Standardisation of Ring Ouzel recording

The ring ouzel is one of our least known species, and there remain large gaps in our knowledge of the species’ ecology.  Hence, any information you can provide will be valuable for ring ouzel conservation.  Below are listed seven suggested areas of study.  These range from simply recording all sightings, to an intensive breeding biology study.  The value of the information collected increases from 1) to 7), but all information is valuable.

1) Casual records

· Record all sightings of ring ouzels (RZ)

· Record sex, behaviour and a 6-figure grid reference

· Submit all records to RZ study group and your local bird recorder

· Will give us information on where, when and how many ring ouzels were seen

2) One-off surveys of relatively large areas

· Define the study area on a map

· Use the national survey method (see Wotton et al 2002 for details)

· Two visits are required, one during mid-April to mid-May, and another during mid-May to late June

· Surveys can be carried out at any time of the day, but not during wet and windy weather

· Survey all habitats, excluding only dense forests and intensive farmland

· Walk parallel transects, separated by 500m, so that all parts of the study area are covered to within 250m

· Stop every 500m, play the tape of ring ouzel song for c.30 seconds, and then listen for any response for 5-10 minutes.  Try to get a tape of local birds, as this may illicit a better response than a song that is unfamiliar to them

· Where you encounter a lot of activity, spend up to 20 minutes to try to work out how many pairs are present

· Record all sightings on to 1:25,000 maps, using standard BTO symbols (see Appendix)

· Will give us an index of population size using a standard method

3) Repeat surveys of defined study areas

· Define a study area containing at least 20 pairs, preferably more

· Visits should be carried out at least every 2 weeks, preferably every week, between mid-April and mid-July

· Walk slowly along parallel transects, which should be about 200m apart and designed so as to follow the contours of the hill where possible

· Stop at regular intervals (at least every 200m) and scan suitable grassy feeding areas and song perches (e.g. trees, crags, fence posts) for birds

· Play the tape of song for about 30 seconds and listen for any response

· Note any variations in plumage (e.g. gorget size, flecks of white on head) or song which may help to identify individuals

· Mark all sightings on to 1:25,000 maps, using standard BTO symbols

· Will give us a more accurate measure of population size and trend

4) Simple measure of breeding success

· Method as above, but more effort into trying to prove successful fledging

· Mark the position of fledged broods on to 1:25,000 maps

· Fledged young will often be noisy, and adults will give alarm calls when an observer approaches

· First broods fledge from mid-May and second broods from mid-June.  Late broods may not fledge until late July

· Be aware that broods may move several hundred metres within a week of fledging

· Will give us a simple measure of breeding success, and possibly the extent of double brooding

5) Nest finding to measure breeding success in more detail

· Search for nests from mid-April to mid-July

· Nests are nearly always on steep slopes, often on banks or crags.  They are usually concealed in heather or other vegetation, such as bracken.  Nests are often close to a feature such as a boulder, scree patch or even a path

· If you see a pair feeding together for long periods, they are likely to have a nest nearby in the near future.  Go back to the general area the next week and wait for the female to come off the nest to feed

· Females will come off eggs to feed about every hour.  They will feed rapidly for 10-15 minutes before returning to the nest, and will often be accompanied by the male.  Always watch the female rather than the male, as males rarely visit nests with eggs

· Be aware that females may fly several hundred metres to forage.  Make sure you have a good view of the surrounding area, especially potential nest sites, so that you do not lose sight of her when she returns to the nest.  Keep your eyes on her at all times – they are easy to lose sight of!

· Birds will often walk the last few metres when approaching the nest, but leave directly from it.  Hence, watch where the bird flies from, not where it lands

· Nests with chicks are easier to find.  Both adults will feed the young every 15-20 minutes.  If the adults are alarmed and refuse to go back to the nest, retreat to a good vantage point and conceal yourself as well as possible

· Try to visit nests once a week until the chicks fledge, or the nest fails

· If you want to measure the habitat near nests, follow the methods in Burfield (2002): Chapter 5, pp 74-79.

· Habitat measures should be taken after the chicks fledge or the nest fails, to avoid undue disturbance during the nesting period

· Will give us more detailed information on breeding success, and how it relates to habitat

6) Measuring and colour ringing chicks

· If you wish to do this you will need to be, or get assistance from, a qualified ringer

· Measure the wing length (maximum chord method) and weight of the chicks

· Wing length is a good measure of chick age, and weight indicates chick condition

· Chicks can be ringed from 6 days old, but if possible wait until they are 9-11 days old (mean wing length 56-69 mm)

· At 9-11 days it may be possible to sex chicks by noting the feather colour on the nape and crown.  It appears that males are black, and females are brown.  However, some intermediates can be difficult to distinguish.  Record chicks as black (BL), brown (BR) or intermediate (I)

· Try to avoid handling chicks more than 11 days old, as they may ‘explode’ from the nest

· If you wish to colour ring chicks get in touch with Dave Arthur (Tay Ringing Group), or the BTO

· Colour ringing is much more valuable than simply fitting a BTO metal ring, as it will allow you to measure chick return rates and dispersal

· It is important to be able to commit enough time to searching for colour ringed birds in future years

· Will give us detailed information on breeding biology

7) Catching, measuring & colour ringing adults

· If you wish to do this you will need to be, or get assistance from, a qualified ringer

· Safe methods for catching adults at nests with chicks at least 6 days old have been developed (see Sim & Rebecca 2003 for details)

· Various measurements should be taken, where possible (see Sim & Rebecca 2003 for details)

· Contact Dave Arthur or the BTO for an appropriate colour ringing scheme

· It is important to be able to commit enough time to searching for colour ringed birds in future years

· Will give us important information on return rates, dispersal, territory and mate switching, and the extent of second breeding attempts in a season
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Appendix – BTO recording symbols

RZ

individual sighting

RZ♂

bird sexed if possible

2RZ

2 different birds close together, but probably not a pair

RZpr

2 different birds, thought to be a pair

RZ

alarm call

RZd

aerial display, including vocalisation

RZs

bird singing

RZt

territorial behaviour

RZ (j)

adult alarm call, indicative of young nearby

RZ + j

adult alarm call, juvenile seen

RZdd

adult alarm call & distraction display, indicative of young nearby

RZ + *

adult plus nest

RZf

bird carrying food

RZm

bird carrying nest material

