Cockaynes Wood Newsletter No. 24 December 2013
A newsletter of recent wildlife sightings and events at Cockaynes Wood and the
adjoining countryside.

Where were all the birds?
Don't worry , this isn't going to be a lament about the lack of birds in 2013, despite the
title. Rather, it's a small celebration of the just-published British Trust for Ornithology
(BTO) Bird Atlas 2007-2011. This milestone in publishing, drawing on the work of some
40,000 birdwatching volunteers as well as BTO staff, will be of massive importance in
providing realistic and sober data about how our birds are faring – which those in
authority shouldn't ignore. The book is packed with geographic information on bird
location and abundance. To dip into it, with an eye on some of our birds of particular
local concern, is an eye-opening experience. You might think that the much publicised
decline in bird populations is a single process with a single cause – but not a bit of it, as
is clear from this book.
To start with an atypical example : the Green Woodpecker as a local Essex bird seems
to be doing well, surviving everything the last few cold winters could throw at it
(surprising, considering it lives on ants!) It's actually increasing in range in Eastern
England. Yet it is disappearing from areas in NW England and West Wales, for no
reason that anyone seems to understand.
Amongst the birds for which decline seems to come in a more understandable pattern,
are such as Nightingale and Turtle Dove: migratory species which have traditionally
been more or less limited to southern England , but which have withdrawn eastwards so
that East Anglia and SE England may represent last strongholds for them. Both were
well represented at Cockaynes Wood in 2013, and we have a real chance (especially
with the Nightingale) of being able to increase the numbers breeding here, by providing
the right habitat for them.

Willow Warbler by Glyn Evans
Another group of migrants however, is withdrawing in a different direction northwards
and westwards. The Willow Warbler, with its gentle song so evocative of misty spring
mornings, was once one of the most widespread and abundant migrants; it is now
declining in numbers in SE England but increasing in Scotland and Northern England.
Again, Willow Warblers are well represented at Cockaynes and we can certainly hope to
increase their numbers by creating suitable habitat. The Cuckoo, too, is in process of
withdrawing from the south of England but increasing in Scotland and Ireland. Whether

this is because its traditional host species are also in decline in southern areas is open
to speculation. It seems that English Cuckoos increasingly favour the Reed Warbler as
a host – perhaps because Reed Warblers have started to nest earlier each year,
affording more opportunities for Cuckoos to breed. This can't explain increases in Ireland
and Scotland, since there are rather few Reed Warblers there!

Cuckoo by Glyn Evans
There are of course some real success stories in the Atlas: bird species which are
increasing in range and numbers such as the Little Egret and Buzzard. Other herons
and related water birds, and other birds of prey, are breeding in the UK many for the
first time. How long before somebody spots a Raven at Raven's Green? This
magnificent member of the crow family is beginning to recolonise parts of its former E
England range.
All this and much much more is contained in this book, which will fascinate anybody with
an interest in birds. It will stimulate renewed efforts to do what we can to help struggling
bird populations. Most importantly maybe, it provides a scientific baseline which can be
used to challenge politicians and those whose decisions affect our wildlife so massively!

Mammal reports
While enjoying a well-earned brew-up a couple of weeks ago on the boardwalk, work
party members were delighted to see a Stoat crossing it, and apparently carrying prey.
Earlier in the year two keen-eyed volunteers saw a Water Vole nearby in Sixpenny

Brook. And last week while cutting tall vegetation in the glade by the Brook, we found
two small mammal nests on the ground, one of which can be seen in the photo -

probable Harvest Mouse nest
and which has given rise to some debate as it is not dissimilar to a Dormouse summer
nest but which is probably a Harvest Mouse nest, and would originally have been
suspended a foot or two above ground attached to reed stems or the like.
Harvest Mouse nests were found in the same spot about 10 years ago and it's good to
know they are still about. Dormice, on the other hand, used to be quite common but
haven't been seen for several years, and an attempt to locate them using nest tubes
made from black plastic, sadly failed when the tubes were removed and scattered by a
person or persons unknown. It may be time to have another go at finding Dormice!

Work Party News
The new footbridge has now been completed. Work is ongoing to re-fence the stream to
allow swans free access between the different ponds without getting mixed up with wire,
as happens most years. Hearty thanks are due to Alan Brown and his team from Essex
Wildlife Trust for realising this project, as well as to Brett Aggregates for their help in
construction.
Next Work Party is Sunday January 5th 2014 meeting at 10.00 a.m. at the former
quarry yard. This will be our New Year celebration with a bonfire and baked potatoes,
mince pies etc at the fire site along the S edge of Cockaynes Wood. Please feel free to
come along and join us – don't be shy if you're not a regular volunteer.
There will also be a work party on Wednesday January 8th .
This monthly newsletter is available on request to anyone interested. All contributions of
wildlife observations will be welcomed by the Editor Robin Cottrill
(robin.cottrill@gmail.com) (tel 01206 826418).These can be from the Cockaynes Wood

site or surrounding area (Alresford, Wivenhoe or Elmstead). Please keep me supplied
with your wildlife observations!
For those with a particular interest in birds, the excellent website
http://www.wivenhoeforum.co.uk/discussion/1062/birds-of-wivenhoe
will provide recent bird news, discussion and pictures.

