
                                                                        
 
 

 

 

Danescroft (Clyst William Cross  
County Wildlife Site) 
Beaver Release Site 
 
Breeding Bird Survey 2019 

 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Devon Biodiversity Records Centre 
27 Commercial Road 
Exeter 
Devon 
EX2 4AE 
 
September 2019  
 
Produced by Philip Sansum 



 
 

2 
 

 

 

 
 

Contents 
 
 
Background ........................................................................................................................... 2 
Survey aims and objectives ................................................................................................... 3 
Survey methodology .............................................................................................................. 3 
Results and discussion .......................................................................................................... 3 
Conclusions: remarks on change since baseline survey of 2017 ........................................... 9 
References ............................................................................................................................ 9 
Appendices .......................................................................................................................... 10 
 

 
 

Acknowledgements   
 

With thanks to Neil & Nicola Hart for their ready and helpful assistance with access to the survey site and to 
Mark Elliott for suggesting and arranging the survey. 
 
 

Background 

 

Reason for survey 
 
This survey is a repeat of the breeding bird survey undertaken by DBRC in 2017 (Freshney 2017) as part of 
the River Otter Beaver Trial (ROBT). It forms part of the evidence base being compiled on the environmental 
impacts of wild beaver on the River Otter catchment. Along with the earlier baseline survey the results of this 
work will provide early indications of any changes – if evident – in the breeding avifauna of the site occurring 
as a result of beaver-mediated change in habitat condition. The trial is led by Devon Wildlife Trust working in 
partnership with The University of Exeter, the Derek Gow Consultancy and Clinton Devon Estates. Devon 
Wildlife Trust has a licence from the government to monitor the River Otter beavers and the impacts of their 
activity, and as part of this exercise two adult beaver were released at Danescroft in May 2016 to expand the 
scope of the evidence base. With the end of the trial period imminent it was important to gauge if any impact 
on the release site’s bird habitat was detectable in the 3 years since release. 
 

Site description 
 
The site lies on the River Tale floodplain and comprises expanses of tall-herb fen with unimproved and semi-
improved, neutral grassland. The mature, grown-out hedges, with numerous large trees, have a fringe of 
bramble underscrub, localised blackthorn scrub and patches of stinging nettle. Scattered grey willow occurs 
within the open habitat, with a block of grey willow and alder dominated wet woodland to the north of the site. 
This encompasses a pond and series of ditches,  
 
 
one of which runs the length of the site, with a few cross-ditches intersecting it. The beaver were initially 
released into the area with the pond.  
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Survey aims and objectives   
 
The aim of the survey was to provide an update on the breeding bird assemblage at Danescroft. The 
objectives were to generate data on species present, their distribution on site, likely number of territories per 
species and to detect any significant change in these indices which may have occurred since the release of 
beavers on the site. The survey could therefore provide surveillance on the direction of any change to 
breeding bird habitat if detectable.    

Survey methodology   
 
The survey methodology employed was an adapted version of the territory mapping approach used for the 
British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) Common Bird Census (CBC) as outlined in Gilbert et al 20021. Standard 
BTO species codes were used on the survey maps (see Appendix 1) to indicate the species present, their 
sex and age, and breeding status behaviour.  
 
Three visits were made and spaced out to cover the breeding system (1st visit: 18/04/2019; 2nd visit: 30/05/19 
and 3rd visit 04/07/2019).  
 
Visits took place in the early morning (c.07:00 – 09:00; the first visit was slightly longer to allow time for re-
establishing a transect route). 
 
The nature of the terrain on this site – with significant areas below the water table – meant that straight 
transects could not be walked and transect walk speed was lower than typical. The route followed essentially 
circumnavigated the site from the NW corner in an anticlockwise direction following a line which attempted 
as far as possible to replicate that taken in 2017 and was ‘irregular and designed to encompass not only the 
open ground but the aquatic habitats within dense willow scrub. The transect aimed to approach within 40 to 
50m the bulk of the area within the site boundary. The somewhat convoluted route meant that care was 
needed not to double-count individuals on the return leg of the transect’. Nevertheless, some double counting 
was probably inevitable given the low speed of the transect and the narrow layout of the site. This was taken 
into account when interpreting territory numbers (below). 
 
A total of 243 individual registrations (of a total of 296 individuals) were made (1st visit: 68; 2nd visit: 106; 3rd 
visit: 69) with peak activity recorded on the May visit. All registrations from each visit were mapped and 
overlaid in a GIS which was then used to interpret the number of territories and the likely centres of these 
territories for those species for which breeding on-site was either confirmed by observations or considered 
probable (see Appendix 4 for standards of evidence followed). 
 
Interpreted locations of territories are approximate and were mapped as 10m radius circles for ease of visual 
representation only; mapping the extent of individual territories was beyond the scope of this survey. 
 
All visits took place in mild weather, with low wind speed and good visibility although there was some light 
rain during the May visit. 

Results and discussion 

 
Table 1, below, summarises the breeding bird evidence collected during the 2019 survey. 
 



                                                                        
 
 

 

 

  
 
 

Species (CODE)  
Conservation Status 

(BoCC)

Maximum 

Count 
Breeding status and evidence

Estimated 

territories
April 18th May 30th July 4th

Maximum No. 

registrations
Breeding status and evidence summary

Estimated  

territories

Blackbird (B.) Green

7 (uncertain 

as very mobile 

species)

Probable (on territory) 3-4
4 (but mobile and 

in same area)
7 4 7 Confirmed breeding: Adults entering nest-site with food provisions 2-3

Blackcap (BC) Green 8 (6 males) Confirmed (feeding young) 6
11 (10 singing 

males)
10 6 (adults) + young 11 Confirmed breeding: Fledged young and pair at probable nest site 7

Blue tit  (BT) Green 6+ Probable (on territory) 3
6 (3 singing 

males)
8 (adult) 4 8 Confirmed breeding: territory and recently fledged young fed by adults 3

Bullfinch Amber
1 heard 1

st 

visit only

Unknown – possibly breeding on 

adjacent land
0 0 0 0 not detected

Buzzard (BZ) Green

1 seen on 

each visit in 

same area

Probable nesting in boundary 1 1 1 2 2
Probable breeding: observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding season 

(consistently present in boundary tree at SE of site)
1

Canada Goose (CG) No status 2 0 0 2 Non-breeding: pair observed on early visit not evident on later visits

Carrion crow (C.) numerous mostly in flight

Seen but 

breeding status 

not formally 

assessed

2 3 0 1 Possible breeder:  observed in breeding season in suitable nesting Habitat -

Chaffinch (CH) Green 5
Confirmed (on territory & agitated, 

feeding young)
2 0 2 0 2

Probable breeding: Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding 

season
1

Chiffchaff (CC) Green 12 Confirmed (feeding young) 6-7
5 (4 singing 

males)
10 5 10

Probable breeding: Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding 

season, agitated behaviour.
5

Coal tit (CT) Green 1 Confirmed (feeding young) 1 0 0 1 (singing male) 1
Possible breeder: Singing male present in breeding season in suitable 

breeding habitat

Cuckoo (CK) Red 1 male heard Adjacent/passing through ? 0 0 0 0 not detected

Dunnock (D) Amber 1 1 3 3

Probable breeding: T Permanent territory presumed through registration of 

territorial behaviour (song etc) on at least two

different days

1  (possibly 

3+)

Goldcrest (GC) Green 2
Probably breeding in adjacent 

gardens
0 1 1 1 probably breeding in adjacent woodland or gardens

Goldfinch (GO) 0 0 2 2 Non-breeding: only detected on site on late visit, foraging

Great spotted 

woodpecker (GS)
Green

2-3 birds 

heard and 

seen ♂ & ♀

Probable (pair in suitable habitat, 

on territory, contact calls/agitated)
1 0

4 (birds 

encountered in all 

parts of site, 

highly mobile)

2 4 Probable breeding: (contact calls, agitated adults in suitable habitat) 1 - 2

Great tit (GT) Green 6 Confirmed (fledged young) 2 3 4 1 4
Probable breeding: Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding 

season
3

Green Woodpecker 

(G)
Green 1 1 0 Possible breeder:  observed in breeding season in suitable nesting habitat

Greenfinch (GR) Green 3 (singing males) 0 0 0
Possible breeder: Singing male present in breeding season in suitable 

breeding habitat but no registrations in 2nd and late visits

Grey Wagtail (GL) Red 1 1 0
Probable breeder:  observed in breeding season in suitable nesting habitat 

visiting probable nest site with food
1

House Sparrow (HS) Red 0 0 2 2 Non-breeding: only detected on site on late visit, foraging

Jackdaw (JD) Green 0 3 7 7 Possible breeder: observed in breeding season in suitable nesting Habitat

2017 BASELINE SURVEY CURRENT SURVEY 2019
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Table 1: Birds recorded in the 2019 breeding bird survey shown for comparison alongside the 2017 baseline survey results. The number of registrations of 
each species on each 2019 visit is shown together with a summary of breeding evidence and the interpreted number of territories or breeding pairs. Green tint 
denotes proven or probable breeding on site in either 2017 or 2019. Conservation status as Eaton et al. 2015. 

Species (CODE)  
Conservation Status 

(BoCC)

Maximum 

Count 
Breeding status and evidence

Estimated 

territories
April 18th May 30th July 4th

Maximum No. 

registrations
Breeding status and evidence summary

Estimated  

territories

Jay (J.) Green 1 Present not detected

Kestrel (K.) Amber 1 ♀ present – probably hunting not detected

Lesser Black-

backed Gull (LB)
Amber 0 0 0 1 Non-breeding: flying over

Little egret Green 1 flying over not detected

Long-tailed tit (LTT) Green 1 Confirmed (fledged young) 1 2 1 0 2
Possible breeder: observed twice in breeding season in suitable nesting 

habitat

Magpie Green 2
Probable; agitated/present on two 

occasions
1 0 1 1 1

Possible breeder: observed twice in breeding season in suitable nesting 

habitat

Mallard (MA) Amber 1 0 1 1
Probable breeding: (adult flushed from suitable habitat early visit and young on 

Tale, late visit) breeding location unknown and not mapped
1

Mistle thrush (M.) Red 2
Possible but may nest on adjacent 

land
2 4 0 4

Probable breeding: observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding season, 

agitated behaviour
1

Moorhen (MH) Green 3+ Confirmed (young present) 1 1 2 2 2
Probable breeding: Agitated behaviour or anxiety calls from adults throughout 

breeding season in suitable nesting habitat
2

Nuthatch (NH) Green 1 0 0 1
Non-breeding: song from site boundary, possibly breeding in adjacent 

woodland and hedgerow

Pheasant
No status – game 

bird

c. 8 (includes 

young birds)

Confirmed (female with fledged 

young)but may not have bred on 

site

1 1 0 0 1 Possible breeder:  observed in breeding season in suitable nesting habitat

Raven (RV) 0 1 0 1 Non-breeding: flying over

Reed bunting (RB) Amber 3 Confirmed (feeding young/agitated) 1 0 2 0 2
Probable breeding: Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding 

season
1

Robin (R.) Green 5 Confirmed (fledged young) 4-5 0 3 2 3

Probable breeding: Permanent territory presumed through registration of 

territorial behaviour (song etc) on at least two

different days a week or more apart 

3

Snipe (SN) Amber 1 0 0 1 Non-breeding: observed but suspected to be late wintering bird

Song thrush (ST) Red 4 Probable (on territory 3 times) 2 5 6 4 6 Probable breeding: evidence of territories held throughout season 3

Spotted flycatcher Red - Possibly present - poor view 0 0 0 0 not detected

Swallow (SL) Green 0 0 0 1 Non-breeding: flying over

Treecreeper (TC) Green 1 0 2 2
Possible breeder: observed twice in breeding season in suitable nesting 

habitat

Whitethroat (WH) Green 3 Probable (pair/ on territory) 2 0 5 6 (+ young) 6 Confirmed breeding: territory and fledged young 3

Willow warbler (WW) Amber 4 Probable (on territory) 4 7 9 3 9
Probable breeding: on territory and observed visiting probable nest site with 

food
3+

Wood pigeon (WP) Green numerous mostly in flight

Seen but 

breeding status 

not formally 

assessed

4 8 7 8
Probable breeding: Permanent territory in SW corner woodland, others in trees 

adjacent to site.
1+

Wren (WR) Green 15 Confirmed (fledged young) 8-12 9 14 7 14
Probable breeding: multiple on territory and observed visiting probable nest 

site and in agitated behaviour
7+

2017 BASELINE SURVEY CURRENT SURVEY 2019



                                                                        
 
 

 

 

 

Breeding birds present 
 
Across the three combined survey visits 39 bird species were recorded versus 27 in 2017. In contrast to the 
baseline survey in which carrion crow and wood pigeon were excluded from the assessment due to being 
mainly detected flying over and being numerous, these species were included in the present survey. 
 
Of the 39 species detected 20 were either confirmed as breeding or evidence suggested a high probability 
of breeding (e.g. the pair were seen on territory on different visits, visiting a probable nest site, exhibiting 
agitation). This is similar to the findings of 2017 (18 confirmed or probable breeding species) and for those 
breeding species common to both surveys the number of territories estimated suggest stability of habitat 
quality. Changes detected (see Table 1: columns 5 and 11) were generally of too small a scale to ascribe 
them to habitat quality impacts; they could equally be associated with external population fluctuations, 
sampling and detection error etc (e.g. 6-7 Chiffchaff territories in 2017 versus 5 in 2019) 
 
The species that were probable or confirmed breeders in 2019 were: 
 

Blackbird 
Blackcap 
Blue Tit 
Buzzard 
Chaffinch 
Chiffchaff 
Dunnock 
Great Spotted Woodpecker 
Great Tit 
Grey Wagtail 
Mallard 
Mistle Thrush 
Moorhen 
Reed Bunting 
Robin 
Song Thrush 
Whitethroat 
Willow Warbler 
Woodpigeon 
Wren 

 
Species in bold were either not detected in 2017 or recorded as possible breeders only. Grey Wagtail and 
Dunnock are red and amber listed species respectively (Eaton et al. 2015). 
 
No breeding species found in 2017 were completely absent from the site in 2019 (or exhibited marked 
declines) although Coal Tit, Long-tailed Tit and Magpie, confirmed as breeding in 2017, were present but 
could not be confirmed breeding in the present survey.   
 
Additionally, four species were added to the list of birds present on site during the breeding season which 
are possible breeders. 
 

Green Woodpecker 
Greenfinch 
Jackdaw 
Treecreeper 
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Non breeding birds 
 
A number of birds are likely to use the grassland and wetland for foraging without breeding on site and this 
includes both species which do hold breeding territories on site and those that breed elsewhere in 
neighbouring gardens, fields, hedgerows and woodland. 
 
A pair of Canada Goose were present at the pond at the early season visit but no further evidence for 
breeding was detected. As in 2017, singing Goldcrest were present on 2 of 3 visits but it is suspected that 
breeding sites are in adjacent gardens or trees off site. Goldfinches and House Sparrows were both 
observed to forage in the northern part of the site but there was no clear evidence of nesting on site. The 
loud song of the Nuthatch was evident on the early season visit and is a potential breeder for the site but 
this woodland bird’s territory was interpreted to be centred on the adjacent copse and stop at the site 
boundary. 
 
Other non-breeding birds recorded as flying over site included Lesser Black-backed Gull, Raven and 
Swallow. Of greater significance ecologically was a record of Snipe (amber listed) from the wet area near 
the pond on the early season visit. 
 
Bird Distribution 
 
Appendices 1-3 show the mapped distribution of all bird registrations across all three visits including 
detection method, flight direction etc. These data are synthesised and summarised in Table 1 and Figure 1 
below. The map (Figure 1) shows the distribution of species within the site based on interpretation of all 
records made in the course of the transects being walked.  
 
The number of territories and the approximate position of a central point for each territory were estimated 
following examination of these data in conjunction with air photos and field notes on the underlying habitat 
features. It was outside the scope of this dataset to map with any certainty the extent of each territory.  
 
As in 2017 (Freshney 2017), territory shifting between visits was suspected in some species and the 
number of territories mapped has erred on the conservative side:  
 
“Between the visits there will have been movement of birds based on territorial shifts in relation to 
intraspecific competition for territories, nest failures can cause birds to move breeding areas and some 
birds are very mobile and will fly several hundred metres to forage (e.g. blackbird), sharing foraging areas 
with other blackbirds. Unless clear breeding evidence is obtained (e.g. adults seen taking food to a possible 
nest or fledgling) it is difficult to be certain that you are recording birds from particular pairs or even if the 
birds are nesting on site.” 
 
For example, whilst 4 Whitethroat territories were apparent in 2019 on the second and third visits 
combined, 2 of these do not appear to have been occupied simultaneously, hence at present confirmation 
of three breeding pairs is possible. 
 
Similarly, singing male Chiffchaffs and Willow Warblers were abundant on the second visit but may have 
dispersed by the third survey session making the number of breeding pairs difficult to establish with 
confidence; the mapped territories represent a lower level estimate. 
 
Figure 1: Map showing the distribution of bird species and territories in the 2019 breeding season: overleaf 
(species codes are standard BTO codes – see Table 1) 
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Figure 1 gives an overview of territory in relation to habitat type and the geography of the site. As in 2017, 
the wet woodland, hedgerow habitats and scattered scrub were the nuclei for most recorded breeding bird 
activity with relatively little activity noted in the open areas; mainly birds flying over or commuting between 
clumps of trees and scrub to the cover of the boundary hedges. 
 
There are some possible signs of change however. For example, in 2017 a Moorhen territory was mapped 
at the pond where the initial beaver release occurred. This territory remains in 2019 and there appears to 
be a second (and possibly third) territory in the area downstream of the pond perhaps indicating an early 
increase in habitat availability for waterfowl; the pre-existing ditch system is undergoing hydrological 
modification due to beaver activity in this part of the site. Future diversification of the bird fauna to include 
more wetland associated species in this area is predicted. A Snipe was also disturbed in this area of the 
site and the Reed Bunting territory recorded in 2017 is still present, although from the 2019 survey it was 
not possible to confirm whether breeding had been successful. 
 
A large veteran ash tree in the NW of the site is positioned where detection of breeding bird activity from 
the existing transect route is difficult. Barn Owl has been reported at this site historically (N. Hart, pers. 
comm.) and informal observations suggest Jackdaw and Robin may use hollows and cracks in the tree for 
nesting. 
 

Conclusions: remarks on change since baseline survey of 2017 
 
The current habitat continues to favour a good range of birds, particularly those that depend on more open 
woodland habitat with low canopy and the presence of dense scrub for nesting, for example Willow Warbler 
and Chiffchaff. The assemblage also includes woodland, riparian and wetland species reflecting the mosaic 
of habitat conditions within the site. Observations on the beavers’ use of the site suggests that their 
influence would help maintain a dynamic presence of scrub suitable for the migratory warbler territories 
which are feature of the site’s breeding bird fauna. 
 
No drastic reduction or increase in the species richness of the site or in the numbers of territories of 
individual species was detected from the baseline 2 years ago. Small changes observed may be due to 
chance factors, differences in detection between surveys, wider changes in the fortunes of bird species 
populations or to alteration of the available habitat accruing from beaver activity 
 
Several additional species were recorded. Although breeding evidence for some of these was inconclusive 
or negative, the potential additions to the breeding bird fauna across a range of niches support the 
interpretation that, if there is any beaver-mediated influence on the site’s breeding bird assemblage being 
exerted at this point in time, then it is not unfavourable.  
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Appendices 
 

 

1-3. Bird registrations from survey transects April – July 2019. A circled code indicates 
singing male, underlined code indicates bird was calling, code alone indicates visual 
record, arrow indicates bird was detected in flight and shows direction of flight when 
detected. 
 

1. Lettering with red background: 18/04/2019 
2. Lettering with white background: 30/05/2019 

3. Lettering with blue background: 04/07/2019 
 
 

 



 
 

11 
 

 

 

 



 
 

12 
 

 

 

 



 
 

13 
 

 

 

 



 
 

14 
 

 

 

Appendix 4 
 
BTO Standard codes 
 
Breeding Status Codes: 
 
Non-breeding 
F Flying over 
M Species observed but suspected to be still on Migration 
U Species observed but suspected to be sUmmering non-breeder 
 
Possible breeder 
H Species observed in breeding season in suitable nesting Habitat 
S Singing male present (or breeding calls heard) in breeding season in suitable breeding habitat 
 
Probable breeding 
P Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat in breeding season 
T Permanent Territory presumed through registration of territorial behaviour (song etc) on at least two 
different days a week or more apart at the same place or many individuals on one day 
D Courtship and Display (judged to be in or near potential breeding habitat; be cautious with wildfowl) 
N Visiting probable Nest site 
A Agitated behaviour or anxiety calls from adults, suggesting probable presence of nest or young nearby 
I Brood patch on adult examined in the hand, suggesting Incubation 
B Nest Building or excavating nest-hole 
 
Confirmed breeding 
DD Distraction-Display or injury feigning 
UN Used Nest or eggshells found (occupied or laid within period of survey) 
FL Recently Fledged young (nidicolous species) or downy young (nidifugous species). Careful consideration should be given to the 
likely provenance of any fledged juvenile capable of significant geographical movement. Evidence of dependency on adults (e.g. 
feeding) is helpful. Be cautious, even if the record comes from suitable habitat. 
ON Adults entering or leaving nest-site in circumstances indicating Occupied Nest (including high nests or nest holes, the contents 
of which cannot be seem) or adults seen incubating 
FF Adult carrying Faecal sac or Food for young 
NE Nest containing Eggs 
NY Nest with Young seen or heard 

      
 

 
Species Codes (below) 
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