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                from ENGLAND 
Woodcock 5-10 times more numerous than previously thought 


March 2009. The woodcock is an elusive wader that was amber listed in 2002 because of an apparent decline in its breeding population. Although in autumn the resident UK woodcock population is supplemented by a large influx of up to 750,000 migrants from continental Europe, very little is known about this secretive bird. To help inform future management and hunting policies, the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust has embarked on an ambitious research programme to discover the status of different woodcock populations. 

British woodcock population
Initially, this research involved determining the status of the British woodcock population. To do this, the Trust developed a unique species-specific survey method that enabled researchers to more accurately count this elusive nocturnal bird. As a result of this new monitoring technique, the Trust has revised the population estimate to 78,500 pairs from the original suggested population of just 5,000 -12,500 resident pairs.

Annual counts
Although the survey revealed that the population was actually much higher than originally estimated, it is important to determine whether there has been a serious decline in resident woodcock numbers from previous levels. Annual counts are ongoing and a repeat national survey is planned in order to address this.

Migration from Scandinavia & Russia?
As well as studying our resident birds, the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust is working with Oxford University to look at woodcock migration in Britain and Ireland. Dr Andrew Hoodless, who heads this research for the Trust said, "Although woodcock breed across Scandinavia to northern central Russia, our current knowledge of the origins of migrant woodcock in Britain and Ireland is based on just 290 recoveries of foreign-ringed birds over the last 100 years. We therefore need to build a more detailed picture of the links between breeding and wintering sites and of migratory routes so that we can evaluate the effects of changes in habitat, climate or hunting pressure at stop-over or wintering areas at the population scale." 

Chemical research
The Trust's new research aims to incorporate information from a variety of sources to build a more complete picture than has been previously possible. Using the facilities offered by Oxford University, the Trust will be analysing the stable isotopes of elements such as hydrogen, carbon and nitrogen, which are locked into the birds' feathers as they grow on breeding grounds. This offers a unique insight into the region of origin of each individual bird.

Satellite tags reveal 4000 Kms journey
The Trust is also investigating the use of satellite tags on a small number of woodcock to provide detailed information on routes between wintering sites and breeding grounds, to complement the information obtained from stable isotope analysis. Tagging can provide invaluable data on woodcock migration and a study in Spain recorded a female woodcock that migrated 3,800 kilometres to Russia to nest in 2007, returned to within 11km of the original point of capture in Spain during the winter of 2007/8 and nested in Russia again in 2008! 

Hunting community
In addition to these technological developments, which will be invaluable in assessing the current status of woodcock, the Trust is enlisting the support of the shooting community, Andrew Hoodless explains, "We believe that the shooting community can provide valuable information on woodcock arrivals and movements. Wings collected from shot birds can be used to provide an insight into whether there are regional differences in the timing of arrival of the different ages and sexes. Bag records have not been used to their full potential for this species and we think they can reveal a lot about the effects of weather and regional differences in woodcock abundance. From this information we will be able to model potential future changes in woodcock numbers and distribution based on different climate change scenarios."

Generous funding by the Countryside Alliance Foundation and the Shooting Times Woodcock Club has enabled the Trust to employ a PhD student, Adele Powell to carry out this essential research. The Trust has also initiated its own Woodcock appeal, and those interested in woodcock research are invited to donate £65 to cover the cost of sponsoring an individual woodcock, thus enabling a more detailed analysis of its migratory habits.
The woodcock has long been prized as an elusive and challenging species. This sporting interest inspired numerous studies. The first was led by the 6th Duke of Northumberland, in 1891. Today we have the technology to analyse individual feathers in the race to demonstrate the stability of our resident woodcock population. 

Our research with other gamebird species has shown that the habitat management and predation  control that is part of game management actually enhances the conservation status of a bird. 

Dr. Andrew Hoodless, leader of the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust's woodcock project, is one of our senior scientists and a recognised expert on the woodcock (Scolopax  rusticola).  Dr Hoodless is to carry out a detailed study of woodcock migration. 

The woodcock was amber listed as a bird of conservation concern in the UK in 2002 due to an apparent decline in its population. This immediately made conservation agencies in the UK and Europe question whether the bird should remain on the UK quarry list.

The Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust's woodcock survey method, which is based on sightings of roding males at dawn and dusk, has produced a new population estimate of 78,000 pairs.  This new method is now accepted as best practice and will form the basis of a second national population survey, 10 years after the first, in 2013.   The uplifted estimate has alleviated some of the concern, but we still have no way of knowing how shooting pressure impacts on our resident woodcock population, as opposed to our winter migrant population.

To complete the picture we now need to do a second study, to establish how many of the birds shot in the UK are part of our resident population and how many are not.  This work may secure the woodcock's position on our quarry list.  Dr Hoodless proposes to carry out his count by the examination of isotope signatures within woodcock feathers.  This will enable him to establish the birds summer breeding grounds and the timing of migration. In turn, this will complement the long term data that he already holds from "ringing returns". 

Understanding our resident woodcock numbers

Our new research will examine feathers from young birds recovered from shoots around the country to establish where each woodcock originated from. Through understanding what proportion of woodcocks in the bag are migratory we can provide the answers we need.

Analysing the feathers

The Edward Grey Institute at Oxford University has kindly given us access to their laboratories. Their equipment is now so sensitive that we will be able to combust the tip of a feather and analyse the atoms. In essence, the isotope work involves vaporising the atoms in the feathers and through analysis of the isotopic constituents, we can then tell which country or region they have come from. These facts will form a vital part of the jigsaw we need to conserve woodcock.  Without the evidence we will be just guessing.
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The amazing migration

The woodcock is an elusive and cryptic wader. It is in autumn, when our resident birds are supplemented by a large influx of migrants from continental Europe, that most woodcock are encountered. Even now, one is seldom treated to more than a fleeting glimpse of the bird as it jinks away through the trees.

The autumn migration provides an amazing spectacle as some 740,000 woodcock migrate to the UK in small  flocks, landing on our eastern coastline from Aberdeen to Folkestone.  Migrants usually start arriving during the second week of October.  Shooting literature suggests that large falls often occur around the time of the full moon in late October and particularly in November, the latter being regarded as 'the woodcock moon'.

The largest number of woodcock recorded at any of the observatories tends to be the Fair Isle, where about 50 per day are seen during peak passages, although more than a thousand were recorded on 27-28 October 1976. The birds have escaped harsh winters and travelled from Norway, Sweden, Finland or as faraway as Russia and Latvia.

Please help us with our critical research by making a donation of support

You can help us to complete this critical piece of research by making a donation of support. A donation of £65 will cover the cost of sponsoring an individual woodcock so that a detailed analysis of its migratory habits can be made.

The Trust will be holding two presentations by Dr Hoodless in February and March. For further information please visit our events calendar.

How many woodcock?
Key findings

· More than 900 woods were surveyed across Britain for the Breeding Woodcock Survey.

· Woodcock were present at 44% of sites and densities in occupied woods averaged 4.17 males per square kilometre (100 hectares).

· There was regional variation in the occupancy of woods and abundance of woodcock, the general pattern being of higher numbers in southern Scotland, northern and eastern England and relatively low numbers in Wales and south-west England.

During May and June 2003, with the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), we ran the first national survey of breeding woodcock in Britain. Owing to its secretive behaviour and activity at dawn and dusk, there has long been uncertainty about the woodcock's status as a breeding bird, although information from general bird surveys organised by the BTO pointed to a decline. For our survey, we devised a method based on counts of roding males at dusk (see Review of 2003).

'Roding' is the term given to the distinctive display flight of males during the breeding season. Three counts were made by volunteer observers at points within the wood that gave good visibility. Observers made counts in randomly-selected one-kilometre squares that were stratified by region and woodland area, although a small number of non-random sites were included. The basic unit of abundance was the number of passes of roding woodcock during one hour at dusk. This was converted to an estimate of the number of individual males based on earlier calibration work (see Review of 2003).

The survey was a great success, with counts from 937 sites. We now have a basis for monitoring future population change, with a good sample in each region of Britain. Overall, the frequency at which woodcock occurred in woods was encouraging, with roding birds recorded in 416 (44%) of the woods visited. However, at most sites woodcock were present only at low densities (average 4.17 roding males per 100 hectares) and only 5% of occupied sites had more than 10 roding males per 100 hectares. There was appreciable variation between regions in the occupancy of woods and abundance of birds. This was one of the most striking findings of the survey, showing that woodcock are far from evenly distributed (see Figure 1).

	Figure 1. Boundaries of regions used for the woodcock survey and mean densities for all sites surveyed including zero counts (males per 100 hectare square containing at least 10 hectares of woodland). Regions were selected on the basis that each contained similar amounts of woodland within four size classes.
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The occupancy of woods was highest in eastern England where woodcock were reported in 72% of woods and was lowest in Wales with birds recorded in just 20% of woods (see Figure 2). Regions with low rates of occupancy also had low densities of woodcock within occupied woods, with Wales as the lowest (average 1.73 roding males per 100 hectares). The highest densities within occupied woods (more than four males per 100 hectares) were found across southern Scotland, northern England and the north Midlands down through eastern England into East Anglia. Central southern English counties also contained high densities.

The regional pattern of woodcock abundance in our survey largely mirrors that depicted in the BTO atlas, but there are two notable differences. South-east England and Dumfries and Galloway no longer appear to be hotspots for the species and there may have been declines in these regions in the last 15 years.

	Figure 2. Regional rates of woodcock occurrence (percentage of surveyed woods where woodcock were recorded)
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So what size is the British woodcock population? Using our estimates of male woodcock density in one-kilometre squares for 11 regions we can extrapolate to regional estimates of numbers from the total number of one-kilometre squares within each region containing different proportions of woodland. This gives population estimates of 21,000 males for England, 18,000 males for Scotland and 1,000 for Wales. If it is assumed that there are similar numbers of females, the total number of breeding woodcock for Britain is approximately double that estimated in the BTO's New Atlas of Breeding Birds 1988-91.

We thank all the volunteers who participated in the survey and the BTO Regional Representatives who organised the coverage. We are grateful to the Shooting Times Woodcock Club and an anonymous English charitable trust for funding the survey.

