
IS IT POSSIBLE TO USE YEAR ON YEAR RINGING DATA TO MONITOR BIRD POPULATIONS? 

 

It has long been thought that the only way to monitor populations through ringing is by using standardised  

techniques with the same footage of nets in the same places for the same period of time over a given number of 

sessions in summer. This paper suggests that for long term ringing sites using the numbers ringed per annum can 

yield some data that, it is suggested, is sufficiently robust to give a reliable indication of population trends in much 

the same way as CES ringing. 

 

Introduction 

The Wicken Fen Group has been ringing birds at Wicken Fen since 1968. In 1969 the Group began what were 

called standard sites sessions – the forerunner of CES – when a protocol of consistent net lengths and siting, in a 

variety of Fen habitats with consistent hours worked was established in an attempt to provide a controlled 

measure of populations. The aim was to compare the Relative Abundance values year on year which would 

indicate changes in the populations of those species regularly caught. The results of this work were published at 

the time. Unfortunately, the ambition of the scheme outstripped the Group’s manpower and capacity to deliver it 

and within ten years the standard sites sessions had to be re-designed to a more modest level of activity and in a 

single habitat where, with an ever declining number of birds caught, the data became harder to interpret. 

Throughout the period 1969 to present, apart from four standardised sessions each summer the Group has largely 

been ringing birds in a scientifically random way that is characteristic of most ringing operations. In general 

(exceptions below) this has been without targeting certain species, or using lures, until relatively recently. 

Given this continuous operation it seemed to be worthwhile to ask the question whether a comparison of the 

number of ringed birds each year against the number ringed in 1969 could yield information on trends in 

populations. 



 

Methods  

To look at the trends in populations of selected species the annual Relative Abundance (RA) was calculated using 

the number of birds ringed 1969-2009. The figures were calculated by dividing the numbers of say Wren in 2001 

by the total number of birds ringed in 2001. The RA figures are in the two tables below, the first table is 1969-89 

and the second 1990-09. Only those species that have been caught without any specific luring or directed catching 

attempts have been included. Using these data shows overall population and not just breeding population, adults 

and juveniles. For some species straight numbers are included in an attempt to show consistency, or the extent of 

decline. 

 

Exclusions 

Catches for hirundines (Sand Martin, Swallow and House Martin) were excluded in certain years when their total 

exceeded 25 because they were at times specific targets and the numbers caught sometimes severely loaded the 

overall total (in 1973 over 800 hirundines were ringed out of a total of 2198 birds).  

 

Acrocephalus (Reed & Sedge) warbler catches have varied over time, (53-1000+) due to the proportion of time 

spent catching at the reedbed. This inconsistency meant that they could not be included in the analysis. 

 

Out of breeding season feeding, begun in winter 2003 undoubtedly drew in many birds and thus species that could 

be thought to be drawn in by feeders has not been considered (great tit, blue tit, chaffinch, sparrow and bunting 

spp).  

 

RESULT 



                  69         70       71        72       73       74       75     76      77      78      79       80       81        82       83       84       85      86      87      88        89 

Total ringed (thousands)    0.8        3.2         3.5       2.8       4.8       3.1      2.0    2.6    1.9     1.6     1.8      2.1      1.6      1.3      2.2      3.1      1.8     1.6     1.7     1.5        1.1 

 

Wren                              3.9       3.2       3.3        4.7    4.2      4.2     4.4       2.5     4.2    4.2    3.8     4.9      5.6       5.7      6.8       6.7      6.0      5.4     6.3   10.7       9.6                                                       

Dunnock                        7.5       5.0       5.3        5.6     6.0      6.5     6.0      4.8     4.0    4.8    3.0     5.1      6.3       2.9      4.3       5.1      3.2      5.3     3.6     4.9       5.0               

Robin                             3.1       3.1       3.1        2.1     3.2      2.7     1.9      3.2     3.0    3.0    3.8     4.2      4.7       3.7      3.5      3.4       4.1      4.6     4.3     5.3       5.8 

Blackbird                       7.3       3.8       3.9        3.3     3.5      2.4     3.5      3.2     5.5    4.9    4.5     7.3     12.3      7.7      9.4      8.5       7.4      7.5     6.1     5.3       6.5                              

Song Thrush                  7.1       4.0      7.7         6.6     5.3      3.6     5.3      4.1     6.1    5.1     4.3     6.3      6.6      5.4      6.8       5.0      5.4       4.9    3.7     4.7       3.6 

Lesser Whitethroat     0.5        0.9      1.2         0.7    0. 7     0.9     1.6       1.2    0.6    1.1     0.6     0.3      1.0      0.6      0.7        1.0      0.7       1.5    1.8     0.9       1.5 

Whitethroat  (2.6)       0.7        1.3      0.8         0.6     0. 3     0.1     0.2      0.2    0.2    0.1     0.1     0.3      0.1      0.2     0.1        0.2      1.1       0.2    0.3     0.3      1.2 

 Garden Warbler             8        20        15         13       28        8        8         11       5        4        5       10       10       13      10         36       20        34      25     18         8 

Blackcap                        2.1        2.2      3.5        4.0      3.2      1.9     2.5       2.2    3.3    2.7     2.7     3.8      3.7      8.4     4.9        4.7      4.7       8.2     6.2    4.9      4.6              

Chiffchaff                      0.9        1.9      1.9        1.0       0.6     0.8     0.5       0.7    0.7    0.5     1.2     0.7       0.9     1.6      0.7       0.6      0.7        2.5    2.6    3.2      2.4 

Willow Warbler           6.1        5.2      5.8        3.3      2.2      2.9     2.4       1.7    4.1     2.9     2.8    2.1       2.1      6.2     4.6        4.0      6.3        8.2    7.3    9.3       5.7 

Spotted Flycatcher      11        16        18         21       23        29       12         9      10       9        9      21         4         6       14          20      16         13      13       6         0 

Willow Tit                     39        38        22         11        25        19        7        15        9       8        8      19        10        4         5           0       14         12      15        7        3 

Tree Creeper                 7           7        14           5       10           5        3        10        5       5       6       14        12      12       15        23        1            11      11         7       5 

Bullfinch                     7.6       3.8       6.6        7.0      4.8       5.2     7.2       5.7    6.6     7.0     3.8     4.5      4.9      4.5     5.4       6.6      4.8         4.9     5.7      1.8    4.2       

 

 

                                                            

                                                                            *                                        * 



                     90         91       92        93        94       95      96      97       98       99       00       01         02          03         04         05         06        07          08        09 

Ringed (thousands)     1.2        0.9      1.1      1.2       0.9       1.0     1.0    1.4     1.2       1.2      1.1      0.8         1.7        2.0        1.9        2.9       3.3       4.4         2.9        4.3 

 

Wren                            9.5          6.5     5.3      8.3      7.4       6.7     7.2     4.7     7.1      7.9       7.3       8.5        6.1        4.7         3.8       3.7        3.3       5.1         4.6       4.4 

Dunnock                      4.3          5.9     3.1      3.1       3.9      3.2     3.4     2.0      2.2     2.9        2.5       3.3        2.6        1.9         1.5       1.3        1.3       1.9         1.9       3.0 

Robin                           7.4          6.4     5.5      5.9       4.7      4.6     6.1     5.0      5.8     7.2        5.7       6.1        5.5        4.4         3.3       3.2        3.4       4.1         3.6       4.2 

Blackbird                   10.1          8.7     6.5     4.9        4.5      2.9     3.8     5.6      4.5     5.8        4.1       6.0         6.1        3.4        3.6       3.0        4.0       6.4         4.5       4.7     

Song Thrush                4.1          1.7     1.1      1.4       0.5      0.9     0.6      1.0      1.0     0.9        1.2      1.8         1.3        0.8        1.1       1.0        1.3       2.0         1.7       2.0 

Lesser Whitethroat   1.0           2.2     1.2      1.9       0.7      1.3     1.0      0.6      0.4     0.3        1.0      1.0         0.6        0.4        0.3       1.0         0.4       0.6        0.8       0.4 

Whitethroat                 1.7          0.7      1.1      1.1      1.3      1.5     3.3      1.6     0.6     0.6         1.7     1.8         1.7        2.7        1.4       0.8         1.2      1.3        1.0       1.9 

Garden Warbler          24            11       30        25       21         9       33       23      21        9         20       20          19         26         11         22         24        39         21        43 

Blackcap                      5.7          6.7     6.6      7.3      6.4       5.0     5.1       6.3   10.1     6.0        6.5      5.5         9.0        3.8        4.1       4.6        4.7       7.3        6.1       7.1 

Chiffchaff                    4.4          4.8     3.8      2.4       3.1       4.7    5.9       5.1     7.2      2.4       2.5      2.4         4.4        3.4        3.8        3.2        2.7       3.5        5.4      4.1 

Willow Warbler          6.6          6.8      6.1      6.5     7.0         4.6  12.4      8.3    11.7    5.9       4.5      3.3         2.3        2.1         1.2        0.9       1.4      1.5         2.0       1.0 

Spotted Flycatcher        1            8          0          1        1            1        3        0          1        0          0         0             0           0             0           0          0          3           0           0 

Willow Tit                      6             6          1         4         3            7      15        6          5        0          0         0             0           0             0           0          0          0           0           0 

Tree Creeper                 8             3          5       12        7            2         1        1          9        1           1         6          12            5          10          11        12        18           9        19 

Bullfinch                     3.5        5.8       3.9      2.8       1.5        2.3      2.8     3.3       2.2     4.1      4.6      2.8         2.9         2.3        2.1        1.8       2.7       2.2         2.4       2.1 

 

 

 

 



Species with straight numbers 

For a small group of species I have put in the raw numbers. In Spotted Flyc and Willow Tit to show the scale of 

decline, or in the case of Garden Warbler, Tree Creeper year on year. These look like 1-4 pairs and their progeny 

in the case of the Garwa and 1-2 pairs and their progeny in the case of Treec but please read note below.  

I don’t think that these results show anything startlingly different from trends established by the BTO surveys, on 

the contrary it is possible to see the BTO trends reflected in our figures (examples below). 

 

 



 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

One problem with this sort of analysis is that increased catches of one species can skew the figures downward for 

all other species. Catching in flocks or roosts can have this effect (swallows for example).   

Probably the greatest objection to using these data is the inconsistency of activity. As any bird ringer will 

recognise, individuals vary in their preferences and commitment and, in group ringing especially, individuals come 

and go so that activity can vary considerably not only from year to year but particularly from era to era. To some 

extent this is reflected in the overall totals of birds ringed per annum which at Wicken goes from a low point of 

0.8k to a high point of 4.8k. However, given a consistency of randomness of ringing these fluctuations in numbers 

ringed each year should not affect the proportion of each species in the catch unless there is a real change in the 

population of that species and that appears to be the case. 



At Wicken there have been a number of changes in personnel, areas (habitats) used preferentially, and effort, yet 

despite all those inconsistencies the data suggest that a trend, that we can presume to be real since it matches 

BTO IPMR trends, emerges using relatively unsophisticated analyses.  

It may be that the inconsistencies are ironed out by the volume of birds ringed and this sort of analysis may not 

be possible for smaller annual totals at more discrete sites. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Using a long term databank resulting from bird ringing, mostly carried out at random, despite the yearly variations 

in success and effort, trends emerge that mirror the trends from the BTO integrated population monitoring 

scheme.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 


