of a single bird 
on Sailing Lake. 

 
 

Avocet 
Recurvirostra avosetta 
Annual spring visitor, occasional breeder 
Two pairs of avocets attempted to breed in 2020 
but failed. This year the water levels were too high 
with only one sighting (GR) in 2021 on 20th March.  

 

 

Little ringed plover 
Charadrius dubius 
Summer visitor, increasingly scarce breeder 
The first bird usually arrives late March. This year 
the first birds were seen (GR) on 27th March. The 
highest count (MD) of nine birds was seen 3 days 
later on 30th. Pairs were seen displaying during 
April and May. The only confirmed success was a 
pair with two juveniles seen on the workings along 
Haul Road. 

 
 

Ringed plover 
Charadrius hiaticula 
Annual passage migrant, lost breeder 
A success story this year. Ringed plovers once 
nested on Sailing Lake islands but haven’t 
attempted to breed since 2012. This year a pair 
nested on the workings south of Diddington 
raising three chicks. 

 
 
 
Golden plover 
Pluvialis apricaria 
Uncommon winter visitor 
The days have passed since goldies would rest on 
the scrapes at the north end. Water levels are now 
too high! All sightings tend to be flyovers with the 
largest flock of over 100 birds flying over 
Pumphouse Pits on 20st November. 

 
  

Lapwing 
Vanellus vanellus 
Resident, numbers increase in winter 
Lapwings were seen throughout the year with the 
largest numbers during mid-winter. There were 
two counts of over 600 birds with the highest of 
642 seen (AT) on 25th December. 
A pair was seen (GR) displaying on 3rd April. 
However, it was a disappointing year with no 
records of Lapwings attempting to nest. Previous 
years there have been between 3 – 6 pairs. 
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Dunlin 
Calidris alpina 
Regular passage migrant 
The dunlin epitomises the lack of wader habitat at 
Paxton Pits. A bird guaranteed to see regularly in 
past year. This year almost all sightings were 
flyovers with only a handful landing. There is much 
work needed at the north end before the Reserve 
will attract waders in future years. 

 
 
Ruff 
Philomachus pugnax 
Annual passage migrant 
Only two autumn sightings with two birds seen 
(JW) on 12th July, still in their smart summer 
plumage. 

 
 

Jack snipe 
Lymnocryptes minumus 
Scarce winter visitor 
A secretive bird more active at night and only 
flushed during the day when you almost stand on 
them. They were probably present throughout the 
winter but only periodically disturbed. The highest 
count was three birds in January and February. 

 
 

Snipe 
Gallinago gallinago 
Winter visitor in small numbers 
Same as most years with regular sightings every 
month apart from June and July. The highest 
counts were January and February when the fields 
were flooded. The highest count (MD) of 24 birds 
was seen on 15th February. 

 

Woodcock 
Scolopax rusticola 
Winter visitor 
Woodcock arrive early winter in small numbers. A 
nocturnal feeder usually only seen when 
disturbed.  

 
 

Black-tailed godwit 
Limosa limosa 
Annual passage migrant 
Two wintering flocks were seen flying over 
Pumphouse Pits in January, largest was 130 birds 
on 17th. There were only two other reports (MD) 
of single birds in August and September. 

 
 
Bar-tailed godwit 
Limosa lapponica 
Scarce passage migrant, usually seen in spring  
There was only one sighting in 2021, a single bird 
seen (GR) on Pumphouse Pit East on 25th April. 

 
 

Curlew 
Numenius arquata 
Uncommon passage migrant 
Similar to last year with only five records. All 
sightings were short stayers apart from the August 
bird which was seen between 18th and 21st feeding 
in the fields around Diddington. 

 
 

Whimbrel 
Numenius phaeopus 
Scarce passage migrant 
Now scarcer than curlews with all sightings short 
stayers. 

 
 
Redshank 
Tringa totanus 
Passage migrant visitor, lost breeder 
Redshanks are becoming scarcer as the years pass 
with fewer sightings. This was the second year 
were there was no evidece of breeding birds. Most 
sightings were of single birds with three the 
highest count (NP) on Lodge Pit in November. 
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Greenshank 
Tringa nebularia 
Passage migrant 
Slightly better than last year but the lack of good 
wader habitat means birds are moving on much 
quicker. The best counts of 3-4 birds were seen 
late April to early May during spring migration. 
Only single birds were recorded on the autumn 
migration.  

 
 

Green sandpiper 
Tringa ochropus 
Regular all year apart from breeding months 
Green sandpipers are the most regularly seen 
wader after the lapwing. The only months they are 
absent is during their breeding season of May and 
June. They prefer the dykes and channels, and 
especially Lodge Pit with the highest count of 10 
birds seen (MD) on 2nd April. 

 
 

Common sandpiper 
Actitis hypoleucos 
Passage migrant 
Similar to most waders, the number of sightings 
and bird counts were well down on past years. All 
records were of 1 or 2 birds unlike past years 
where family groups were seen during the autumn 
migration.  

 
 
 

Gulls & Terns 
Mediterranean gull 
Larus melanocephalus 
Scarce passage migrant  
Only one record reported (JW) on 13th June. The 
bird was in summer plummage. It was seen in the 
southwest corner of Pumphouse Pit West. 

 
 
Little gull 
Larus minutus 
Spring passage migrant in small numbers 
Little gulls are seen most years during their spring 
migration usually mid to late April. This year the 
first bird was seen on 16th April. The largest count 
(MD) of 16 birds was reported on 24th, the last day 

of any significant movement. All other later 
sightings were of single birds with the last one 
seen on 2nd May.  

 
 
Black-headed gull 
Larus ridibundus 
Abundant throughout the year 
A very common gull seen throughout the year. 
However, the high spring WeBs counts of recent 
years have disappeared with the lack of breeding 
habitat. Black-headed gulls like islands with little 
or no vegetation. However, none of the islands 
over recent years have been cleared by HDC 
leading to birds looking for other sites outside the 
Reserve. A few pairs did nest on the tern rafts but 
there were no other records elsewhere. 

 
 
Common gull 
Larus canus 
Regular winter visitor 
A winter visitor regularly seen between October 
and early April. The July and August sightings (TB) 
were probably birds moving after breeding. The 
highest count of 54 birds was seen (TB) on 29th 
December. 

 
 

Lesser black-backed gull 
Larus fuscus 
Regular visitor, breeds in small numbers 
The lack of suitable habitat means only a few birds 
now stay and attempt to nest.  At least two pairs 
were successful, one each on Diddington Pit and 
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Pumphouse Pit West. The fewer nesting birds has 
resulted in lower counts throughout the year. 

 
 

Herring gull 
Larus argentatus 
Year round visitor increasing in winter 
Like most of the larger gulls, herring gulls were 
seen regularly in small numbers often as flyovers.  

 
 

Yellow-legged gull 
Larus michaellis 
Annual visitor   
The only records over the past two years have 
been during the autumn. All were single birds 
apart from an adult and 3/4 year bird seen (JW) on 
29th October. Before 2020 birds were often seen 
gathering in reasonable numbers in the late 
summer.  

 
 
Caspian gull 
Larus cachinnans 
Scarce visitor 
There were eight reports of Caspian gulls during 
the year, all on Pumphouse Pit West. 

 
 

Great black-backed gull 
Larus marinus 
Uncommon visitor in small numbers 
The disappearance of pre-roost gatherings of gulls 
on the northern pits has meant fewer large gulls 
being reported. Most reports of great black-

backed gulls in 2021 were of single sightings with 
the largest of five birds seen (GR) on 20th March. 

 
 
Common tern 
Sterna hirundo 
Common passage migrant and summer resident 
Similar to past years, the first common terns 
arrived second week of April. The last birds usually 
depart late August with the last sighting this year 
(NP) on 1st September. 
The tern rafts weren’t anchored last year due to 
Covid restrictions. This year, the rafts were 
anchored attracting up to 23 sitting terns with at 
least 17 juveniles fledging. There was no evidence 
of terns nesting on any of the islands. 

 
 

Arctic tern 
Sterna paradisaea 
Spring passage migrant in small numbers  
Every year a few birds migrate through Paxton Pits 
usually towards the end of April. This year arctic 
terns were seen on two days, the 21st and 28th. The 
last sighting (JW) included 36 birds seen flying 
through Pumphouse Pit East. 

 
 
Black tern 
Chlidonias niger 
Annual spring passage migrant in small numbers 
Black terns usually pass through Paxton Pits on the 
last week of April with the largest sighting of 15 
birds seen on 28th. 
Most years a few black terns are reported mid-
summer, probably failed breeding birds. This year 
two birds were seen (MD) on 30th June over 
Pumphouse Pit West. 

 
 
 
Pigeons, Cuckoo & Owls 
Rock/Feral Pigeon 
Columba livia 
Resident around farm buildings and villages 
A few birds were often present around Boughton 
Lodge farm and Little Paxton village. 

 
 

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J J A S O N D



19 
 

Collared dove 
Streptopelia decaocto 
Abundant resident in village 
A common breeding bird in Little Paxton and 
Diddington but there were no breeding records 
from the Reserve. 

 
 
Stock dove 
Columba oenas 
Resident 
There were no notable counts in 2021 of stock 
doves although still a regular bird at Paxton Pits. 
Breeding numbers were similar to last year with an 
estimated 12 pairs. 

 
 
Woodpigeon 
Columba palumbus 
Abundant resident  
A very common bird at Paxton Pits. The PBBS 
estimated 52 breeding pairs. 

 

Cuckoo 
Cuculus canorus 
Summer visitor in low numbers 
The first cuckoo was heard (GR) on 11th April. By 
May, there were possibly five singing birds around 
the Reserve. The largest count was four birds seen 
(SE) together on the evening of 27th May. They 
were feeding on the processionary moth (and 
possibly brown-tailed moth) caterpillars opposite 
river view point. Most birds had departed by end 
of June with the last sighting on 1st July. There 
were no later sightings of any juvenile birds. 

 
 

Barn owl 
Tyto alba 
Resident in small numbers 
Barn owls were probably present throughout the 
year but being mainly nocturnal hunters their 
presence often goes undetected. Two of the 
months’ sightings were captured on a trail camera. 
A further report was of a dead bird found (SE) 
during the May PBBS by the roadside along the 
track towards the water sports centre. 
There was no confirmed evidence of any breeding 
pairs although a pair may have bred at the north 
end of the Reserve.  

 
 

Little owl 
Athene noctua 
Scarce resident 
A little owl was occasionally seen early in the year 
around Boughton Lodge with two birds seen (MD) 
on 30th March. However, unsure whether they 
bred but it was suspected that at least one bird 
remained in the area throughout the year. 

 
 
Tawny owl 
Strix aluco 
Resident, breeds locally 
Tawny owls were only occasionally reported but 
were thought to be present around Little Paxton 
throughout the year. Similar to the barn owl, two 
of the seven months (where birds were reported) 
were of pictures captured on the trail cameras.  
There was no evidence of breeding in the year.  
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Short-eared owl 
Asio flammeus 
Scarce visitor 
A bird was seen around the northern pits over a 
seven day period, first found (GR) on 21st 
February. Another unseasonal bird was found 
(SE) hunting late in the afternoon south of 
Diddington Pit on 7th May.  

 
 
 

Swift, Kingfisher & Woodpeckers 
Swift 
Apus apus 
Common summer visitor, breeds in village 
The first swifts arrive towards the end of April with 
the first bird seen (JW) on 25th flying over 
Diddington Pit. Small numbers breed in Little 
Paxton village with their screaming call being 
heard between May and June before they settle 
on their nests. The last bird seen (JW) was over 
Little Paxton on 6th September. 

 
 

Kingfisher 
Alcedo atthis 
Resident, in low numbers 
Kingfishers were regularly seen or heard 
throughout the year but numbers on the Reserve 
remain low. A pair is thought to have nested in the 
river bank opposite lower meadow. The pair were 
seen (MA-B) on 18th May circling and calling 
almost continuously. They seemed distressed. It is 
thought the nest may have been flooded as the 
river rose by about 2 feet over the previous night. 
Apart from this record there was no other 
evidence of nesting kingfishers. 

 
 

Green woodpecker 
Picus viridis 
Common resident 
The last four PBBS have indicated between 16 and 
19 pairs at Paxton Pits with almost an even split 
between the Nature Reserve and other areas.  
There were a few reports of juvenile birds seen in 
July. 
 
 

 
 

Great spotted woodpecker 
Dendrocopus major 
Common resident 
The PBBS indicated 14 breeding pairs with most 
surveyed routes with tree cover having one pair, 
maximum two.  
There were no reports this year of nesting holes 
found or juvenile birds.  
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Falcons 
Kestrel 
Falco tinnunculus 
Resident 
A regular sighting at Paxton Pits with the PBBS 
reporting a probable two pairs on the Reserve.  

 
 
Merlin 
Falco columbarius 
Scarce autumn and winter visitor 
Merlin remain a rare sighting at Paxton Pits. There 
were only four records during the year. 

 
 

Hobby 
Falco subbuteo 
Common summer visitor, local breeder 
Hobby usually returns late April, with the first 
sighting this year (JW) of two birds seen on 24th. 
Occasionally they gather is large hunting groups, 
especially in May before they settle to breed. A 
group of 24 was seen (MD) hunting at the north 
end on 21st. The previous day there had been 16. 
A later group of 11 birds was seen (SE) on 1st 
August feeding on cockchafers.  
The last birds were seen 3rd October. 

 
 

Peregrine 
Falco peregrinus 
Uncommon, usually a winter visitor 
All sightings were of single birds with most reports 
during the winter months. 
There were two descriptive reports submitted:  
A buzzard sat in the cow field behind Diddington 
village hall was being repeatedly bombed by an 
immature peregrine on 23th January (JW). 
A peregrine chased a large passerine, possibly 
fieldfare, into the spinney by Diddington Pit 
footbridge and came out with it in its talons on 
25th December (AT). 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Larks & Swallows 
Skylark 
Alauda arvensis 
Resident but declining numbers 
Skylark numbers continue to fall both as a 
breeding bird and a winter visitor mainly due to 
the lack of good farmland habitat.  
There were no large flocks noted in the year with 
the largest group recorded of only 10 birds.  
The PBBS found only 7 singing birds. Four of these 
records were east of A1 Pits where much of the 
land has now been lost to quarry excavation.  

 
 

Sand martin 
Riparia riparia 
Summer visitor 
Sand martins are one of the first migrants to 
arrive. Their arrival time is often dependent on the 
weather. This year, the first birds were seen on 
20th March with the first notable movement of 
over 100 birds on 28th. 
The quarry workings still provide suitable nesting 
sites for sand martins. A small colony of up to 50 
nesting holes was reported in a sand bank south of 
Diddington village. They haven’t bred on the 
Reserve for many years as there are no suitable 
sand banks. However, FPPNR plan to install 
artificial sand banks on one of the northern pits to 
encourage birds to remain and breed in the area. 
Most birds depart late August with over 200 birds 
seen (NP) feeding over Pumphouse Pit East on 
29th. The last sighting (MD) was on 29th 
September.  
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Swallow 
Hirundo rustica 
Common on passage, breeds locally 
Swallows usually arrive late March / early April. 
The first bird seen (MD) was a single bird on 26th 
March. The large gathering of birds doesn’t seem 
to happen until almost a month later. The largest 
report was 100 birds seen (TG) at the south end on 
6th May. 
There were no reports of breeding on the Reserve 
although they did breed in the farm buildings 
around Diddington village. 
Most birds leave by September with only one 
sighting (MD) of a single bird in September on 15th.  

 
 

House martin 
Delichon urbica 
Common on passage, breeds in village 
The house martin of all the hirundines is the most 
predictable arrival.  Over the past five years house 
martins have arrived between 5th and 8th April. 
This year the first bird was seen on the 5th April.  
House martin breed in Little Paxton with birds still 
seen (NP) as late as 22nd September flying around 
the village. 

 
 

 
Pipits, Wagtails, Wren & Dunnock 
Meadow pipit 
Anthus pratensis 
Winter visitor in small numbers 
Most often encountered in small numbers 
between October and March. The largest flocks 
are usually seen at the beginning and the end of 
this period as birds migrate through the Reserve.   

 
 

Rock pipit 
Anthus petrosus 
Scarce visitor on migration 
A single bird was seen (JW) on Pumphouse Pit East 
on 26th October. There was a further report (AT) 
on 25th December of a large pipit. The bird was not 
clearly seen but from the brief views the bird had 
rock pipit characteristics.  

 
 

Yellow wagtail 
Motacilla flava flavissima 
Uncommon passage migrant 
Yellow wagtails usually arrive second week of 
April. This year there was an early sighting (MD) on 
30th March.  
The birds seem to like the horse and sheep fields 
on the eastern side of Diddington village. There 
was one exceptional count (JW) on 8th September 
of 60-70 birds feeding in the sheep field. The last 
sighting (MB) in the same area was of four birds on 
23rd September.  

 
 

Grey wagtail 
Motacilla cinerea 
Localised resident, usually along river 
Grey wagtails disperse outside the breeding 
season being regularly seen around the Reserve, 
usually near pools of water.  
There were no reports over the summer months 
although grey wagtails will often breed near the 
weirs on the river. 

 
 
Pied wagtail 
Motacilla alba yarrellii 
Common resident in small numbers 
Pied wagtails were regularly seen but there were 
few records. The PBBS estimated four pair around 
the Reserve. They seem to prefer the villages to 
breed and Stirtloe sewage farm in the winter. The 
only notable count (JW) was 60 birds feeding in 
the ploughed field north of Diddington on 26th 
October.  
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White wagtail 
Motacilla alba alba 
Uncommon passage migrant 
Every year a few white wagtails (pied being a 
subspecies) migrate through Britain in spring to 
Scandinavia. Occasionally they are reported at 
Paxton Pits. This year a single bird was seen (SE) by 
the Yard on 9th April. 

 
 
Waxwing 
Bombycilla garrulus 
Rare visitor 
There were very few reports of waxwing in Britain 
this winter. However, there was one report in the 
Visitor Centre logbook on 15th November of three 
birds in the trees just before kingfisher hide. They 
then flew towards the river. An exceptional 
sighting but a bird which is unlikely to be 
misidentified. 

 
 

Wren 
Troglodytes troglodytes 
Abundant resident 

The wren remains the 
most common breeding 
bird on the Reserve albeit 
only just above the robin. 
The PBBS reported 154 
singing birds, similar to 
the past three counts. 
Their population has 
increased by 100% over 
the past 10 years.  

 

Dunnock 
Prunella modularis 
Abundant resident 
Dunnock is a common bird at Paxton Pits but is 
often overlooked and underreported. The PBBS 
estimated 80 pairs, the highest count for many 
years.  

 
 
 
Chats & Thrushes 
Robin 
Erithacus rubecula 
Abundant resident 
Robin is definitely the most conspicuous bird 
around Paxton Pits throughout the year, and 
following the PBBS results is the second 
commonest breeding bird after the wren with an 
estimated 144 pairs. 
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Nightingale 
Luscinia megarhynchos 
Summer visitor  
The largest cluster of nightingales breeding on the 
Reserve can be found at the northern end along 
Anglian Water road.  This area for the past two 
years has been daily surveyed by David Bale. His 
first record this year was on 15th April, thereafter 
he visited every day into June. Each visit was 
between 6.30 am and 9.30 am with the exception 
of 20th April which was an evening visit at 7.00 
pm. David identified 22 territories within this area 
(see map below). 

The surveys by David have been tremendously 
helpful as the two PBBS (May & June) are too few 
to get a good estimate of singing nightingales. The 
BTO advised it is not necessary to do daily surveys 
but they do need to be more regular than the PBBS 
counts. 
The PBBS records were updated with David’s and 
other sightings. A total of 31 singing birds were 
reported around the Reserve (compared to 13 
from the PBBS). Almost all the birds recorded 
outside their stronghold along Anglian Water road 
were single individuals in different locations.  

 
 
 

Redstart 
Phoenicurus phoenicurus 
Scarce passage migrant 
There were fewer sightings this year with only 
three records staying no longer than a day. 

 
 
Whinchat 
Saxicola rubetra 
Scarce passage migrant 
Last year was exceptional with birds feeding on 
the Reserve for a number of days. This year the 
four sightings were all one day. 

 
 
Stonechat 
Saxicola torquata 
Scarce passage migrant and winter visitor 
Stonechat sightings have become less frequent 
with no records last year of birds feeding over a 
period of time on the Reserve. They were all short 
stayers. Also, most sightings were of single birds 
with three being the highest seen (JW) on 16th 
October.  

 
 

Wheatear 
Oenanthe oenanthe 
Uncommon passage migrant 
There were more spring sightings and over a 
longer period than last year. Two males were seen 
(JW) near Boughton Lodge on 16th April with the 
last spring sighting of four birds on 9th May. There 
was only one autumn sighting on 10th August.   

 
 

Ring Ouzel 
Turdus torquatus 
Annual scarce spring visitor 
Ring ouzels have become a regular annual sighting 
albeit still scarce. There were two records, both 
near Diddington on 24th (TR) and 27th (MD) April.  
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Blackbird 
Turdus merula 
Abundant resident with winter influx 
A common bird seen throughout the year. The 
PBBS estimated 92 pairs which was similar to 
recent years.  

 
 
Fieldfare 
Turdus pilaris 
Common winter visitor 
This year, fieldfares were late leaving with high 
counts until late April and a single bird seen (NP) 
on 2nd May. Likewise they were late returning and 
seemingly in smaller numbers. The first autumn 
record (JW) was 6th November.  

 
 

Song thrush 
Turdus philomelos 
Common resident 
Song thrushes were more abundant than past 
years with the PBBS reporting 57 possible pairs. 

Breeding numbers were spread eveningly 
throughout the Reserve. 

 
 

Redwing 
Turdus iliacus 
Common winter visitor 

Redwing feeding in the garden by Neal Parkin 

Redwings, like fieldfare, were later leaving with 
the last bird seen on 27th April almost three weeks 
later than 2020.  
The first returning birds were seen on 11th 
October, the same day as the previous year. 
However, unlike last year there were no large 
flocks reported. 

 
 
Mistle thrush 
Turdus viscivorus 
Uncommon localised resident 
Most records of mistle thrushes were reported 
near to Diddington. The largest count (MD) of five 
birds was seen on 3rd May, probably a family 
group.  
There was no reports of breeding mistle thrushes 
on the Reserve although likely to have bred 
nearby.  
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Warblers 
Cetti's warbler 
Cettia cetti 
Localised but increasing resident 
Cetti’s warblers are one of the few non migrating 
warblers which stay throughout the winter. They 
prefer the water margins with plenty of cover. 
Their presence is usually given away by their short 
loud song. The recent milder winters may have 
helped the species as the PBBS estimated 26 
territories, the highest since they colonised the 
Reserve. 

 
 

Grasshopper warbler 
Locustella naevia 
Scarce passage migrant and occasional breeder 
Similar to last year, there were up to 4 birds 
reeling (singing) around the Reserve.  All the birds 
were heard at the north end. They seem to have 
two periods of singing, one around the end of April 
and the other June / July. Grasshopper warblers 
generally have two broods so very likely they bred 
on the Reserve.  

 
 

Sedge warbler 
Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 
Common summer visitor 
Sedge warblers returned slightly earlier this year 
compared to recent years with three separate 
birds heard by three different observers on 4th 
April. The question was whether they would 
return in higher numbers than 2020 which was a 
poor year for them at Paxton Pits. The results of 

the PBBS estimated 50 singing birds being similar 
to past years, with the exception of 2020. 
Sedge warblers seemed to have departed early as 
there were very few records after June – did they 
have a poor breeding season?  

  
 

Reed warbler 
Acrocephalus scirpaceus 
Abundant summer visitor 
Reed warblers are usually a mid-April arrival. The 
first bird heard (MS) this year was on the 16th. 
The PBBS estimated 67 singing birds which was 
marginally above the average. 
The last sighting (NP) was of five birds seen on 19th 
August. 

 
 

Lesser whitethroat 
Sylvia curruca 
Localised summer visitor 
The first birds were heard on 24th April, over a 
week later than the previous four years. The late 
arrival was possibly due to the cold April. 
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The PBBS estimated 22 breeding pairs. Lesser 
whitethroats prefer scrubland and tend to social 
distance. They were recorded on most of the PBBS 
routes with a maximum number of three singing 
birds in any one area. 
Lesser whitethroats were last seen (JW) on 16th 
October. A bird was also seen (MB) on 15th. These 
were the two latest autumn sightings on record.  

  
 

Whitethroat 
Sylvia communis 
Common summer visitor 
The first bird was seen (JW) on 16th April.  
The PBBS estimated 61 pairs, the highest for over 
10 years. The highest concentration of birds were 
around Diddington Pit favouring the brambles in 
the southeast corner.  
The last birds were reported on 7th September.  

 
 
 
 

Garden warbler 
Sylvia borin 
Abundant summer visitor 
The garden warbler is one of the commonest 
warblers heard at Paxton. They usually arrive mid-
April with the first bird heard on the 14th.  
The PBBS estimated 80 pairs, similar to the past 
four years. Garden warblers stop singing by mid-
June with few reports thereafter.  The last record 
(NP) was on 7th September. 

 
 

Blackcap 
Sylvia atricapilla 
Abundant summer visitor 
There was a very notable increase in blackcap 
numbers in 2019 with the BTO registering the 
highest totals since monitoring began in 1983. This 
step change has continued into 2021 with the 
PBBS estimating 138 singing males.  

Some blackcaps now overwinter in the UK with 
birds occasionally reported feeding in Little 
Paxton.  A pair was seen in MS garden on New 
Year’s day. 
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The first singing male was heard (NP) on 26th 
March. The last record on the Reserve was 20th 
November although now difficult to establish 
whether this was a migrating or overwintering 
bird.  

 
 
Chiffchaff 
Phylloscopus collybita 
Abundant summer visitor 
Nowadays the second commonest warbler at 
Paxton Pits overtaken by blackcaps. Chiffchaff 
over recent years have overwintered in small 
numbers at Paxton Pits.   
They can sometimes be heard singing in late 
winter depending on the weather. Two birds were 
heard in February, the first (MD) on 21st.  
The PBBS reported another steep climb in 
numbers with an estimated 120 singing males. 
They tend to favour the dense scrub with some 
tree cover.  
Most birds still migrate with small groups seen 
into November.  

    

 
 

Siberian chiffchaff 
Phylloscopus collybita tristis 
Rare winter visitor 
This subspecies of the chiffchaff now winters in 
small numbers in Britain. A Siberian type chiffchaff 
was seen (JW) briefly on 29th October, on the 
southeast side of carpark wood, then moved to 
willows on the west side of Pumphouse Pit West. 

 
 

Willow warbler 
Phylloscopus trochilus 
Common summer visitor 

Willow warbler in flight by Jim Stevenson 
The first bird was heard (MS) singing on 1st April. 
The PBBS reported 39 singing birds. This was the 
fourth consecutive yearly increase in numbers 
with most of the increase on the Nature Reserve.  
The last 2021 record (TB) was on 22nd August. 

 
 

Goldcrest 
Regulus regulus 
Localised breeder, small numbers rest of year 
Goldcrest over recent years have started breeding 
in small numbers around the Reserve. The PBBS 
estimated 7 pairs. 
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Flycatchers, Tits & Treecreeper 
Spotted flycatcher 
Muscicapa striata 
Occasional local breeder, scarce on passage 
This was probably the first year where no spotted 
flycatchers were seen in the spring. There were 
only four sightings in the autumn. The last was two 
birds seen (MS) on 4th September near Hayden 
hide.  

 
 
Pied flycatcher 
Ficedula hypoleuca 
Rare visitor 
A possible pied flycatcher was briefly seen (MD) 
in copse southeast of Pumphouse Pit East on 9th 
September. 

 
 
Long-tailed tit 
Aegithalos caudatus 
Abundant resident 
Long-tailed tits outside the breeding season are 
found in large flocks, often accompanied by other 
species. These flocks start to disperse from late 
February when they start pairing up. The PBBS 
estimated 56 pairs being slightly higher than the 
yearly average. 
 

 

 
 
 

Long-tailed tit collecting food by Jackie Hill 

 
 
Coal tit 
Parus ater 
Localised resident 
Coal tits remain an uncommon bird at Paxton Pits 
preferring Little Paxton village where they can be 
heard singing from late March into April. They are 
an under-reported species and were probably 
present in the village throughout the year.  

 
 
Blue tit 
Parus caeruleus 
Abundant resident 
Blue tits were the fourth common breeding 
species at Paxton Pits with 127 pairs. They 
continue to do well benefiting from the high 
concentration of nest boxes on the Nature 
Reserve. There has been recent evidence that blue 
tits and other dominant species are benefiting 
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from nest boxes, with an adverse impact on less 
dominant species especially in the countryside. 

 
 

Great tit 
Parus major 
Abundant resident 
The PBBS highlighted another noticeable decline 
in numbers to an estimated 64 pairs, compared to 
100 pairs in 2019. The decline is all within the 
Nature Reserve with other areas similar to past 
years. Is the nest box policy having any impact on 
great tits but not blue tits?  

 
 
Blue & Great Tit nest box results 
Headlines 
‘This year we cleaned out 99 tit boxes. Actually, 
the success rate was high this year at 
87.9%.  That's a tad higher than usual. We were a 
bit surprised this year. We were expecting a higher 
percentage of dead chicks this year due to the late 
start to spring last year. However, the boxes were 
surprisingly healthy, with only one dead chick in 

one box. Also only a few boxes with unhatched 
eggs.  
We'll continue to reduce the number of boxes by 
about 20% each year. Maybe we'll see an increase 
of other species in the reserve. We didn't clean out 
or monitor any boxes in the whole of East Scrub 
this year. That's the whole area from the arable 
fields, right down to the Education Centre. Also 
the peninsula opposite the Kingfisher hide was 
left. 
Other than that, the number of boxes in other 
areas remains similar to before. Below is a graph 
showing nest box occupancy.’ 

By Steve & Janet Prior 
 
Nest box review 
Following recent research the Reserve has 
changed its policy on nest boxes in order to 
encourage the less dominant species. This mainly 
involves increasing the separation of nest boxes in 
the quieter parts of the site but will also look at 
alternative box designs.  

 
Nuthatch 
Sitta eurpaea 
Scarce but possibly expending range 
There were many more records last year than over 
previous years. A pair was seen (GR) on feeders at 
the end of Skippers Way. This pair was regularly 
observed from 17th February to 17th April. 
Later in the year there was the occasional report 
of a bird(s) near Rory’s wood. 

 
 
Treecreeper 
Certhia familiaris 
Localised resident 
The PBBS recorded a possible 11 breeding pairs. 
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The trend shows a gradual increase over recent 
years although this may be due to better 
reporting.   

 
 

 
Crows 
Jay 
Garrulus glandarius 
Uncommon resident 
Jay, like most years, were more frequently 
reported during the winter months. A pair was 
seen in March but again no evidence they bred at 
Paxton Pits. 

 
 

Magpie 
Pica pica 
Common resident 
It is always difficult to assess the breeding pairs of 
corvids due to their large range and non-breeding 
birds. The PBBS estimated nine pairs. 

 

Jackdaw 
Corvus monedula 
Resident, more numerous in winter 
The PBBS estimated eight breeding pairs on the 
Reserve with other pairs in Little Paxton village. 
Jackdaws continued to roost around Heronry 
South in large numbers during the winter months. 
The best estimate (TG) was at least 3,000 birds on 
28th December.  

 
 

Rook 
Corvus frugilegus 
Resident, more numerous in winter 
The PBBS estimated 70 nests between two 
rookeries on the Reserve, one north of Sailing Lake 
and another near Boughton Lodge farm. Rook 
during the winter months can be found in the 
Jackdaw roost but in much small numbers.  

 
 

Carrion crow 
Corvus corone corone 
Resident 
As with previous years, it was again difficult to 
assess the number of carrion crow territories with 
the best estimate around ten pairs on the Reserve. 

 
 

Raven 
Corvus corax 
Scarce but increasing visitor 
Most sightings were of single birds. Four birds 
were seen (JW) on 27th March and a pair reported 
(GR) displaying on 11th April. 

 
 
Starling 
Sturnus vulgaris 
Abundant resident 
A few pairs probably breed around the Reserve 
but difficult to assess numbers. There was a large 
murmuration of around 4,000 birds seen (AM-B) 
on 17th October before going into roost in the 
reed-bed on Washout Pit. The murmuration was 
around for a few days before a very heavy storm 
possibly moved them on. 
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House sparrow 
Passer domesticus 
Abundant in the villages 
There were very few reports of house sparrows on 
the Reserve. They breed in good numbers in Little 
Paxton and Diddington villages, and were more 
regularly seen around the fringes of the Reserve.  

 
  

Finches & Buntings 
Chaffinch 
Fringilla coelebs 
Uncommon resident but declining 
Chaffinches nowadays are uncommon compared 
to early 2000’s when they were one of the most 
common birds at Paxton Pits. A few still breed on 
the Reserve with the PBBS estimating 15 pairs 
compared to near 100 about 15 years ago. 
The highest count was 30 birds in the Arable field 
on 26th January.  

 
 

Brambling 
Fringilla montifringilla 
Scarce winter visitor, usually seen on passage 
The autumn eruption of birds from the continent 
seemed higher this winter with good numbers 
arriving in Britain. However, at Paxton Pits there 
were only three reports all of single birds. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Greenfinch 
Carduelis chloris 
Common resident 
Greenfinch numbers after a catastrophic decline 
from 2007 seem to be improving. The PBBS 
estimated 24 pairs. 
The highest count of 70 birds was reported (NP) in 
the arable field on 21st December. 

 
 

Goldfinch 
Carduelis carduelis 
Resident 

The PBBS estimated 16 pairs. This was down by 
over 50% compared to recent years. Goldfinches 
breed from late April onwards and most pairs 
attempt at least two broods. It was probably that 
due to the cold and wet spring, pairs failed or 
delayed nesting. This may explain why juveniles 
were not reported until mid-summer.  
In the autumn goldfinches gather in large flocks 
with 100 birds seen (NP) together on 23th 
October.  
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Linnet 
Carduelis cannabina 
Common resident increasing in winter 
The PBBS estimated 21 pairs, same as last year. 
Breeding linnets seem to prefer habitat with dense 
brambles. This habitat can be found at Little 
Meadow and southeast corner of Diddington Pit 
where the highest number of singing birds were 
reported. 
In the winter, linnets forage in the arable fields. 
The largest flock of 130 birds was seen (SE) in the 
A1 fields on 1st February. Unfortunately, during 
the summer this became the new dig for the 
quarry. This winter the largest flocks have been 
reported around the arable fields (known at 
Dodder Fen & the Paddocks) on the Nature 
Reserve.  

 
 
 
 

 
Siskin 
Carduelis spinus 
Winter visitor in small numbers 
The last two winters have seen good numbers of 
wintering siskins. They were often seen feeding in 
the alder trees scattered around the Reserve.   

 
 

Lesser redpoll 
Carduelis cabaret 
Localised winter visitor, often scarce 

Redpoll over the past two winters have been more 
frequently reported. They seem to be less vocal 
than siskins during the winter and are possibly 
overlooked.  The largest flock of 26 birds was seen 
(SE) in silver birch trees around the Sailing Lake on 
14th February. 

 
 

Bullfinch 
Pyrrhula pyrrhula 
Resident 
The PBBS estimated 16 pairs, similar to the 
average of recent years. The low count last year 
was probably due to the missed April survey 
covering areas outside the Nature Reserve. 
Bullfinches breed March/April and thereafter go 
quiet. 
Small groups of bullfinch were regularly seen 
during the winter months. 
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Yellowhammer 
Emberiza citrinella 
Localised resident increasing in winter 
The best habitat for breeding yellowhammers 
tends to be on the fringes of Paxton Pits due to the 
lack of good hedgerows on the Reserve. This year 
the PBBS indicated 10 pairs.  
The winter crop grown in the arable feeds on the 
Nature Reserve seems to be encouraging good 
numbers of wintering finches and buntings 
including yellowhammers. 

 
 

Reed bunting 
Emberiza schoeniclus 
Abundant resident 
A common breeding bird around the edges of the 
lakes and pits. The PBBS estimated 48 pairs. 
Reed buntings were less common in the winter 
months although a few were regularly seen 
around the arable fields on the Nature Reserve. 

 
 

Corn bunting 
Miliaria calandra 
Rare winter visitor 
There was only one report (NP) of six birds seen on 
6th January around the arable fields in the Nature 
Reserve.  

 
 
 
 

By Neal Parkin 
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Paxton Pits Bird Species List 
 

Status Species name 

V Brent goose 

R Canada goose 

O Barnacle goose 

R Greylag goose 

O Pink-footed goose 

V Tundra bean goose 

O White-fronted goose 

R Mute swan 

V Bewick's swan 

O Whooper swan 

A Egyptian goose 

A Shelduck 

V Ruddy shelduck 

O Mandarin duck 

A Garganey 

V Blue-winged teal 

R Shoveler 

R Gadwall 

W Wigeon 

V American wigeon 

R Mallard 

A Pintail 

W Teal 

A Red-crested pochard 

W Pochard 

V Ferruginous duck 

V Ring-necked duck 

R Tufted duck 

A Scaup 

V Eider 

V Common scoter 

V Long-tailed duck 

W Goldeneye 

W Smew 

W Goosander 

V Red-breasted merganser 

V Ruddy duck 

R Red-legged partridge 

O Grey partridge 

V Quail 

R Pheasant 

V Red-throated diver 

V Black-throated diver 

V Great northern diver 

Status Species name 

V Fulmar 

R Little grebe 

V Red-necked grebe 

R Great crested grebe 

V Slavonian grebe 

O Black-necked grebe 

V Black stork 

V White stork 

V Glossy Ibis 

V Spoonbill 

O Bittern 

R Grey heron 

V Purple heron 

A Great white egret 

V Cattle Egret 

R Little egret 

V Gannet 

V Shag 

R Cormorant 

A Osprey 

V Honey-buzzard 

R Sparrowhawk 

V Goshawk 

A Marsh harrier 

V Hen harrier 

V Montagu's harrier 

R Red kite 

R Buzzard 

R Water rail 

X Corncrake 

V Spotted crake 

R Moorhen 

R Coot 

V Crane 

V Stone-curlew 

S Oystercatcher 

V Black-winged Stilt 

S Avocet 

R Lapwing 

W Golden plover 

V American golden plover 

O Grey plover 

P Ringed plover 

S Little ringed plover 

Status Species name 

X Killdeer 

O Whimbrel 

P Curlew 

A Bar-tailed godwit 

P Black-tailed godwit 

A Turnstone 

O Knot 

P Ruff 

O Curlew sandpiper 

O Temminck's stint 

O Sanderling 

P Dunlin 

V Baird's Sandpiper 

O Little stint 

V Buff-breasted Sandpiper 

V Pectoral sandpiper 

W Woodcock 

A Jack snipe 

W Snipe 

V Red-necked phalarope 

V Grey phalarope 

P Common sandpiper 

W Green sandpiper 

R Redshank 

O Wood sandpiper 

V Spotted redshank 

P Greenshank 

V Kittiwake 

V Sabine's gull 

R Black-headed gull 

P Little gull 

O Mediterranean gull 

W Common gull 

W Great black-backed gull 

V Glaucous gull 

V Iceland gull 

R Herring gull 

O Caspian gull 

A Yellow-legged gull 

R Lesser black-backed gull 

V Caspian tern 

O Sandwich tern 

O Little tern 

V Roseate tern 
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Status Species name 

S Common tern 

P Arctic tern 

V Whiskered tern 

V White-winged black tern 

P Black tern 

V Pomarine skua 

V Arctic skua 

V Long-tailed skua 

V Little auk 

V Common guillemot 

R Rock / Feral dove 

R Stock dove 

R Wood pigeon 

O Turtle dove 

R Collared dove 

S Cuckoo 

R Barn owl 

R Tawny owl 

R Little owl 

O Long-eared owl 

O Short-eared owl 

V Nightjar 

V Alpine swift 

S Swift 

R Kingfisher 

V Hoopoe 

V Wryneck 

V Lesser spotted w/pecker 

R Great spotted w/pecker 

R Green woodpecker 

R Kestrel 

V Red-footed falcon 

A Merlin 

S Hobby 

A Peregrine 

V Ring-necked parakeet 

V Red-backed Shrike 

V Great grey shrike 

V Golden oriole 

R Jay 

R Magpie 

X Nutcracker 

R Jackdaw 

R Rook 

R Carrion crow 

Status Species name 

A Raven 

V Waxwing 

R Coal tit 

O Marsh tit 

V Willow tit 

R Blue tit 

R Great tit 

V Penduline tit 

V Bearded tit 

V Woodlark 

R Skylark 

S Sand martin 

S Swallow 

S House martin 

R Cetti's warbler 

R Long-tailed tit 

V Wood warbler 

V Yellow-browed warbler 

S Willow warbler 

R Chiffchaff 

V Great reed warbler 

S Sedge warbler 

S Reed warbler 

V Marsh warbler 

A Grasshopper warbler 

S Blackcap 

S Garden warbler 

S Lesser whitethroat 

S Whitethroat 

V Firecrest 

R Goldcrest 

R Wren 

O Nuthatch 

R Treecreeper 

V Rose-coloured starling 

R Starling 

A Ring ouzel 

R Blackbird 

W Fieldfare 

W Redwing 

R Song thrush 

R Mistle thrush 

A Spotted flycatcher 

R Robin 

S Nightingale 

Status Species name 

V Pied flycatcher 

V Black redstart 

A Redstart 

A Whinchat 

W Stonechat 

P Wheatear 

R House sparrow 

V Tree sparrow 

R Dunnock 

S Yellow wagtail 

R Grey wagtail 

R Pied wagtail 

V Richard's pipit 

W Meadow pipit 

V Tree pipit 

V Water pipit 

A Rock pipit 

R Chaffinch 

W Brambling 

V Hawfinch 

R Bullfinch 

R Greenfinch 

V Twite 

R Linnet 

V Common redpoll 

W Lesser redpoll 

V Crossbill 

R Goldfinch 

W Siskin 

V Snow bunting 

O Corn bunting 

R Yellowhammer 

R Reed bunting 

 
Index 

R Resident 

S Summer Visitor 

W Winter/Non-breeding 

P Passage migration 

A Occasional (annual) 

O Occasional (< annual) 

V Vagrant (<=3 over 10 yrs) 

X Not in the last 50 years 
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First and Last Summer Migrants 
 

Spring sightings 
The colder April did not seem to deter the arrival 
of the summer migrants with most arriving at 
similar times to past years. The only two species 
with later dates compared to the past five years 
were the whitethroats. The lesser whitethroat, 
one of the last warblers to arrive, was over a week 
later than previous years. There were no spring 
sightings of spotted flycatchers, and turtle doves 
were not reported at Paxton Pits this year.  
 
The chart below shows the earliest spring record 
by species for the past five years. It seems most 
migrants arrive at a similar time each year with a 
1–2 week window. The main exception is sand 
martin which generally is the first migrant to 
arrive. 
 
 
 

Latest sightings  
Most migrants have departed Paxton Pits by 
September with a few species leaving early 
October. The adult cuckoo is the first to depart 
with the last sightings towards the end of June. 
Occasionally a bird will linger into early July. Any 
sightings after this date will be juvenile birds. This 
year the swallow and lesser whitethroat were the 
last to depart, last seen in October. Both species 
can have two broods.  
  
A number of warbler species now overwinter in 
the UK in very small numbers. A few chiffchaff can 
usually be found at sewage works. Our local 
sewage works at Stirtloe, just north of the Reserve 
often has a few overwintering birds. The blackcap 
that visit Paxton Pits in summer do migrate south 
but some eastern birds now migrate west to our 
shores. The birds that visit our gardens in the 
winter are thought to be these eastern birds.  
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Earliest Sightings 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 Paxton earliest 

Hobby 29 Apr 26 Apr 22 Apr 19 Apr 24 Apr 17 Apr 04/06 

Little ringed plover 27 Mar 02 Apr 26 Mar 25 Mar 27 Mar 12 Mar 2000 

Common tern 30 Mar 08 Apr 09 Apr 07 Apr 09 Apr 30 Mar 2017 

Turtle dove 01 Jun 05 May 05 May 04 May Not seen 12 Apr 1998 

Cuckoo 14 Apr 15 Apr 19 Apr 09 Apr 11 Apr 03 Apr 2002 

Swift 19 Apr 24 Apr 03 May 18 Apr 25 Apr 18 Apr 2020 

Sand martin 16 Mar 02 Apr 03 Mar 19 Mar 20 Mar 02 Mar 1997 

Swallow 21 Mar 06 Apr 31 Mar 08 Apr 26 Mar 14 Mar 2001 

House martin 08 Apr 07 Apr 06 Apr 06 Apr 05 Apr 04 Mar 2001 

Yellow wagtail 09 Apr 08 Apr 14 Apr 10 Apr 30 Mar 27 Mar 2005 

Nightingale 12 Apr 06 Apr 07 Apr 06 Apr 10 Apr 04 Apr 99/02 

Wheatear 09 Apr 09 Apr 16 Apr 16 Apr 16 Apr 11 Mar 1996 

Sedge warbler 08 Apr 07 Apr 08 Apr 07 Apr 04 Apr 25 Mar 2002 

Reed warbler 16 Apr 19 Apr 20 Apr 10 Apr 16 Apr 07 Apr 2001 

Lesser whitethroat 16 Apr 15 Apr 16 Apr 16 Apr 24 Apr 14 Apr 2007 

Whitethroat 05 Apr 15 Apr 07 Apr 12 Apr 16 Apr 03 Apr 2002 

Garden warbler 17 Apr 15 Apr 19 Apr 16 Apr 14 Apr 04 Apr 1997 

* Blackcap 26 Mar 30 Mar 24 Mar 17 Mar 26 Mar 17 Mar 04/20 

ChiffChaff      overwinters 

Willow warbler 31 Mar 07 Apr 05 Apr 07 Apr 01 Apr 09 Mar 1997 

Spotted flycatcher 16 May 21 May 12 May 07 May Not seen no history 

* The first dates for Paxton Pits relate to the first singing birds, but could be overwintering birds. 
 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 Paxton Latest 

Hobby 02 Oct 24 Sep 25 Sep 07 Oct 03 Oct 29 Oct 2006 

Little ringed plover 24 Jul 03 Sep 25 Sep 27 Jul 03 Aug 30 Sep 2005 

Common tern 21 Aug 23 Sep 21 Aug 16 Aug 01 Sep 24 Oct 2004 

Turtle dove 13 Jul 10 May 22 Jun 27 Aug Not seen 25 Sep 1980 

Cuckoo 16 Jul 01 Aug 30 Jun 28 Jun 01 Jul 31 Aug 2003 

Swift 13 Sep 22 Sep 20 Aug 07 Sep 06 Sep 15 Oct 1961 

Sand martin 13 Sep 10 Sep 15 Sep 28 Sep 27 Sep 20 Oct 2000 

Swallow 03 Oct 06 Oct 16 Oct 04 Oct 15 Oct 02 Nov 1997 

House martin 18 Sep 13 Oct 12 Oct 04 Oct 22 Sep 05 Nov 2005 

Yellow wagtail 23 Sep 10 Sep 21 Sep 28 Sep 23 Sep 19 Oct 2006 

Nightingale 04 Jun 02 Jun 24 Jun 11 Jun 02 Jun 25 Aug 2001 

Wheatear 15 Oct None 15 Aug 01 Sep 10 Aug 18 Oct 2003 

Sedge warbler 14 Sep 07 Aug 27 Aug 23 Aug 09 Aug 19 Sep 1993 

Reed warbler 13 Sep 14 Oct 15 Sep 20 Nov 19 Aug 15 Oct 2006 

Lesser whitethroat 01 Oct 27 Aug 21 Sep 26 Sep 16 Oct 16 Oct 2021 

Whitethroat 30 Sep 06 Sep 01 Sep 10 Sep 07 Sep 30 Oct 2004 

Garden warbler 01 Sep 20 Sep 19 Sep 10 Sep 07 Sep 02 Oct 2005 

Blackcap 16 Nov 02 Oct 07 Oct 01 Dec 20 Nov 01 Dec 2020 

ChiffChaff  overwinters   overwinters 

Willow warbler 20 Sep 20 Sep 19 Sep 10 Sep 22 Aug 01 Oct 2006 

Spotted flycatcher 12 Jul 09 Oct 21 Sep 09 Sep 04 Sep no history 
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Paxton Breeding Bird Survey Report 
 
This year 2021 returned to some normality with 
the three surveys for April, May and June running 
to plan. The weather was also kind without any 
disruptions. Interestingly, April was one of the 
coldest months for many years with spring 
migrants arriving at Paxton Pits later than most 
years. However, most species had arrived by the 
May count and in good numbers. The two later 
arrivals, turtle doves and spotted flycatchers are 
no longer found as breeding birds at Paxton with 
the former not being recorded in 2021. This must 
be the first year since human activity that turtle 
doves have not been seen at Paxton Pits! 
 
A total of 101 species were seen during the three 
surveys, similar to past years. There was only one 
non-regular bird recorded being a male mandarin 
duck, one of the best looking birds in breeding 
plumage. There were a possible 68 breeding 
species at Paxton Pits in 2021 being slightly down 
on last year of 71. The main omission was no 
reports of lapwing sitting or raising young, 
although they were seen displaying.  A bird that 
was successful and previously lost to Paxton Pits, 
which was found outside the surveyed areas, was 
a pair of ringed plovers. They raised three chicks 
on the new workings near Diddington. 
 
The data from the surveys and other sightings 
outside the PBBS are recorded by route and date 
to produce an estimated number of breeding 
birds. This data enables us to see the number of 
possible territories by route for each species – the 
example attached shows the distribution of 
nightingales around the Reserve. Also attached is 
the estimated number of territories by species 
compared to the past two years and ten years ago 
(2011).   
 
The aim of this summary is to provide a brief 
update on the results of the surveys. A fuller 
account of the results will be issued in the annual 
report planned for issue in early 2022. 

Non-passerines 
Similar to past years, the breeding records of non-
passerines is a combination of the Paxton 
Breeding Bird Surveys (PBBS) and other sightings 

reported to myself. In past years, a third source 
was the sightings reported in the Visitor Centre’s 
log book but this only resumed from the second 
half of year with fewer records. 
 
The breeding success of most ground nesting 
species was slightly better than last year which 
was affected by heavy predation – mink being the 
likely culprit. This year also benefited from the 
anchoring of the tern rafts which was halted last 
year due to COVID, plus they had added protection 
of electric wiring around the top. The breeding 
failures of the past two years and the lack of 
vegetation clearance on the islands with working 
parties unable to meet due to COVID meant 
wader, gull and tern breeding numbers remained 
low. 
 
Most of the breeding records of waterfowl are 
gathered outside the PBBS with only confirmed 
records included, either birds nesting or with 
young. The likelihood is this is an underestimation 
as many species nest over a lengthy period with 
some broods unreported. There were nine 
confirmed records of mute swans breeding, all on 
different pits. Greylag and Canada geese reported 
family groups of 13 and 10 respectively. This was 
down on last year but always difficult to assess as 
they gather into large flocks. The total number of 
geese on the Reserve was similar to past years. 
There were two pairs of Egyptian geese seen on 
the Reserve with one pair on Sailing Lake having 
ten goslings. Duck numbers were similar to last 
year with 11 mallard broods and 6 tufted broods 
reported. There were no gadwall broods seen this 
year. 
 
The number of possible breeding great crested 
grebe of 25 was up on last year. Also, there were 
more confirmed sightings of eight compared to 
five from 2020. The success rate over the past two 
years equates to a third of possible breeding pairs. 
A pair of little grebes was regularly seen on Lodge 
pit with a juvenile reported over the summer and 
a late chick in early September. It is possible there 
were two pairs or one pair with two broods. Even 

better news was little grebes were seen on three 
of the small southern lakes with confirmed 
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breeding from Hayling and Cloudy lakes. 
Cormorant nests of 65 was slightly higher than last 
year although it is always difficult to see all the 
nests on the Heronry South’s island. Grey heron 
nests in past years have been an estimate based 
on the number of birds seen. This year we were 
able to find the nesting location and counted six 
nests. However, still no evidence of little egrets 
breeding on the Reserve although they were more 
numerous during the summer months than past 
years. Moorhen and coot numbers were similar to 
recent years and unlike last year no water rails 
were heard over the breeding season. 
 
Raptor numbers of sparrowhawk, kestrel and 
buzzard remain similar to past years with circa two 
pairs breeding on or around the reserve.  Again 
there were no records of breeding red kite and 
hobby. The little owls continue to inhabit the area 
around Broughton Lodge with the pair again being 
successful. Barn owls were scarcer this year with 
no evidence of successful nests. A bird was found 
dead near the A1 during the May PBBS. 
 
Wader species at Paxton over recent years have 
not fared well. Oystercatchers seem to be the only 
regular wader that rear young most years. Little 
ringed plover are almost as successful but are 
more dependent on the excavation areas outside 
the Reserve.  There were no sightings of young 
redshank and lapwing this year - both were 
relatively common 10 years ago! And, avocets did 
not return after the previous poor year. 
 
The gull and tern colonies have been decimated 
over recent years with the colonies on Sailing Lake 
and the northern pits all failing. This year a few 
lesser blacked-backed and black-headed gulls 
nested on the islands with the former raising some 
chicks. However, the islands were not conducive 
for breeding gulls and terns as the vegetation was 
too high. The common terns and the few black-
headed gulls which nested on the tern rafts 
seemed to have had a successful year with 
numerous juveniles reported. 
 
There were no records of kingfisher breeding on 
the Reserve although a nest hole was seen on the 
river but unfortunately failed due to high rainfall 
resulting in the hole being flooded. Green and 
great-spotted woodpeckers continue to do well at 

Paxton with many reports of juvenile birds. 
Cuckoo is another bird which seems to fare well at 
Paxton, probably helped by the good number of 
reed warblers and the accessibility to the small 
reedbeds. 

Passerines 
The PBBS is the main source on the number of 
possible breeding passerines. The other notable 
source is from David Bale’s survey of nightingales. 
This year seems to have been a good year at 
Paxton for the smaller passerines with total 
numbers reported being 10% up on the past two 
years. Certainly some species had a better year 
with others continuing to increase.    
 
Nightingales must have had a good year in 2020 
as good numbers returned to the scrub north of 
Pumphouse East. The number of birds heard by 
David in different locations over the first weeks 
was 20 which was higher than last year. David’s 
surveys for the period to June were sent to the 
BTO for verifying but his initial estimate indicated 
more than 20 territories - the BTO reply on 8th 
September estimated a minimum of 22 territories 
with 21 within route 12N along Anglian road and 
one just east on route 13N. This area is very 
restricted with limited habitat for expansion which 
may explain the apparent spread of single birds in 
other locations throughout the Reserve. There 
were another nine birds heard plus two further 
birds recorded just outside the Reserve. Great 
news as numbers seem to be back to levels 
historically heard around the Heronry Lakes.  
 
There was again no evidence of hirundines 
breeding within Paxton Pits. There was a large 
colony of sand martins with circa 50 nest holes on 
the quarry dig south of Diddington. Swallows 
were relatively numerous around Diddington 
village and house martins again nested in good 
numbers in Little Paxton. Similar to previous years, 
pied wagtails were regularly seen around 
buildings on the peripheral of the Reserve and 
grey wagtails were often reported near Little 
Paxton weir.  
 
The robin has always been the most conspicuous 
bird at Paxton but this year it appeared to be more 
numerous. The PBBS reinforced this view with 144 
possible territories, almost 25% higher than last 
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year! The robin was the second most common 
bird with the wren remaining top with 154, similar 
to past years. The other common resident birds of 
the blackbird, dunnock and song thrush all bred in 
good number. The latter two species showed a 
33% increase over past years. It seems 2021 was a 
good year for resident birds probably helped by a 
mild winter. 
 
Warblers returned in good numbers with the PBBS 
counts being similar or better than last year. Sedge 
warbler territories were 50% down in 2020 but 
numbers bounced back in 2021 with 50 singing 
birds similar to previous levels. Whitethroat 
showed a notable increase with numbers counted 
being the highest over recent years, and chiffchaff 
continued their seasonal increase with 120 singing 
birds – a 50% increase over 5 years. All the other 
species, Cetti’s warbler, reed warbler, lesser 
whitethroat, blackcap, garden warbler, willow 
warbler and goldcrest, were at similar levels to 
recent years. Blackcap with 138 singing males is 
now the third common breeding species 
overtaken by the robin. 
 
Tit numbers were similar to past years apart from 
great tit which was well down on the peak year of 
2019. Blue tit numbers seemed to have plateaued 
at 127 territories. Treecreeper numbers of 11 
possible territories was slightly up with a number 
of family parties seen in late spring. 
 

Finch and bunting numbers apart from the reed 
bunting are found at lower densities than other 
passerines. The chaffinch, once a common bird, 
seems to be clinging on at Paxton with 15 males 
reported. All the other species apart from 
goldfinch were recorded at similar or slightly 
better numbers than last year.  

Summary 
The general conclusion from the 2021 PBBS survey 
is non passerine ground nesting birds are 
struggling to raise young at Paxton with some 
species at critically low levels whereas passerine 
species seemed to have had a very good year. Only 
the great tit and goldfinch showed a notable 
decline with all other passerines recorded at 
similar or better counts than last year.  

Finally, I must thank everyone who participated in 
the surveys. Again, it was a good turnout. This was 
the 24th year of surveys which have seen some 
notable changes over the period with the loss of 
some species but gains from others.  

If you have any further breeding information 
outside the surveys then please email details to 
friends@paxton-pits.org.uk or myself at 
neal.parkin@hotmail.co.uk.  
 
Neal Parkin 
27/08/21 (updated 07/01/22) 

 
Great crested grebe nest building  
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Paxton Pits 2021 Breeding Bird Survey Results (Updated) 
 

Non-passerines Status max 2021 2020 2019 2011 
Mute swan R 3 9 10 10 3 

Greylag goose R 2 13 30 3 36 

Canada goose R 2 10 11 8 6 

Egyptian goose R 2 1 1 
  

Gadwall R 2 
  

1 
 

Mallard R 3 11 14 11 6 

Shoveler R 1 
    

Tufted duck R 1 6 5 1 N/a 

Red-legged partridge R 1 10 6 10 5 

Pheasant R 2 14 17 21 6 

Little grebe R 1 2 3 2 5 

Great crested grebe R 2 25 17 23 16 

Cormorant R   65 55 50 N/a 

Little egret R 3 
    

Grey heron R 2 6 3 4 N/a 

Sparrowhawk R 1 2 2 2 2 

Buzzard R 2 2 2 2 
 

Kestrel R 2 2 2 2 2 

Hobby S 
     

Water rail R 
  

3 
  

Moorhen R 1 19 17 20 17 

Coot R 2 17 21 42 147 

Oystercatcher S 1 3 3 5 7 

Avocet S 
  

2 2 1 

Little ringed plover S 2 1 3 1 7 

Ringed plover S 
    

2 

Lapwing R 3 
 

4 6 12 

Redshank R 1 
  

1 9 

Black-headed gull R 1 14 119 161 110 

Lesser black-backed gull R 2 4 5 36 4 

Herring gull R 
    

3 

Common tern S 3 23 24 39 5 

Rock/Feral Pigeon R 
     

Stock dove R 1 12 13 18 10 

Woodpigeon R 1 52 36 54 78 

Collared dove R 1 
 

1 2 8 

Turtle dove S 
     

Cuckoo S 2 5 6 6 9 

Barn owl R 2 1 2 1 
 

Little owl R 1 1 1 1 
 

Tawny owl R 
     

Swift S 
     

Kingfisher R 1 1 
 

1 1 

Green woodpecker R 1 19 18 19 13 

Great spotted woodpecker R 1 14 12 8 6 
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Passerines Status max 2021 2020 2019 2011 
Skylark R 2 7 5 7 8 

Sand martin S 5 50 20 50 30 

Swallow S 1 
   

1 

House martin S 
     

Yellow wagtail S 
     

Grey wagtail R 
     

Pied wagtail R 2 4 1 1 6 

Wren R 2 154 159 155 69 

Robin R 2 144 116 111 64 

Dunnock R 1 80 61 51 40 

Nightingale S 5 31 21 5 26 

Blackbird R 3 92 99 88 73 

Song thrush R 1 57 43 40 25 

Mistle thrush R 1 2 1 1 1 

Cetti's warbler R 2 26 20 19 6 

Sedge warbler S 2 50 28 53 56 

Reed warbler S 2 67 75 51 58 

Lesser whitethroat S 2 22 20 18 11 

Whitethroat S 2 61 39 45 52 

Garden warbler S 2 80 84 81 81 

Blackcap S 2 138 140 138 78 

Chiffchaff S 1 120 105 99 51 

Willow warbler S 2 39 34 32 68 

Goldcrest R 2 7 6 8 
 

Spotted flycatcher S 
     

Long-tailed tit R 1 56 45 49 23 

Marsh tit R 
     

Blue tit R 1 127 134 114 61 

Great tit R 1 64 81 102 40 

Treecreeper R 3 11 8 8 3 

Jay R 2 1 1 
 

3 

Magpie R 3 9 7 16 23 

Jackdaw R 2 8 18 4 24 

Rook R 1 70 65 55 N/a 

Carrion crow R 1 11 8 22 35 

Starling R 3 4 1 1 
 

House sparrow R 2 4 1 1 
 

Chaffinch R 2 15 14 18 67 

Greenfinch R 3 24 19 22 15 

Goldfinch R 3 16 30 34 6 

Linnet R 1 21 21 25 7 

Bullfinch R 2 15 9 10 6 

Yellowhammer R 3 10 9 11 7 

Reed bunting R 3 48 42 52 44 
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c = confirmed, p = probable, s = possible  

Species: Nightingale

21p 

1s 

1s 

1p 

1s 

1p 

1p 1s 

1p 

1s 1s 
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Bird Ringing Reports  
 

Introduction 

In 2021, we conducted 15 bird ringing sessions 
at “The Sanctuary” at Paxton Pits Nature 
Reserve. The first session was in mid-March to 
assess the net sites before our standard CES 
monitoring began in May which continued 
through until late August. Post CES season we 
conducted two sessions for late summer 
migrants in September. The final session of the 
year was a successful October session that 
targeted newly arrived Redwings and 
Goldcrests. The following report details our 
findings over the past year. 
 

CES 2021 Review 
Background and Methods 
The British Trust for Ornithology has used 
Constant Effort Site (CES) bird ringing to monitor 
the abundance, breeding success and survival of 
24 common breeding songbirds since 1986. 
Paxton Pits Nature Reserve is one of over 140 
sites across the UK that contributes data to this 
programme. Monitoring is carried out by 
qualified volunteer bird ringers during the 
breeding season, with twelve visits between 
May and early September where the same nets 
are set for same standard length of time for each 
visit. At Paxton, we monitor the site with eight 
mist-nets totalling 140 metres in length that are 
set between 5.30-11.30am.  
 
The results are used to measure changing 
population sizes (comparing the number of adult 
birds caught each year) whilst the ratio of 
juvenile to adult captures provides a measure of 
breeding success. In addition to ringing new 
birds, we also record data for all birds we 
recapture; those of adult birds ringed in previous 
years are used to estimate annual survival rates. 
 
 
 

2021 Results 
The 2021 CES season at Paxton started well, we 
recorded high numbers of adults for resident 
species in the first half of the season. This was 
mirrored nationally where both Wren and 
Dunnock were at higher-than-average levels as 
breeding adults. Single captures of Jay, Great 
Spotted Woodpecker and Reed Bunting added 
some diversity to early ringing sessions. 
 
However, the second half of the season at 
Paxton can only be described as disastrous at 
best. This is the part of the CES season where we 
usually expect catches to be dominated by 
recently fledged juvenile birds. The second half 
of CES 2021 saw catch totals at such low levels 
never experienced at Paxton in any CES year 
since 2007.  From the eleven ringing sessions a 
total of 186 new birds were ringed covering 20 
different species this represents the lowest 
ringing totals during CES monitoring at Paxton 
since monitoring began in 2007 with a 
staggering 47% decline on the 2019 season 
alone.  Table one gives the yearly CES totals since 
2007 and Appendix 1 the individual visit totals 
for 202 
 
Nationally, five species we monitor at Paxton, 
Willow Warbler, Treecreeper, Wren, Blackbird 
and Dunnock all had the lowest breeding success 
recorded since the national scheme started. The 
BTO hypothesise that the cold, wet spring, and 
early summer is the most likely cause of poor 
offspring production, preventing fledging or 
increasing mortality of fledglings shortly after 
they had left the nest. This illustrates why this 
standardised monitoring is effective in 
measuring these population trends and highlight 
any concerns should declines occur over time. 
Therefore, it will be interesting to see what 
effect this year has on our early season ringing in 
2022 and beyond.   
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Table 1. Yearly totals for the number of new birds ringed at Paxton CES (2007-2021) 
 

Year  No. 
Visits 

Total New 
Birds Ringed 

Number of 
Species 

Year  No. 
Visits 

Total New 
Birds Ringed 

Number 
of Species 

2007 12 306 22 2014 12 378 27 

2008 12 355 25 2015 12 513 27 

2009 11 363 24 2016 12 339 26 

2010 12 341 27 2017 12 259 19 

2011 12 394 25 2018 11 316 24 

2012 12 364 27 2019 11 346 23 

2013 12 267 25 2021 10.5 186 20 

        

    Total  4727 36 

The half session in 2021 was due to not all nets being set in one session. 
 
We re-encountered birds 59 times during CES 2021 this was from 23 different birds as we occasionally 
re-trapped birds more than once over the summer. The oldest recaptured bird was a Garden Warbler 
that was ringed in May 2015 and was also recaptured in 2019, I’m astounded by how many times this 
bird would have crossed the Sahara. Table 2 lists the ten longest duration/lived birds caught during CES 
2021. 
 
Table 2. Ten longest lived birds derived from bird recaptured during the 2021 CES season. 
 

Species Number of 
Re-captures 

First 
Capture 

Latest 
Capture 

Duration 

Garden Warbler 3 10/05/2015 05/06/2021 6 years 26 days 

Garden Warbler 1 18/07/2015 07/05/2021 5 years 293 days 

Blackbird 3 27/05/2016 16/06/2021 5 years 20 days 

Dunnock 4 07/05/2018 04/07/2021 3 years 58 days 

Long-tailed Tit 3 19/05/2018 16/05/2021 2 years 362 days 

Blackcap 2 01/07/2018 13/06/2021 2 years 347 days 

Dunnock 1 08/07/2018 05/06/2021 2 year 332 days 

Blackcap 3 12/06/2018 07/05/2021 2 years 329 days 

Long-tailed Tit 1 16/09/2018 16/05/2021 2 year 242 days 

Garden Warbler 2 12/05/2019 07/05/2021 1 year 360 days 
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Appendix 1: Number of new birds ringed on each CES Visit 2021. 
 

  07/05 16/05 28/05 05/06 13/06 23/06 04/07 16/07 31/07 14/08 23/08   Total  

Visit Period 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 11 12    11 
Great Spotted 
Woodpecker 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0  1 

Wren 2 1 0 0 2 2 0 5 2 4 1  19 

Dunnock 3 1 3 1 2 2 1 1 1 0 0  15 

Robin 1 1 4 2 1 2 3 1 1 4 0  20 

Blackbird 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 0 0 0  4 

Song Thrush 2 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1  5 

Reed Warbler 0 5 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 0  9 

Lesser 
Whitethroat 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0  1 

Garden Warbler 2 4 1 1 0 5 0 1 0 0 0  14 

Blackcap 7 4 2 0 3 6 3 1 3 0 0  29 

Chiffchaff 3 0 2 0 2 1 3 6 1 0 0  18 

Willow Warbler 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0  3 

Long Tailed Tit 3 1 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0  9 

Blue Tit 5 1 4 0 0 2 2 0 3 0 3  20 

Great Tit 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 1 1 2 0  7 

Treecreeper 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1  2 

Jay 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0  1 

Goldfinch 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0  2 

Bullfinch 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 2 2  6 

Reed Bunting 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0  1 

               

  33 20 23 4 12 22 15 21 13 15 8  186 
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Appendix 2: Photos of some species ringed in 2021: 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
  

Wren (Left) and juvenile Robin (Below) 

Warblers:  

Blackcap (top left), Garden warbler 

(top right) and Lesser Whitethroat 

(bottom left) 
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Appendix 3: Non-CES Ringing session totals 2021 
 

 19/03/2021 07/09/2021  11/09/2021  23/10/2021   

Species New Retrap New Retrap New Retrap New Retrap New 
Total 

Retrap 
Total 

Sparrowhawk 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Wren 0 1 0 0 1 0 2 0 3 1 

Dunnock 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 

Robin 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 

Redwing 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 0 7 0 

Song Thrush 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 

Reed Warbler 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Blackcap 0 0 6 0 8 0 0 0 14 0 

Chiffchaff 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 

Goldcrest 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 4 0 

Long-tailed Tit 0 0 0 0 0 0 9 1 9 1 

Blue Tit 1 2 9 0 7 0 6 2 23 4 

Great Tit 1 0 1 0 1 0 5 1 8 1 

Treecreeper 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Bullfinch 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 0 3 0 

           

 4 3 19 0 18 0 38 4 79 7 

 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 4: Total number of birds ringed at Paxton Pits in 2021. 
 

Sparrowhawk 1  Chiffchaff 21 

Great Spotted 
Woodpecker 1 

 
Willow Warbler 3 

Wren 22  Goldcrest 4 

Dunnock 16  Long Tailed Tit 18 

Robin 21  Blue Tit 43 

Blackbird 4  Great Tit 15 

Song Thrush 6  Treecreeper 3 

Redwing 7  Jay 1 

Reed Warbler 10  Goldfinch 2 

Lesser Whitethroat 1  Bullfinch 9 

Garden Warbler 14  Reed Bunting 1 

Blackcap 42    

     

    Total 265 
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Appendix 5: Recent UK recoveries of birds ringed at Paxton Pits (all caught by ringers). 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 Species Chiffchaff 

 Ringing Location Paxton Pits 

 Ringing Date 16/07/2021 

 Finding Location Hambleton West, Rutland, 

 Finding Date 18/10/2021 

 Distance/Duration 54km 94 days NNE 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 Species Chiffchaff 

 Ringing Location Paxton Pits 

 Ringing Date 13/06/2021 

 Finding Location RAF Wyton, Cambridgeshire 

 Finding Date 10/07/2021 

 Distance/Duration 14km 27 days NE 

 
Both Chiffchaffs that were ringed as juveniles that appear to be exploring areas for either wintering or 
territory settlement for 2022. 
 

By Derek Gruar 
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Bats 
 

Monitoring of bats at Paxton Pits began in 2020. The objectives were: 
1. Find out what bat species were active in the reserve. 

2. Get an idea of activity distribution around the reserve.  

3. Locate and map bat boxes 

4. Assess condition of bat boxes 

5. Find out if boxes were being used and by what species. 

 
Transects. 
Species first recorded in 2020 were common 
pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pipistrellus), soprano 
pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pymaeus), Nathusius 
pipistrelle (Pipistrellus nathusii), noctule (Nyctalus 
noctula), and Daubenton’s bat (Myotis daubentonii).   
This year three transects were completed with the 
following species being recorded: common 
pipistrelle, soprano pipistrelle, nathusius pipistrelle, 
Daubenton’s (also known as the water bat), noctule 
(our biggest bat); we were excited to also record two 
less common bats: a barbastelle and a serotine.  
The routes of each transect and the species that 
were found along the way are shown in maps 1-3. 

 
Bat box checks 
Three box checks were carried out this year. COVID restrictions prevented us from 
opening boxes and handling bats; this is to stop us passing the virus to bats. So, 
we were limited in our ability to confirm the presence of bats in some of the box 
designs. We recorded what we could and hope that in future checks The Bat 
Conservation Trust will be confident enough about the COVID situation and give 
us the go-ahead to open boxes; then we can better assess presence and species 
type. 
Altogether the bats we could see were one myotis bat, not identifiable to species 
level, one brown long eared bat, two pipistrelles and one bat that looked like a 
noctule but was not confirmed. We also found one box with a considerable 

Map 1 

Map 3 
Map 2 
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number of droppings at the base of the tree indicating a lot of use and possibly multiple bats. Some of 
the droppings looked like those of a myotis species; we did not see any at the time. It will take time to 
build up a picture of box usage and the work described below will improve the environment for bats at 
Paxton.  
 
Overhaul of Bat Boxes 

Following a detailed review and mapping of 
existing bat boxes in 2020, a plan was made 
to remove broken and rotted boxes, put 
new ones up and to re-number all boxes in 
a logical sequence across the reserve. This 
will make future box checks, record 
keeping and planning easier. 37 Schwegler 
bat boxes were sourced at a good price. 
These are high quality and made of 
woodcrete, which is resistant and durable. 
They are also well known for their good 
occupancy rates. On 17th October a work party was formed to put the 
boxes up. We had our level 2 license holder Marie Athorn supervising best 
practice to ensure the bats were not harmed and advising on box 
positions; several willing hands to wheelbarrow the very heavy boxes to 
and fro’, hammer in nails, hang boxes, and check for bats to avoid 
disturbance. The day was a success, and we look forward to seeing who 
turns up in the spring. 
All our bat records are entered onto the Paxton Activity on iRecord. If you 
have a logon for iRecord, you can access them along with other species 
that are monitored at Paxton. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
By Carole Baber 
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Mammals 
 
This year extensive use was made of trail 
cameras around the site. These generated most 
of the larger mammal sightings. Two small 
mammal surveys using Longworth traps had 
high capture rates. An initial harvest mouse nest 
survey was successful. 
 

Otter 
Lutra lutra 

A pair of Otters is resident on the reserve and 
camera evidence confirms one cub was 
successfully raised in 2021. 
The Otters are regularly observed on the river 
and Heronry North in particular, although there 
have been sightings reported on all the lakes. 
The cameras have recorded them at virtually all 
locations and we have a good picture of their 
movements between the river and lakes.  
We are starting to get a picture of their diet with 
cameras recording otters eating eels and even 
signal crayfish. 

 
Mink 
Neovison vison 
In 2020 mink were thought to have caused the 
total loss of chicks in the northern pits with a 
family of 6 reported on Diddington Pit and 
regular sightings on other lakes and the river. 
In late 2020 a mink trapping project under the 
control of Waterlife Recovery East started to the 
north of the reserve and early in 2021 this 
project expanded into the whole of 
Cambridgeshire and parts of Bedfordshire. The 
project is ongoing. 

So far the project has been very successful and 
has resulted in significantly fewer sightings 
particularly in the second half of the year. The 
last sighting was a large male caught on camera 
on the Great Ouse in November, which was 
subsequently trapped to the south of the 
reserve later that month. 
 

Stoat 
Mustela erinea 
Stoats are present across the reserve but very 
rarely reported. There were three captures on 
camera the first in late April by the river, another 
at North Scrub by Pumphouse Pit(E) in August, 
and a third in Rory’s Wood in September.  
 

Weasel 
Mustela nivalis 
Weasels are present on the reserve but again 
very rarely seen. Occasional sightings include 
one working the hedgerow by the Bus Shelter in 
late September. There were two camera 
captures; North Scrub by Pumphouse Pit(E) in 
August and one caught near Wray House Garden 
in early October. 

 
Badger 
Meles meles 
Badgers are numerous and active across the site 
and regularly stray into the village and 
allotments.  
An ongoing survey has suggested badger setts in 
the Sanctuary, the bank between the Lower 
Meadow and Hayling Lake, East Scrub and north 
of Boughton Lodge Farm. More observations 
needed in the quarry and sites confirmed by trail 
camera. 
 

Fox 
Vulpes vulpes 
Foxes are surprisingly rarely seen on the Reserve 
despite being common. Individuals have been 
recorded on camera across all parts of the 
reserve on a weekly basis and young cubs were 
captured on camera near Pumphouse Pit and 
near Hayling Lake. This implies that foxes bred 
successfully at two locations. One camera 

Image- Trail Camera

 



 

54 
 

recorded three different adults within 24 hours 
near Cloudy Pit. 

 
 
Brown Rat 
Rattus norvegicus 
Regular sightings around the bird feeders at the 
Visitor Centre and Hayden Hide. Widespread 
other sightings and rats feature regularly on the 
trail cameras, particularly at night. 
 

Mice, Voles and Shrews 
Longworth traps were set in the Lower Meadow, 
Peter’s Field and the Sanctuary. Good numbers 
of wood mice were recorded along with bank 
vole and a few common shrew. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
An exploratory survey found harvest mouse 
nests along the edge of the Great Meadow and 
in the Arable Fields. 
Water shrew, common shrew and bank vole 
were also regularly recorded on camera by the 
Gt. Ouse in the summer  

 
Grey Squirrel 
Sciurus carolinensis 
Squirrels are regular visitors to the bird feeders 
and are present in numbers across the site. A 

melanistic (black) squirrel was present for a time 
in East Scrub and another was reported on the 
Ouse Valley Way near Island Pit. 
 

Hedgehog 
Erinaceus europaeus 
Occasional sightings in areas adjacent to the 
village and in the village itself. Hedgehogs are 
outcompeted by badgers for food, earthworms, 
and are sometimes eaten by badgers.  
 

Muntjac Deer 
Muntiacus reevesi 
There is no doubt that the wider reserve 
supports an ecologically damaging population of 
between 50 and 70 Muntjac deer. 
They are by far the most common mammal 
caught on the trail cameras with one camera 
recording six different individuals in 12 hours. 
Muntjac are regularly seen in the early morning 
and at dusk and have become far less shy.  
Although generally solitary they have been 
recorded in small groups and are often heard 
barking rather than being seen. 
 

Brown hare 
Lepus capensis 
No sightings reported. 
 

Rabbit 
Oryctolagus cuniculus 
Rabbit numbers appear to have increased 
slightly with sightings in East Scrub and the 
Sanctuary and there is a well-established and 
active warren in the south eastern bank of A1 
North lake. 
 

Water Vole 
Arvicola amphibius 
Water Voles were captured on camera at one 
site regularly over the summer with the first 
record on 12th June and the last on 17th October. 
At least 3 individuals have been identified. 
Details have been withheld to avoid pressure on 
the site. 
 

By Mike Anderson-Brown 
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Invertebrates 
 

The Wildlife Survey Group was pleased to be able 
to return to a full programme in 2021. We carried 
out six general surveys, looking out for plants, 
birds, reptiles and amphibians, as well as 
invertebrates. Each survey covered a small area 
of the reserve, typically including one or two 
types of habitat. 
 
The table below shows the range of invertebrate 
species we identified. 

insect - beetle (Coleoptera) 17 

insect - butterfly 21 

insect - dragonfly (Odonata) 19 

insect - hymenopteran 21 

insect - lacewing (Neuroptera) 1 

insect - moth 6 

insect - orthopteran 7 

insect - scorpion fly (Mecoptera) 1 

insect - true bug (Hemiptera) 19 

insect - true fly (Diptera) 52 

mollusc 3 

spider (Araneae) 8 

Some photographic highlights by Ann Miles: 

 

Chrysolina fastuosa - Dead-Nettle Leaf beetle 

 

Poecilus cupreus - Copper Greenclock 

 

Ormyrus nitidulus – a parasitoid wasp whose 

larvae feed on the larvae of other, gall-
forming wasps.  

By Ian Crosby 

Two species of fly, new to the reserve, were 
recorded by Vic Brown in 2021: 
1. Odontomyia ornata (Ornate Brigadier).  
This nationally rare, large soldierfly is most 
usually found in coastal areas, with few 
inland records. 
  
2. Sphaerophoria loewi, a new record for 
Cambridgeshire. 
Identification was confirmed by one of the 
UK's leading hoverfly experts (Roger 
Morris) with assistance from European 
experts (Frank Van de Muetter and Gérard 
Pennards). Most UK records for this species 
come from coastal marshes. 
 

For the first time we uploaded all our survey 
data to iRecord, the national wildlife 
recording scheme. This makes it publicly 
available in detail, including dates and 
locations, and will enable us to carry out 
further analyses in the future. To view our 
data, create an iRecord account, and search 
for Paxton Pits in the Activities menu. 
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Butterflies 
 

As usual, there were reports of butterflies in the 
winter, with brimstone, peacock and small 
tortoiseshell records in February. However, the 
exceptionally cold April and the cool, wet May 
meant we saw only eight butterflies on our first 
transect and none at all on our second. The 
remaining three transects were much more 
fruitful. 
 
As shown in the table below, twenty species 
were recorded, six more than in the two previous 
years. On the August survey alone, we spotted 
160 individuals of seventeen species on our 
standard transect routes.  
 

 

 
 
This list includes all the species regularly 
recorded on the reserve, with the exception of 
the large skipper and painted lady. Large skippers 
were reported by other observers and we saw a 
single painted lady on one of our general surveys. 
Numbers of small tortoiseshell and ringlet 
remained low compared to historic data whereas 
it was a “good year” for green-veined white. 
However, we need to be very cautious about 
over-interpreting one year’s data. 
 
For 2022, we hope to carry out six transect 
surveys, every four weeks between late April and 
September. Our aim is to collect data which is 
consistent enough to enable monitoring of 
population trends, weather and other factors 
permitting! We would very much welcome more 
volunteers; you do not need to be an expert, just 
keen to help and learn. Provisional dates are in 
the FPPNR Survey Calendar, on our website. 

Green-veined white – Pieris napi 

By Ian Crosby 
 

3 0 7 7 17 98 0 33 31

160

31

01-MAY 22-MAY 12-JUN 10-JUL 07-AUG 18-SEP

No. of Species Observations

Butterfly Total seen 

Gatekeeper 38 

Meadow brown 35 

Small white 29 

Green-veined white 23 

Red admiral 20 

Peacock 18 

Brown argus 17 

Speckled wood 16 

Brimstone 15 

Large white 10 

Small heath 8 

Comma 7 

Holly blue 6 

Orange-tip 5 

Small tortoiseshell 5 

Common blue 3 

Ringlet 3 

Essex skipper 2 

Small copper 2 

Small skipper 1 

All our butterfly (and dragonfly) 
transect data is on iRecord. Search for 
the Paxton Pits Activity. 
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Dragonflies and Damselflies (Odonata) 
 

For the last few years, we have recorded 
dragonflies, damselflies and butterflies 
simultaneously on the same transect routes. 

Paxton Pits is a designated British Dragonfly 
Society (BDS) hotspot and on the 7th of August 
we held a “Dragonfly Day”. BDS staff manned an 
information and activity stand and members of 
the public joined us on our transects to learn 
more about dragonflies and damselflies.  

In 2021, Odonata were recorded in four of our 
six surveys. None were present in the May 
transects, though four species were recorded on 
our general wildlife survey on the 11th of May. 
Eighteen species were recorded in total, as 
shown in the table on the right.  

Two species not recorded in these surveys but 
known to be present on the reserve and 
reported by other observers in 2021, are the 
large red damselfly and broad-bodied chaser. 

The single sighting of a hairy dragonfly, usually 
the earliest species seen, is likely to be a 
consequence of the very cold spring. 

Only one southern hawker was seen on our 
surveys, and there were very few records from 
other observers. 

The green-eyed (Norfolk) hawker has continued 
to expand its range and was observed at many 
locations in and around the reserve. 

 

1 Additional observations on the 11th of May 
general survey: common blue damselfly, blue-
tailed damselfly, variable damselfly, four spotted 
chaser 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By Ian Crosby 
 

 

 Date1 

Dragonfly/Damselfly 
1

2
/6

 

1
0

/7
  

7
/8

 

1
8

/9
 

Banded demoiselle E2 D C  

Willow emerald 
damselfly 

  A B 

Azure damselfly D B   

Variable damselfly D B A  

Common blue 
damselfly 

F E E B 

Blue-tailed damselfly C D B  

Red-eyed damselfly E B   

Small red-eyed 
damselfly 

  B  

Hairy dragonfly A    

Migrant hawker   B D 

Southern hawker  A   

Brown hawker  A C A 

Green-eyed hawker D A   

Emperor dragonfly C  A  

Scarce chaser D C   

Four-spot chaser D    

Black-tailed skimmer C    

Common darter  B C D 

Ruddy darter    B D 

Key to Quantity Bands 

A 1 

B 2-5 

C 6-20 

D 21-100 

E 101-500 

F 500+ 


