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You may have read recently about the
changing fortunes of some of Scotland’s
birds, as the BTO/JNCC/RSPB Breeding
Bird Survey (BBS) results for 2005 were
released. The survey is now the main
scheme for keeping track of the changing
numbers of widespread and common
breeding birds in Scotland. BTO Scotland
is extremely grateful for the help of SOC
members taking part in the survey and for
the continuing support from SOC in
promoting the survey.

Record Coverage in Scotland
BBS participation is at its highest level
since the scheme started in 1994, which is
great news for bird conservation. In 2005,
over 200 BBS observers in Scotland
surveyed 302 sites, enabling us to monitor
the changing numbers of 54 species.
However, if we can attract more
volunteers we could calculate population
trends for many localised or declining
species, such as Grey Partridge, Whinchat
and Spotted Flycatcher. If you are an
active birdwatcher and think you can
help, then please read on.

Coverage in 2005
In addition to being able to calculate
trends for more species, we are keen to
increase coverage in upland areas, partic-
ularly in the southwest and in the
Highlands and Islands. 

The Breeding Bird Survey in Scotland (1994–2005)

The coverage map (Fig 1.) shows a
concentration of squares being surveyed
in the populous central belt of Scotland,
but also encouragingly in less populated
areas such as Northeast Scotland, Lewis &
Harris, Orkney and Skye.

The following areas are however in
desperate need of more volunteers:
Argyllshire (mainland), Arran, Caithness,
Inverness-shire (west), Jura, Perthshire,
Shetland, Sutherland, Kirkcudbright and
Wigtownshire.

The most widespread species, new species...
A total of 166 species was recorded on
BBS visits in Scotland in 2005 and, of
these, Chaffinch was the most widespread,
being noted on 78% of surveyed squares,
followed by Wren (77%). Mandarin,
Black-tailed Godwit, Ring-necked
Parakeet and Lapland Bunting were
recorded for the first time on BBS squares
in Scotland. A number of species that are
on the edge of their natural range in

A BTO fieldworker on survey in the Scottish hills 
(Peter M. Wilson)

Figure 1.
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Scotland were also noted (Reed Warbler,
Lesser Whitethroat, Nuthatch and Marsh
Tit), plus a selection of late winter visitors
(Whooper Swan, White-fronted Goose,
Pink-footed Goose, Great Northern Diver,
Purple Sandpiper, Sanderling, Turnstone
and Brambling) some of which are
potential breeders in Scotland.

Population trends
In order to calculate population trends
each species must occur on an average of
30 or more squares. Of the 54 species in
Scotland, seven had declined significantly
and 23 had increased significantly
between 1994 and 2005. 

Population changes in Scotland for
species recorded on a mean of 30 or more
squares per year for 2004–05 and
1994–2005.

Figure 2. The figures presented in the
trends table below are the percentage
changes in population levels for the
respective time periods, marked with an
asterisk where significant. The sample
size indicated is the mean number of
squares occupied each year over the
survey period 1994–2005 (excluding
squares where the species was recorded
in only one year). Species in bold are Red-
listed and those in italics Amber-listed in
Population Status of Birds in the UK.

Species in Scotland compared
with England
For many species, the trends in Scotland
were broadly similar to those in England,
including significant increases in Buzzard,
Swallow, House Martin, Robin, Blackbird,
Song Thrush, Whitethroat, Blackcap,
Goldcrest, Coal Tit, Blue Tit, Great Tit and
Goldfinch. Blackcap and Goldfinch have
expanded their range northwards in
Scotland in recent years. At the other end
of the spectrum, numbers of Curlew, Swift
and Meadow Pipit all declined signifi-
cantly in both countries.

A number of species continue to fare better
in Scotland than in other parts of the
country. Willow Warbler numbers
increased significantly in Scotland and
Northern Ireland during 1994–2005,
whereas their counterparts in England and
Wales declined. Likewise, Mistle Thrush
(Figure 3), Starling, House Sparrow and
Linnet all increased significantly north of
the border, whilst showing a downward
trend in England. Cuckoo, Skylark and
Yellowhammer also declined significantly
in England, but showed no significant
trend in Scotland.

Scottish Species First for BBS
Fourteen species were recorded on an
average of 20–29 squares in Scotland over
the entire survey period, and hence too
few squares for Scottish population trends
to be calculated (Grey Partridge,

Figure 3. Mistle Thrush population trends

Redshank, Stock Dove, Great Spotted
Woodpecker, Sand Martin, Tree Pipit, Grey
Wagtail, Dipper, Whinchat, Stonechat,
Chiffchaff, Spotted Flycatcher, Long-tailed
Tit and Treecreeper). However, as a result
of increased coverage, the BBS is now able
to monitor the changing numbers of
Bullfinch in Scotland for the first time.

Blackcap: The Blackcap continues to be
one of the country’s most successful
summer visitors, with numbers increasing
by 23% in Scotland between 2004 and
2005, having more than doubled since the
start of the survey in 1994. This upward
trend is also being recorded in England
and Wales and over the past 30 years there
has been a range expansion into northern
Scotland, earlier egg laying and an
increasing number of birds staying through
the winter in gardens. The reasons for this
increase remain unclear, although climatic
warming is probably allowing this species
to spread its range northwards. 
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