
 Constant Effort Site Ringing at Ashleworth Ham  

Visit 5 on 22 June 2018. 
CES visits are made at approximately 10-day intervals, within the dates prescribed by the BTO scheme. 
Each visit has to occur at least six days after the previous visit. The weather has to be suitable for a 
visit to be made: no rain and wind less than 12mph. With these constraints in mind, it has been 15 
days since the last visit, and the season has progressed. Grass and sedge growth has just about reached 
its maximum, and the meadow herbs are at their maximum growth. The fields are a riot of colour with 
patches of Tufted Vetch and Yellow Vetchling standing out, and great patches of the dark red flowers 
of Greater Burnet. Low down in the grass amongst these are patches of Marsh Bedstraw. Around the 
edges are large stands of Meadowsweet, and some Yellow Irises are still flowering. All the grasses are 
well in flower, and for a hay fever sufferer this must be a nightmare place. Bird song is much reduced 
now, and the quietness was commented on as we made our way across to the ringing site. Being the 
day after the summer solstice our start was early, and the visit lasted seven hours and twenty minutes, 
during which time we walked 4.5 miles.  

Fifty-five birds of sixteen species 
were average for the preceding 
twenty years. 31 were juvenile birds 
of the year and the first young of 
migrant species were caught. Of the 
six Lesser Whitethroats caught, five 
were newly fledged young, and the 
sixth was an adult female, already in 
egg, ready for her second brood. 
Whilst some species have two or 
even three breeding attempts, 
others only have one: the Willow 
Warbler is such a species, and the 

solitary adult male caught today was in post-breeding moult, 
showing that his breeding season was over. Tits made a large part of the catch with 16 Blue and Great 
Tits being caught, and of these eleven were juveniles. None of these, despite being species of which 
the first juveniles were caught this year, have entered their post-juvenile moult yet. On the other hand 
one of the Lesser Whitethroat juveniles was well into its post-juvenile moult, possibly a reflection of 
the need for migrant species to get on with breeding and post breeding moults, before they depart 
on autumn migration. 

Other species’ juveniles caught today included: Robin, Redstart, Whitethroat, Blackbird, Chaffinch and 
Blackcap. Another adult Song Thrush was caught, bringing to nine the total caught this year, the 
biggest number seen on the site. 



 A female Sedge Warbler caught was a new female, with a brood patch 
showing she was incubating eggs. Usually by this stage of the season 
it is unusual to catch a Sedge Warbler without a ring, so an assumption 
was made that this was a bird that had failed breeding somewhere 
else, and had moved here for a second attempt. This has been 
observed previously and the idea is supported by the fact that, over a 
number of years previously, some new birds arriving at this time have 
been controls, i.e. wearing a ring that had been put on elsewhere. 

During the morning, a Curlew was heard only twice, and that early on. 
Once again, we fear that they have failed to raise chicks on the ham. 
Skylarks on the other hand were quite noticeable, and as the morning 
progressed their song became more noticeable. The cool start gave 

way to a warm pleasant morning, and with a good forecast for the foreseeable future, things look 
good for the birds that have managed to breed so far. 

 

Visit 6 on 2 July 2018 
A beautiful morning with light breeze, a few clouds to start with, then clearing to a blue sky, with the 
temperature starting at 17 degrees Celsius at 04:30, and at 29 degrees Celsius by the time the session 
ended. The walk across to the ringing site was dry, thanks to the light breeze, and was obviously what 
encouraged the grass-cutting contractor to start mowing at 05:00. Not perhaps the ideal conditions 
for catching birds, but young birds don’t know that, and an above average catch for Visit 6 was 
achieved. In fact it was the fourth highest Visit 6 catch ever, with 91 birds from 21 species, which is a 
record in itself. Only seven of the birds caught were re-traps, with the majority of birds being new 
juveniles. Two species caught today are unusual for the site: a young Goldcrest and, even more 
unusual, a Cetti’s Warbler. 

The species with the largest numbers of birds caught were: Great Tits 19, and Whitethroat 15. Good 
numbers of Redstart (seven) and Blackcap (eight) were caught, All species regularly caught at 
Ashleworth have now produced young, with the notable exception of Sedge Warbler. Two of the adult 
Sedge Warblers caught today had brood patches indicating they were incubating eggs, but we have 
had these for some time, so should have caught some juveniles by now. The other exception is 
Grasshopper Warbler, but with an incubating female caught on the 7 June, it is not unreasonable to 
expect, or to hope, that young might have been around today. 



Visit 7 on 10 July 2018. 
Just over half way through the CES season. Emphasis of the CES programme switches now from adult 
survival to productivity. This is reflected in the make-up of the catch, with the majority of birds from 
now on being birds of the year.  

The recent fine weather has encouraged local farmers to make hay, and the reserve is no exception. 
Not only has the hay been cut on the two main fields in which the ringing site sits, but it has been 
turned, bailed and collected.  Where until recently there was a rich sward of mixed herbs, now there 

is just short dry grass left. The rest of the reserve will be cut 
soon presumably. With hay cut, walking around the site is 
much easier, but you still get wet pushing through the 
remaining vegetation in the 
hedges where the nets are 
set. 

The catch of 104 birds this 
morning is the fourth 
highest catch for this visit, 
and is 38% higher than the 
average for the past twenty 
years, and 18% higher than 
the average for the past five 
years. This catch brought 
the total of new birds ringed 
at Ashleworth this year to 

300, and with 108 re-traps, means that 408 birds have been 
processed so far. 19% of the catch was made up of adult birds and none of these were in wing moult, 
so the birds are still busy with the process of breeding and rearing. Whitethroat were the most 
numerous bird caught, with Blackcaps, Redstarts, Bullfinches and Blackbirds all being caught in 
reasonable numbers. 18 species of bird were caught and processed. 

The catch was made up of: Chiffchaff 2, Lesser Whitethroat 4, Reed Bunting 6, Robin 3, Dunnock 4, 
Redstart 9, Whitethroat 25, Blackbird 11, Blue Tit 4, Wren 4, Long-tailed Tit 2, Great Tit 2, Treecreeper 

1, Reed Warbler 1, Bullfinch 8, Sedge Warbler 6, Blackcap 9, Song 
Thrush 4. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Where there are still herbs 
growing, the succession has now 
reached the point where areas 
have turned purple, due to the 
flowering of the Purple 
Loosestrife, which always has a 
colourful impact on the reserve. 
We no longer see large numbers 
of insects, the clouds of 
damselflies no longer occur, and 
butterflies are seen infrequently. 

So it was nice to see a male Broad-bodied Chaser today. 

Visit 8 on 21 July 2018 
The fine weather has continued, and hay making is now finished over the whole of the reserve. 
Everywhere is looking very dry and parched. The deeper-rooted herbs such as Dock and Greater 
Burnet have made a start at re-growth since the hay cut, and the plants stand out amongst the sea of 
dry yellow grasses. The trip across to the ringing site is much easier with the grass cut, and it is so dry 
that moving around is easy. The main ditch is almost dry, and the ground is cracking.  

A catch of eighty birds is above both 
the average of last twenty years 
(70.5) and the last five years (74).  As 
expected, the majority of the catch 
was made up of birds of the year, and 
adults made up 25%. By now a 
number of adults have given up 
breeding, and moved into the next 
part of their annual cycle, the annual 
full moult. And in the case of the 
Sedge Warblers which don’t have a 
full moult until they get back to 
Africa, a number have started their 
post breeding body moult. Ten of the 
twenty adults were females, all of which 
had brood patches showing that incubation 
was over, and four of them had brood 
patches feathering over. The female 
Redstart shown was the bird most 
advanced in its moult with only two old 
primaries left to drop and five of the 
replacement feathers already full grown. 
The male Willow Warbler shown here is a 
bit behind the Redstart, with four old 

primaries yet to drop, and only three of its new primaries fully grown. It’s amazing to think that the 



adult Sedge Warbler shown below does two long journeys with the same set of feathers. The feathers 
it flies here with are brand new, but the stresses of migration, then all the pushing through rough grass 
and sedges, means that the feathers with which it flies back to Africa are very worn and abraded. This 
is the main feature that allows ringers to distinguish between adults (worn plumage) and birds of the 
year (fresh plumage). Most UK passerine juveniles have a partial post-juvenile moult, and the Robins 
below show how this affects their appearance. 

The catch today was made up 
as follows: Willow Warbler 1, 
Reed Bunting 2, Robin 4, 
Dunnock 6, Redstart 4, 
Whitethroat 14, Blackbird 6, 
Wren 3, Great Tit 2, 
Treecreeper 1, Bullfinch 10, 

Sedge Warbler 7, Blackcap 14, Song Thrush 3, Goldfinch 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visit 9 on 4 August 2018. 
With the very dry weather we have been experiencing, and August often a month of low catches, it 
was with some reticence that we gathered at 05:10. The weather looked good for mist netting, some 
cloud (so not too bright), and little breeze. On arrival at the ringing site, spirits were further dampened 
by the discovery that the cattle had broken the electric fence. Investigation revealed several tangled 
clumps of wire and posts trodden flat. Whether the battery had lost too much voltage, or the cows 
had braved the shocks to get at the only green vegetation on the site, is unknown, but the result was 
the same. No protection for the mist nets. Further investigation showed the cattle to be resting in 
fields to the north of the reserve, so the gate was closed to keep them out, and nets erected. The 
farmer later confirmed that none of his cattle had been injured by strands of electric fence and that, 
because of the lack of fresh grass he was obliged to provide additional feeding for them every day. 
Some poles had been trodden on by the cows, and needed straightening, and some guy lines had been 
broken, so required replacing. Fortunately a team of five made light work of the process, and the 
session was soon underway. The previous forebodings and the stark lack of bird song soon 
materialised as a below-average catch: 47 birds were caught of 15 species. Whitethroat were the most 



numerous - only three adults were caught, all in moult.  It would appear that the breeding season here 
is all but over, and many birds have moved away from the site.  

Bids processed today: Chiffchaff 1, Willow Warbler 1, Lesser Whitethroat 5, Reed Bunting 1, Robin 1, 
Dunnock 2, Redstart 2, Whitethroat 16, Blackbird 1, Wren 1, Long-tailed Tit 2, Great Tit 3, Treecreeper 
1, Bullfinch 4, Blackcap 6. 

The wildlife interest was largely mammalian today, in the form of two Brown Hares and three Roe 
Deer, which were present all morning. That is until a strange sound was heard, a loud and persistent 
calling, not dissimilar to a Cicada. A brief search revealed the culprit to be a juvenile Cuckoo. The sound 
could indeed be likened to a whole nestful of nestlings, all clamouring for food. Our brief watch was 
inconclusive as to the host species feeding the youngster. 

After the 
session was 
over, the bird 
was relocated 
and watched 
for some time. 
It was then 
established that 
the foster 
parent was a 
Sedge Warbler. 
The ringed 

warbler was bringing food to the 
youngster at about eight-minute 
intervals, each arrival of food being 
preceded by wing quivering and an 
escalation in the rate and volume of 
calling. Each feeding visit was very rapid 
with the parent spending only a few 
moments with the chick, thrusting its beak into the bright red gape immediately upon arrival. Most 
times the parent perched on the angled branch on which the youngster was sitting (often with one or 
both wings slightly drooped) so that the parent bird was level with the gape. On a couple of occasions 
when the youngster was sitting on more level branches, the adult perched on the chick’s back, so the 
chick had to twist its head through 180 degrees to get its meal. 



For the chick to be 
still being fed by a 
parent, it will be less 
than 18 days out of 
the nest, assuming 
that it was near the 
end of its feeding 
period; this would 
place fledging at 
around the middle 

of July and hatching at end of June, so egg laid mid-
June. This would indicate a latish egg laying, when the 
Cuckoo activity around the reserve was diminishing. 
The adult Sedge Warbler (feeding appeared to be by only one bird) doing the feeding, was probably 
the last Sedge Warbler on the site, being kept there by the instinct to keep feeding its demanding 
foster child. Apparently, the foster parents desert the chick after somewhere around eighteen days, 
leaving it to fend for itself and eventually to find its solitary and unguided way to central Africa.  

Some studies of brood parasitism have shown that brood parasites can suppress the productivity of 
host species by as much as 80%. Sedge Warbler productivity at Ashleworth has never been great, but 
in recent years has fallen dramatically. In the absence of Reed Warblers and Meadow Pipits, there has 
been much speculation about the host species for the Cuckoos whose activity on the Ham seems to 
be much higher than observed elsewhere locally. So, are the Cuckoos having a big enough effect on 
Sedge Warblers to suppress their productivity? 

Mervyn Greening 
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