Dartmoor ring ouzel productivity study 2010
Summary

Background

This study of the productivity of ring ouzel Turdus torquatus was carried out from

1 May to 4 August 2010. The main study sites comprised two roughly definable areas

previously identified in upland bird and specific ring ouzel surveys. Both these sites

were located in the north western portion of Dartmoor National Park within the

Okehampton MOD area and were selected as having potentially the highest densities

of nesting birds.

The survey was implemented by RSPB having been funded by Natural England.

Approach

The primary objective of this study was to locate all ring ouzel territories held during

the 2010 summer breeding season in the core areas within the National Park and

follow the progress of these birds, their nests and broods until fledging.

Birds were located by visiting known haunts as identified from previous surveys and

ad hoc records submitted to Dartmoor National Park Authority (DNPA) and

Dartmoor Study Group (DSG), starting with most recent records first.

A combination of slow and systematic walking along valley bottoms, surveying tor

formations and slow walking through likely looking habitat combined with periods

of quiet observation was found to be the best approach for finding birds. The

majority of first sightings were initiated by sound, the males having a far carrying

and distinctive song.
Site visits as far as possible were carried out whenever weather and live firing by the

MOD permitted. Repeat visits to nests were made usually every few days but with

maximum intervals of once a week, again when suitable situations permitted.

Attempted re-visits to sites that turned up negatives were also conducted if possible

in an attempt to pick up birds missed on previous visits or those that had moved

locality.
Observations were also made trying to identify areas used for foraging by individual

pairs in relation to their nest sites as well as food types taken. Notes were made of

evidence and sightings of potential predators as well as other potential disturbance

factors to nesting birds.
An infrared motion detection camera was also employed towards the end of the

study on a single nest.

Results

On Dartmoor ring ouzel still maintains a very small and declining population.

During the 2010 breeding season a high degree of nest failure due to predation was

recorded. In total 14 nest sites were located (including 2nd and 3rd attempts), these

being the product of eight pairs. Of these known nests, 10 failed (all due to

predation) while the remaining successful broods produced 12 fledglings. Nest

predators implicated include terrestrial and avian predators, though evidence was

strongest for badger and stoat, with otter (for the river bank nester) and crow (for the

tree nester) also suspected.

Nest locations were highly variable but seem to be associated with steep-sided river

valleys with tracts of broken ground, boulders, bracken Pteridium aquilinum, gorse

Ulex and bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus. While foraging activity was concentrated on

areas of short sward NVC U4 (Festuca ovina-Agrostis capillaris-Galium saxatile
grassland) mainly within 500m of the nest, in many examples larger distances were

recorded and not unusual.

Productivity

As far as can be concluded given dispersal/disappearance of several pairs after

failing and the small sample size, the productivity of the Dartmoor population of

ring ouzel is 1.5 fledglings per pair with 29% (four out of 14) of nests succeeding to

fledging stage. Seventy five per cent of these pairs were double brooded, with one or

two pairs making a third attempt.

Discussion

Predation seems to be a key factor in the low productivity on Dartmoor. At long term

study sites in Scotland where predators are controlled, productivity was much

higher (3.5 fledglings per pair) with 60% of nests succeeding and 60% of pairs double

brooded (Sim et al 2010) However a degree of caution should be used when

interpreting these single season results, not least as the spring/early summer of 2010

was late and atypically hot and dry. This could potentially have implications on the

foraging efficiency of nesting birds (distance travelled and quality of resources) as

well as their predators.
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