
We spend 90% of net income on conservation, public education and advocacy

Quick links 

Contact us

Online Community

Vacancies

Media centre

Information for 

Teachers

Policy makers

Farmers & landowners

Scientists

Our work in 

England

Scotland

Wales

Northern Ireland

International

Follow us

The RSPB is a member of BirdLife
International. Find out more about the
partnership

Partnering with

© The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity: England and Wales no. 207076, Scotland no.
SC037654

|Terms & conditions |Cookie policy |Privacy policy |Charter and statutes |About our site |Modern Slavery Act

Elizabeth Ball 14 Nov 2016

satellite tracking

science

2

More







Guest Blog by Will Kirby, Conservation Scientist, RSPB Centre for Conservation Science

Research carried out between 2012 and 2016 has revealed new findings about hawfinch
habitat preferences, foraging and breeding behaviour and nest survival. Radio tracking
and nest monitoring are providing the scientific basis required to devise actions that
could help reverse the decline of this bird of conservation concern.

Hawfinch in decline in UK

The hawfinch is the UK’s largest finch, weighing around 50g, over twice the weight of the
more familiar chaffinch. With large declines in numbers and a severe contraction in
breeding range, the hawfinch is on the Red List of Birds of Conservation Concern and the
latest estimate suggests there may be less than one thousand breeding pairs remaining
in Britain.

Earlier research showed woodland important for hawfinch survival

RSPB Centre for Conservation Science began research into possible causes of hawfinch
declines in 2012. The first part of the study focused on assessing whether habitat at
landscape and local scales was linked to population declines. National Bird Atlas data
from the British Trust for Ornithology were used to compare areas where breeding
hawfinch had been lost with those where they remained. The main finding (perhaps
unsurprisingly) was that they are more likely to have persisted in landscapes with a high
proportion of mature, broadleaved woodland. Within woodland they preferred nest sites
close to glades and tracks over densely wooded areas. This section of the work has been
published in the scientific journal Bird Study: Breeding season habitat associations and
population declines of British Hawfinches Coccothraustes coccothraustes. 

 

Photo of male hawfinch with identifying engraved colour ring (Andy Hay, RSPB Images)

Hawfinch radio tracking

Since 2013 our study has focused on breeding ecology in an attempt to establish
whether poor nesting success could be the reason behind population declines. Finding
hawfinch nests is extremely difficult as they are usually sited high up in the tree canopy.
In addition to this, the adult birds are not particularly territorial or vocal and there aren’t
many of them... To help us find a reasonable sample we teamed up with bird ringers in
the Forest of Dean and North Wales during the pre-breeding season. This enabled us to
fit radio-tags to females and, by tracking the signals, to locate their nests once they begin
incubating their eggs. Although this sounds easy, it has proved a steep learning curve
with many problems including loss and damage of tags, long distances travelled by the
birds, sometimes taking them outside of the study areas and difficult terrain for the
scientists to follow the birds.

Photo of a recently fledged hawfinch chick waiting to be fed. Chicks often leave the nest
before they are able to fly properly. (Vivien Hartwell, RSPB)

Monitoring methods

By refining techniques through experience, we have managed to find and monitor over
50 nests from 2013-2016.  Nests can be built in any tree species and heights range from
3m to 30m from the ground. Once they have been located we generally monitor them
from the ground using a telescope. However, this limits the information that can be
collected as it is not usually possible to see into the nest and we have to rely on adult
behaviour to infer what is happening. In some instances trained climbers have been able
to install cameras to view inside the nest, allowing for much more detailed monitoring.
 

Photo of Natural Resources Wales Wildlife Ranger Matt Thomas climbing to install a nest
camera. Nests can be up to 30m high (Andy Hay, RSPB Images)

Nest predation

Nest monitoring has revealed the number of young birds hatching and fledging as well
as causes of nest failure, which have included poor weather and predation by jays, crows,
goshawks and great spotted woodpeckers. Interestingly, there have been no recorded
instances of grey squirrel predation despite them being common within the study
woods.
 

Photo from a nest camera showing predation of hawfinch chicks by great spotted
woodpecker. All nest predators recorded so far have been birds.

Nest monitoring reveals new insights into breeding behaviour

In addition to measuring breeding success we have discovered new insights into
hawfinch breeding behaviour, including evidence that they can have two successful
nesting attempts in the same season. Females have also been recorded moving several
kilometres to re-nest in a different wood after a nest fails.

Future plans – GPS tracking

Whilst tracking females to locate nest sites we have learned that hawfinches move more
widely than was previously thought and to investigate this further we are trialing the use
of miniature GPS trackers weighing just 1g. In the latter part of the 2016 breeding season
we attached a small number of GPS tags to hawfinches. These tags store information
about the birds location at hourly intervals during the day using information from Global
Positioning Satellites and can track the birds movements over the course of several days.
The recovery of our first tag has provided the first detailed map of hawfinch movements,
confirming the wide use of the landscape in their daily foraging activity.  Over the course
of five days, the tagged bird was recorded in 12 different 1km squares and a range of
habitats including woodland, farmland hedgerows and gardens.  We hope that further
use of GPS tags next year will provide evidence of important food resources available at
different times of the year and help establish the foraging range of adults feeding
nestlings. This will provide us with key information in the design of future conservation
measures.

This work is funded by the Action for Birds in England partnership between RSPB and
Natural England. The work wouldn’t be possible without the input from many other
individuals and organisations that provide access to woods and help with fieldwork. 

Find out more about our work to prevent hawfinch decline
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An interesting and accessible summary of the great work that's been done to date. Thank
you! I look forward to hearing more, as I'm sure all those involved in the study do, when
the new tags produce plenty of data. Anything that can help slow or even reverse declines
would be fantastic, so that we can have more opportunities to see such impressive birds :)

Understanding hawfinch declines

Wildlife Places to visit Get involved Chat About Nature On Your Doorstep MoreOur work 

Our work  Saving Nature With Science More New  +

Main Website |
Shop

Sign

in/Register  
Site Search

User

This website uses cookies to make your browsing experience better. By using our site you agree to our use of
cookies. 

Accept
Learn More!

https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/get-in-touch/contact-us/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/about-us/rspb-job-vacancies/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/about-us/media-centre/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/fun-and-learning/for-teachers/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/policy-insight/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/conservation-and-sustainability/farming/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/centre-for-conservation-science/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/at-home-and-abroad/england/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/at-home-and-abroad/scotland/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/at-home-and-abroad/wales/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/at-home-and-abroad/northern-ireland/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/at-home-and-abroad/international/
https://www.facebook.com/TheRSPB
https://twitter.com/Natures_Voice
https://www.pinterest.com/rspblovenature/
https://www.instagram.com/rspb/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/keep-connected/sign-up/?from=footer
http://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/at-home-and-abroad/international/#block-id-birdlife
https://www.fundraisingregulator.org.uk/
http://www.oscr.org.uk/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/help/terms--conditions/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/help/cookies/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/help/privacy-policy/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/about-us/how-the-rspb-is-run/charter-and-statutes/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/help/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/help/modern-slavery-and-the-rspb/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/about-us/how-the-rspb-is-run/annualreport/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/members/elizabeth-ball
https://community.rspb.org.uk/members/elizabeth-ball
https://community.rspb.org.uk/tags/satellite%2btracking
https://community.rspb.org.uk/tags/science
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines#
https://community.rspb.org.uk/forprofessionals/science/team/362439-will-kirby
https://community.rspb.org.uk/forprofessionals/science/
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00063657.2015.1046368
https://community.rspb.org.uk/community/cfs-file.ashx/__key/communityserver-blogs-components-weblogfiles/00-00-01-57-64/hawfinchwithring.jpg
https://community.rspb.org.uk/community/cfs-file.ashx/__key/communityserver-blogs-components-weblogfiles/00-00-01-57-64/hawfinchchickjustfledged.jpg
https://community.rspb.org.uk/community/cfs-file.ashx/__key/communityserver-blogs-components-weblogfiles/00-00-01-57-64/installingnestcamera.jpg
https://community.rspb.org.uk/community/cfs-file.ashx/__key/communityserver-blogs-components-weblogfiles/00-00-01-57-64/greatspotpredation.jpg
https://community.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/conservation-projects/details/354130-understanding-hawfinch-declines-in-the-uk#objectives
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines#
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines?CommentSortBy=CreatedDate&CommentSortOrder=Ascending
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines?CommentSortBy=Votes&CommentSortOrder=Descending
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines?CommentSortBy=CreatedDate&CommentSortOrder=Descending
https://community.rspb.org.uk/members/jo_5f00_197
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines?CommentId=ccd35878-d3d1-4293-a593-8bdf6faf2a60
https://community.rspb.org.uk/members/jo_5f00_197
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines
https://community.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/placestovisit/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/getinvolved/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/chat/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/about/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/nature-on-your-doorstep/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines#
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/science/posts/understanding-hawfinch-declines#
https://community.rspb.org.uk/login?ReturnUrl=%2Fourwork%2Fb%2Fscience%2Fposts%2Funderstanding-hawfinch-declines
https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/
https://shopping.rspb.org.uk/
https://community.rspb.org.uk/login?ReturnUrl=%2Fourwork%2Fb%2Fscience%2Fposts%2Funderstanding-hawfinch-declines
https://community.rspb.org.uk/

