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1.0

PROJECT INTRODUCTION
1.1

The North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project was set up in the autumn of 2015 by
a small group of volunteers based in North Yorkshire. The volunteer group
was greatly assisted in 2016 with resources provided at no cost by Forestry
England (FE) and the North and East Yorkshire Ecological Data Centre
(NEYEDC).

1.2

The main aim of the group was to initially survey the turtle dove Streptopelia
turtur population in the North Yorkshire Forests. The 2016 work completed
surveys in an area encompassing Cropton Forest. After collecting population
data, the group then planned to investigate sources of funding to resource
habitat improvement which would benefit turtle doves. The volunteer surveys
were inspired by surveys conducted by volunteers from the North Yorkshire
Forest Bird Study Group (NYFBSG) (see 3.1.8 page 6).

1.3

In December 2016 with help from a range of partner organizations, the North
York Moors National Park Authority (NYMNPA) applied for a National Lottery
Heritage Fund (NLHF) grant in order to create a resourced project focused on
turtle doves. In May 2017 the North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project started as a
three-year project with majority funding provided by NLHF. The project
funding allowed for a project officer position covering two-days a week.
Alongside the project officer, a partner team was set up with FE, NEYEDC,
Howardian Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (HH AONB),
Scarborough Borough Council (SBC), Royal Society for the Protection of
Birds (RSPB) and NYMNPA.

1.4

The NLHF Turtle Dove Project aims are:
• Provide advice, training, support and small-scale capital work.
• Train farmers about Turtle Dove conservation so that they can spread
the word amongst the farming community.
• Recruit volunteers to conduct surveys.
• Deliver talks and guided walks for local residents, schools and
community groups.
• Create publicity and display material at key locations such as the Sutton
Bank National Park Centre and the Dalby Forest Visitor Centre.
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Figure 1 – North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project Area
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1.5

This report aims to
• Provide a summary of the historical status of turtle doves within
Yorkshire and the NYTDP area in North Yorkshire
• Describe the field methods used for the surveys and monitoring
• Present results alongside a base line evaluation of the surveys carried
out by the NYTDP over the four years 2016-2019
• Provide a summary of NYTDP conservation achievements

2.0

EUROPEAN TURTLE DOVE, ECOLOGY AND STATUS
2.1

The turtle dove is a member of the Columbidae family which includes
European doves and pigeons. A spring migrant, they arrive on their breeding
grounds from April. Their range extends across much of Europe and the
Middle East, Central Asia, and North Africa. From September the majority of
the population leaves Europe to winter mainly south of the Sahara Desert in
the Sahel zone of Africa. (BirdLife International 2019).

2.2

They are protected in the UK under part I of the Wildlife and Countryside Act
1981 legislation (Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 as amended). In Europe
within the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild
Animals (CMS). In Appendix II (Convention on the Conservation of Migratory
Species of Wild Animals) and in the European Union (EU) Birds Directive
Annex II (European Union (EU) Birds Directive).

2.3

European populations of turtle doves have been in decline since the 1970’s.
They were included on the register of Unfavourable Conservation Status in
the European Union (EU) and in Europe in 2007 (Lutz, 2006). The current
global population is quoted as 12,800,000-47,600,000 mature individuals and
the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) status is listed as
vulnerable and decreasing (BirdLife International 2019)

2.4

In the UK turtle doves are Red Listed (high conservation concern) as
described in The Population Status of Birds in the UK (Eaton et.al. 2015). The
continuing decline led to the species being formally added to the UK Rare
Breeding Birds Panel list in 2019 as a ‘regular breeding bird’. This criterion
includes species with over 1,000 breeding pairs (RBBP, 2020). The UK
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RBBP collates data in partnership with county recorders on rare species of
birds breeding in the UK.
2.5

Breeding habitat traditionally includes farmland, scrub and woodland. Nest
sites often favour hawthorn Crataegus monogyna and are usually located
between 1 and 3m above the ground (Browne, 2004). In the North Yorkshire
forests turtle doves have been noted singing within commercial forestry
plantations for many years where they have also been found to be nesting
(see section 5 page 7).

3.0

SURVEY AND MONITORING METHODS
3.1

Background to turtle dove data collection on a national scale

3.1.1

Turtle doves were historically monitored in the UK using the generic Common
Bird Census (CBC) method first designed in 1962 by the British Trust for
Ornithology (BTO). The aim was to survey common birds, produce territory
maps and monitor populations over a period of time. Every species
encountered was included, many of which such as turtle doves were more
common at that time than currently. In the early 1960’s 250 survey plots were
set up across the UK. A wide range of habitats were covered from farmland to
small wetlands. The CBC was updated by the BTO in 1983 (BTO, 1983).

3.1.2

In 1994 a new generic method ‘The Breeding Bird Survey’ (BBS) was set up
by joint partners and run by the BTO. Both the CBC and the BBS are based
on a transect method using a linear survey route. The CBC did not have a
specific area restriction whereas the BBS is based on randomly selected plots
of 1km². The CBC recommends 10 visits whereas BBS recommends 2
surveys plus a reconnaissance visit. Both methods require morning starts and
the survey to be completed by 12pm, after which time bird activity reduces.
(British Trust for Ornithology).

3.1.3

The BBS is a highly prescriptive method. Two straight perpendicular transects
are established running through each survey square. BTO species codes are
used but no activity or sex of the bird is noted. This differs greatly from the
CBC method which also records activity e.g. if the bird is singing (British Trust
for Ornithology). The BBS method has since been found to be effective in
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producing population estimates and distributions for species on a national
basis (Newson, 2005).
3.1.4

Since these generic methods were produced, many species specific
monitoring methods have been published by individuals and nature
conservation organisations. Bird Monitoring Methods: A Manual of
Techniques for Key UK Species published in 1998 brought together many of
these into one book. However, despite there being 124 published species
survey methods there was no methodology for turtle doves (Gilbert, 1998).

3.1.5

Attention has only recently turned to designing a be-spoke species method for
turtle dove due to the continuing and accelerating decline. New methods have
benefited greatly from recent scientific papers illustrating behavioural
characteristics which may influence monitoring methods (see section 3
Constraints page 3).

3.1.6

In May 2012 Operation Turtle Dove (OTD) was launched with the aim of
reversing the decline of turtle doves (RSPB, Fair to Nature, Pensthorpe
Conservation Trust, Natural England, 2012). At a similar time, RSPB were
involved in advising on habitat conservation techniques such as be-spoke
seed mixes designed to provide improved feeding habitat. As part of these
projects RSPB saw a need to monitor farms with breeding turtle doves
(Streptopelia turtur) and farms using bespoke seed mixtures (Lee 2015, pers.
Comm., 15 December).

3.1.7

In 2015 RSPB produced an internal turtle dove (Streptopelia turtur) species
specific survey protocol for staff and volunteers conducting surveys (Lee et.
al. 2015). This method was informed by advances in the CBC and BBS plus
published research into how these birds’ behavioural characteristics can
affect the success of surveys (Calladine, Buner and Aebischer, 1999).

3.1.8

The status of turtle doves in the North Yorkshire Forests has been monitored
alongside many other species by the NYFBSG set up in 1993. In 1997 a
generic breeding bird monitoring project covering all forest breeding species
began in the major forest areas of the North York Moors National Park
situated to the west of Scarborough, a large proportion of which are under
Forestry England ownership.
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3.0.9

Similar and intended to be comparable to the BBS (see 3.1.2 page 5), the
forest monitoring project has run every year except 2001 (restrictions due to
foot & mouth disease) monitoring a set of random 1km squares which are
covered annually. The results published in 2016 demonstrated that in contrast
to the decline in other areas, turtle dove populations may have expanded in
the major forests of the North York Moors National Park.

3.0.10

Turtle doves have specific activity characteristics which influence how
detectable they are on a structured survey. A study in Suffolk in 1996 found
that the territory detection rate rose to approximately 70% during the first two
hours after sunrise. Detection rate then dropped to 30% after this time window
(Calladine, Buner and Aebischer, 1999). Optimum survey periods are critical
to survey success for single species. Generic methods such as the BBS can
miss individual species activity by designing visit timings to coincide with a
large range of species.

3.0.11

Mapping a large number of species within a complex landscape such as
farmland or in a structurally diverse habitat such as woodland can produce a
large number of registrations. This can reduce the accuracy of results when a
surveyor is faced with observing and recording many species simultaneously
especially during peak singing times such as early morning.

3.0.12

To address these constraints associated with generic methods the NYTDP
designed a species-specific survey and monitoring method (based on the
RSPB method, see 3.1.7 page 6). The NYTDP method is outlined below.

4.0

SURVEY AND MONITORING METHOD 2016-19
4.1

Population Surveys

• Aim: To survey the population of Turtle Doves within farmland and/or
forest habitat within the NYTDP area.
4.1.1 Each year a new area covering approximately 70 km² was chosen to
encompass a forest and/or farmland landscape which included an additional
2km buffer around the forest. Within this area 30, 1km squares were chosen
randomly. Volunteers were sought for each square.
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4.1.2 Over the four years, five areas covering a total 350km² were sampled. Three
of these areas were within the NYMNP and two within the HH AONB.
4.2

Population Monitoring

• Aim: To monitor the population of Turtle Doves within farmland and/or
forest habitat within the NYTDP area
4.2.1 Each year a series of five 1km squares were chosen from survey squares
which returned positive results in the previous year’s survey. Each monitoring
square was surveyed annually using the same field method as the initial
population survey.
4.3

Population Survey and Monitoring Field Method

4.3.1 To facilitate consistency the bespoke method chosen follows aspects of the
BBS transect guidelines and numbers of visits, but also incorporates CBC
style activity mapping. Constraints such as the secretive nature and daily
activity characteristics specific to turtle doves were taken into account by
planning visit times during the peak activity time of day and season. All other
species were omitted from the maps to help concentrate field observer time
and effort (see 4.3.2 below).

4.3.2 Nine additional species of conservation concern were included only on the
data sheet (omitted from the maps). These species were chosen as key
species based on their presence on the Red or Amber list of Birds of
Conservation Concern (BOCC 2015). In addition, their choice reflected their
occurrence within the project area in a range of generic habitats from
farmland through to woodland.
4.4

Pre-Survey Planning

4.4.1

Prior to the first survey a reconnaissance visit was recommended to record
the following:
• Mark transect routes on the field map
• Record any risks
• Mark any other survey constraints such as disturbance e.g. traffic noise
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4.4.2

A risk assessment was then completed using the information gathered on the
reconnaissance.

4.4.3

The two transect routes were designed to start approximately 250m from the
boundary of the 1km survey square. Two linear routes were then walked to
take in a range of field and habitat boundaries. The majority of the area was
covered within audible and sight range, whilst not creating adverse
disturbance. The routes were followed as practically as possible bearing in
mind health and safety is of greatest importance. The surveyor was required
to be in a location and condition fit enough to record the birds. Pushing
through a dense plantation or wading through a river would be not only
dangerous but also reduce detection rates for the survey. Visits were as
follows:
• Visit 1 between 11 May and 19 June
• Visit 2 between 21 June and 24 July.

4.4.4 Dates were designed to be at least ten days apart to enable even season
coverage and within good weather conditions avoiding strong winds, heavy
rain, fog and low cloud. If weather did not permit this then volunteers were
asked to carry out the surveys as far in advance of each other as possible.

4.4.5 Surveys were carried out for approximately 2 hours, commencing as close to
civil dawn as practical (defined as the when the geometric center of the Sun is
6 degrees below the horizon in the morning). Standard BTO notation was
used to record the birds’ activities e.g. singing, calling etc. Flight direction and
flock size was included in order to minimise the potential for double counting.
Each registration was marked on a field map during the survey, estimating as
best as possible the location of the record.
4.4.6 All turtle doves observed within a 500m band width, i.e. 250m either side of
the transect route, were recorded onto the 1:10,000 site maps which were
supplied using BTO species and activity codes.
4.4.7 The volunteers were also asked to complete a summary data sheet at the end
of each survey whether they had seen any target species or not. This included
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the date, surveyor name, time of start, time of finish, any disturbance, and
weather conditions.
4.4.8 To reduce the risk of maps and data sheets being lost surveyors were asked
to take a photo of their paperwork immediately after the survey.
4.5

Conservation Monitoring Field Method

• Aim: To monitor the success of conservation intervention on the
population of Turtle Doves within designated 1km squares
4.5.1 In 2019 a new method was established to monitor the success of habitat
improvement carried out by the project. A total of 11 conservation monitoring
squares was surveyed; eight in the NYMNP area and three within the HH
AONB.
4.5.2 The method used was informed by consultation with the BTO prior to the
surveys starting. BTO recommended using the same method for the surveys
but carrying out three visits rather than two.
BBS survey plot examples provided to
the surveyors for the population and
monitoring work.
Right: ideal routes.
Below: actual routes which may need
to be taken to avoid dangerous
ground or access restrictions.
(Figures curtesy of BTO generic
Breeding Bird Survey guidelines)
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5.0

HISTORICAL REVIEW OF RECORDS PRIOR TO 2016

5.1

Turtle doves have a long history of being present as a migrant breeding bird in
Yorkshire. Many references can be found in antiquarian bird books, the Yorkshire
Naturalist Union (YNU) annual reports and later in local bird group reports.

5.2

One of the first formal natural history accounts of turtle doves in the UK was written
by Thomas Bewick in 1826 in his iconic book ‘A History of British Birds’. The only
record he references was of a bird shot out of a flock in Northumberland in 1794
(Bewick 1826). Bewick goes on to describe a turtle dove song as;
“Singularly tender and plaintive: in addressing his mate, the male makes use
of a variety of winning attitudes, cooing at the same time in the most gentle
and soothing accents; on which account this bird has been represented in all
ages, as the most perfect emblem of connubial attachment and constancy”.

5.3

In 1882 William Yarrell in his book A History of British Birds Volume III refers to their
status and breeding habitat as;
“Owing to the great increase of conditions suitable to their habits, these birds
are both more numerous and far more widely distributed than in former years.
They frequent woods, fir plantations, and high thick hedges dividing arable
land”.

5.4

Following on from William Yarrell, Thomas H. Nelson in his book The Birds of
Yorkshire A Historical Account of the Avifauna of the County, references the first
“notice” of turtle doves as a Yorkshire bird by Thomas Allis written in 1844 (Nelson
1907). These sightings are interesting as they refer to only four records, the earliest
of which is dated as 1824; “Dr. Farrar has seen but one specimen which was shot
near Rotherham about 1824”. Nelson goes on to describe the bird as
“Popularly supposed to be a south-country bird, the turtle dove has of late
years, like some other species, been extending its range northward”.

5.5

Several references are later described which confirm the status as scarce-rare in the
county in the early-mid 19th Century;
“A straggler on migration north of Sheffield”.
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5.6

By the time Nelson wrote his book, the turtle dove population was increasing
significantly in the eastern part of Yorkshire;
“Mr. W.H.St. Quintin, writing in 1902, says the Turtle Dove was unknown to
him in his nesting days, being first heard at Scampston about 1885, later still
at Lowthorpe, and now each year it is found at both places. At the end of May
1900, he saw five together in a field at Scampston, and in 1897 knew of six
pairs in the plantations there”.

5.7

Nelson continues to describe in detail the breeding status, referencing the limit of the
breeding range as;
“At Scarborough it reaches the most northerly point at which the nest has
been known with absolute certainty”.

5.8

Eggs found in 1900 and a nest at Wykeham in 1905 is noted. However, he then
describes two birds in a plantation near Marton in Cleveland in June 1902 which may
have been breeding.

5.9

The next formal natural history book to be written on the birds of Yorkshire was
published in 1952. Ralph Chislett described the increase in turtle doves as continuing
into the early-mid 20th Century to the point where;
“Nowhere in the county where suitable cover exists can the species be
accounted uncommon”.

5.10

He then makes a useful habitat reference by the naturalist W.S. Medlicott in 1945;
“W.S.M mentioned afforestation as a possible cause of increase. Certainly,
turtle doves now breed in most of the plantations of the Forestry
Commission”.

5.11

A good example of the favored habitat at that time is then described as;
“In the spruces about Strines, on high ground to the west of Sheffield, K.
Wheater estimated that thirty pairs bred in 1948”.

5.12

Thirty-four years later in 1986 John R. Mather published his book ‘The Birds of
Yorkshire’. The majority of the section on turtle doves is devoted to migration counts
in the eastern part of the county and on the coast. It appears this was due to the lack
of migration records noted by Chislett (1952). Flocks numbering up to 193 are
described at Spurn in 1979. The largest numbers were noted as being recorded in

Turtle Dove Surveys Report North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project

Page 12

the eastern part of the county; in the spring of 1981, 543 birds were logged between
the 8th May and 23rd June at Blacktoft Sands. John describes the status as being
virtually the same as in Nelson’s day apart from it increasing in the lower dales and in
the north. He also describes the larger numbers in the eastern Pennines and North
York Moors as due to the increase in forestry plantations (Mather 1986).
5.13

Arrival dates throughout these references give a consistent pattern of first sightings in
the third or fourth week of April. Increasing numbers then arrive at breeding localities
from May into early June. Strongest passage at coastal stations is often recorded as
late May into early June, a good example of this being the 68 recorded at Spurn over
two days; 4th and 5th June 1966 (YNU 1965-66). Earlier arrival dates as exceptional
are occasionally noted such as a bird at Wilton near Middlesbrough on the 24th
March 1972 (YNU 1972).

5.14

During the 1990’s, YNU annual county bird reports began to record the status of
turtle doves as decreasing markedly in recent years. The 1997 report cites the best
area in that year as the Lower Derwent National Nature Reserve (LDNNR) with 29
singing males. In the same report, the few VC62 records include sightings from
several sites in Wykeham/Dalby Forests although breeding was noted as not proven.
Bearing in mind the lack of VC62 records from that year and the large number from
VC61 it is a distinct possibility that turtle doves were under-recorded or few records
submitted giving a false picture of the status in VC62.

5.15

Ten years later in 2007 the recorded status in Yorkshire had not improved and fewer
records meant the status was amended to ‘very scarce’ (YNU 2007). In the NYMNP
14 pairs were found within the forest area, this was noted as similar to recent years.

5.16

Since 2007 the most consistent records of breeding turtle doves in our project area
have come from two sources; the NYFBSG and York Ornithological Group (YOG).

5.17

The NYTDP area encompasses two bird clubs; Scarborough Birders club (SBC) and
YOG along with two natural history groups; Ryedale Naturalists (RN) and
Scarborough Naturalists (SN). The support and co-operation of all these groups have
greatly helped the turtle dove project since its inception in 2016.

5.18

SBC collates all bird records within their recording area (see figure 1 page 15). SBC
have shared all of their records of turtle doves annually with NYTDP for the three
years; 2017-2019. These records appear in the database as ‘casual records’.
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5.19

YOC has collated records of all bird species submitted to the group within their
recording area (see figure 2 page 15) since their inception in the mid 1960’s. YOC
have recently shared all of their current and historical records of turtle doves from
between 2003 and 2019 with NYTDP. Their records appear in the database as
‘casual records’.

5.20

Historical records from within both the YOG area and the TD Project area show
several villages in the HH AONB as consistently key sites for turtle doves. The
following were mentioned regularly in reports from 2003-05; ‘Yearsely Moor’,
‘Towthorpe Farm Terrington’ and ‘Gilling’. Two of these village areas; Gilling and
Yearsley Moor were still producing records in 2019 illustrating the high degree of site
fidelity exhibited by turtle doves.

5.21

Turtle dove records from this period are scarce and only describe small numbers i.e.
<12 sightings in 2003 from the whole of the YOG area. However, these records may
not illustrate the true picture at that time due to the variable number of observers
submitting records and/or bias of observer coverage. In 2006 the status of turtle
doves within the YOG report was described as an ‘increasingly scarce migrant
breeder ‘.

5.22

Historical Status and Habitat Summary

5.22.1 Turtle doves have been recorded as a breeding bird within Yorkshire for almost 200
years. Within that time, they have undergone significant changes in range and
associated breeding numbers. A scarce-rare straggler in the early part of the 19th
Century they were then considered as common throughout Yorkshire in the mid-20th
Century, followed by a significant range contraction noted from the latter part of the
century.
5.22.2 Reliable references to habitat choice throughout the literature reveal turtle doves
have often favored woodland and forest habitats throughout this period. One
revealing reference in Yarrell (1882) locates their habitat as “woods, fir plantations,
and high thick hedges dividing arable land”. This edge or ‘ecotone’ between two
habitats; forest and farmland is still very evident to this day in their current choice of
landscape within the NYTDP area.
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Figure 1 – Scarborough Birders Recording Area

Figure 2 – York Ornithological Group Recording Area
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6.0

FORMAL SURVEY – RESULTS 2016-19

6.1

2016 Surveys

6.1.1

Our first year of the project was carried out as a volunteer group with resources
provided at no cost by FE and NEYEDC. This got us off to a great start with 20
volunteers surveying 29 squares in and around Cropton Forest.

6.1.2

In 2016 a total of 26 singing males were recorded in Cropton Forest on the formal
population surveys.

6.2

2017 Surveys

6.2.1

The NLHF project started in May 2017. Surveys in 2017 were carried out in Dalby
Forest and five monitoring squares in Cropton. These were chosen from squares
surveyed in 2016 which had positive results.

6.2.2

In 2017 a total of 18 singing males were recorded; 11 in Dalby Forest in the new
population survey area and seven in Cropton from the five monitoring squares first
surveyed in 2016.

6.3

2018 Surveys

6.3.1

The 2018 surveys were the first to include the HH AONB area. Surveys were carried
out in the northern part of the AONB, a new area referred to as the Eastern Area
which focused on three forests; Langdale, Wykeham and Broxa plus ten monitoring
squares; five in Dalby and five in Cropton.

6.3.2

In 2018 a total of 24 singing males were recorded; 18 from the new Eastern Area,
two from the Cropton monitoring squares, three from the Dalby monitoring squares
and one from the HH AONB northern population survey.

6.4

2019 Surveys

6.4.1

In 2019 population surveys were carried out in a new central area of the HH AONB
and an additional 19 monitoring squares; 15 covering the three forest areas in the
NYMNP area and four within the HH AONB area surveyed for the first time in 2018.

6.4.2

In addition to these surveys, a new method was started in 2019 aimed at monitoring
conservation gain on farms which have had conservation work carried out for turtle
doves and/or manage habitat for a range of farmland birds. 11 squares were
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surveyed with three visits each per square. These are referred to as conservation
monitoring squares.
6.4.3

In 2019 a total of 38 singing males were found; one from the new HH AONB central
area population survey, 19 from the Cropton monitoring squares, five from the
eastern monitoring squares and 11 from the conservation monitoring squares. No
turtle doves were found on the Dalby monitoring squares for the first time and no
turtle doves were seen on the HH AONB monitoring squares first surveyed in 2018.

7.0

CASUAL RECORDS – RESULTS 2016-19

7.1

At the start of the funded project we realised the importance of giving casual records
equal weight alongside population surveys when planning sites for conservation
intervention. The combination of historical data and new casual records confirmed
the importance of sites outside of our formal survey areas. Close liaison with local
bird clubs and naturalist societies has facilitated collection of data and allowed us to
recruit more volunteers for our formal surveys. This important relationship between
professional conservation organisations and amateur naturalists has allowed new
survey skills to be learnt and data exchanged to the benefit of both communities.

7.2

The increased awareness developed through the outreach activities during the
funded project led to a large increase in bird records in 2017. All records were listed
and treated as separate birds without any filter. This way we were able to track
repeat records from sites and map likely breeding areas. 2017 was the best year for
casual records with 289 birds reported. There was a fall in 2018 to 231 and another
decrease in 2019 to 210. The largest flock recorded during these three years was 13
at a farm south of Dalby Forest on the 25th July 2017. This post breeding flock
contained several juveniles and occurred within a landscape which has been a
traditional area for post breeding birds for a long time. This is also an area with stony
limestone rich soils suitable for fumitory to grow in profusion. A good example of this
soil type and scarce arable plant assemblage was found near West Ayton in July
2019 (see photo 3 page 32).

7.3

The large majority of casual records originated from the east of the project area
within and on the border of the forest areas of Cropton, Dalby, Wykeham, Langdale
and Broxa. Villages in relatively close proximity to these forests have also been
consistent in producing records. Nine were counted in a Lockton garden on the 8th
June 2017. This concentration of birds in one or two gardens was due to the owner at
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that time feeding a seed mix suitable for turtle doves. In 2018 the owner of the
garden moved house which is likely to have had an impact, both reducing the feeding
scale and almost certainly the number of birds seen in Lockton.
7.4

The most northerly birds recorded by the project which exhibited behaviour
consistent with breeding occurred in Silton Forest near Osmotherley in 2019. Bearing
in mind the rarity of turtle doves north of this site, this may be the furthest north
extant turtle dove breeding site in the UK…

7.5

The forest area between and including Boltby Forest, Sutton Bank and Scawton has
been another productive area for casual records in every year of the project. During
this time, turtle doves have remained a popular feature for visitors at Sutton Bank
National Park Centre and were still present in 2019. The Howardian Hills area
produced the fewest records but despite the low numbers, the same villages and
adjacent forest areas consistently produced birds every year of the project; Gilling,
Yearsley and Cawton. Ampleforth held a small number of birds in 2017 with a gap in
2018 then again in 2019.

8.0

RESULTS SUMMARY 2016-2018

8.1

The following tables break down the results of the surveys into each year, area i.e.
named forest and designated landscape (NYMNP or HH AONB). The total area
sampled refers to the total area mapped from which the 30 squares were chosen
randomly. The number of completed squares is the number of 1km² monads
completed from the 30 randomly chosen squares. Maximum number of singing males
is the total of all singing birds from both survey visits. Volunteer hours is a sum of the
number of squares surveyed multiplied by five based on the estimated time to
complete one reconnaissance visit and two survey visits for each square (it is
recognised that in some cases this will be an underestimate when travelling or
additional visits are also accounted). The casual records table summarises each
survey year and the total number of birds reported outside the formal surveys.

8.2

The formal survey results figures (pages 21-25) show results by survey year based
on presence or absence.

8.3

The casual records figure (page 26) marks the location of each unique casual record
to show distribution over the four survey years.
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Figure 2 – All Survey Squares 2016-2019

Turtle Dove Surveys Report 2019 North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project

Page 21

Figure 3 – Survey Squares and Results 2016
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Figure 4 – Survey Squares and Results 2017
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Figure 5 – Survey Squares and Results 2018
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Figure 6 – Survey Squares and Results 2019
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Figure 7 – Casual Records 2016-19
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9.0

CONSERVATION RESOURCE TARGETING

9.1

At the start of the volunteer project it was our intention to move as quickly as possible
from surveys to conservation intervention. In 2018 we set up the North Yorkshire
Turtle Dove Grant designed specifically for landowners and farmers. The work
involved sowing and managing a wild flower plot which would provide seed for turtle
doves. The work specification followed advice from Natural England and RSPB and
the payments matched Countryside Stewardship (CSS) payments available for
nectar and pollen plots. Within two years of starting the volunteer surveys in 2016 we
were able to fund our first turtle dove wild flower plot on the Dawnay Estate near
Wykeham. This was an important milestone for the project and hugely satisfying to
see habitat benefits so soon after the volunteer project started.

9.2

The grant was funded from the new NLHF project budget which was available for
three years. However, we needed a longer grant timescale to ensure maximum
benefit for turtle doves. Thanks to an impressive legacy commitment by NYMNPA we
were able to extend the grant to six years, committing finance beyond the current
NLHF project term to secure this additional benefit.

9.3

To ensure best use of the new grant we needed to target resources on the most
important sites to achieve both maximum gain for turtle doves and best use of our
limited funds.

9.4

To facilitate this targeting, NEYEDC were commissioned to create, using GIS, a list
of key 1km squares for conservation intervention within the project area. The analysis
was based on the following feature layers; water, forestry and/or woodland,
environmental stewardship schemes and turtle dove records covering the period
2016-18. The result of the assessment was the production of a project map with 62
priority 1km² grid squares (see figure page 8 page 28). Squares with all four features
are coloured purple with additional orange markers indicating turtle dove presence.
Squares with three of the four features are coloured purple without the bird additional
orange bird record marker. The case for targeting interventions at key sites is
strengthened by the strong site fidelity nature of turtle doves, often over more than
one generation (see 5.20 page 14).
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Figure 8 – Priority Grid Squares for Turtle Dove Conservation Intervention
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10.0 ADDITIONAL SPECIES RESULTS
10.1

Over the course of the three project funded survey years all surveyors were required
to record additional species. These species were chosen to represent the habitat of
each area i.e. the mainly forested areas of the NYMNP or the predominantly mixed
arable and forestry in the HH AONB.

10.2

In the NYMNP area four species; willow tit, tree pipit, redstart and yellowhammer
were chosen to represent birds which have declined nationally but are well known as
occurring in landscapes covered by these surveys. An additional two species; pied
flycatcher and wood warbler were chosen as species which were historically found in
small numbers in our area but are now rare breeding species. One species firecrest
was chosen as a species which is increasing as a breeding species in England and
may be under-recorded in our area.

10.3

In the HH AONB area five species; grey partridge, skylark, song thrush, tree sparrow
and yellowhammer were chosen to represent nationally declining species which
occur within the HH AONB. An additional four forest species; tree pipit, redstart,
hawfinch and wood warbler were chosen as species which were historically found in
small numbers in our area but are now rare breeding species.

10.4

Table 3 below presents the results of the additional species data for each year.

Table 3 – Additional Species Totals and Number of Squares Found
Species. NYMNP area
Willow Tit
Tree Pipit
Redstart
Firecrest
Pied Flycatcher
Wood Warbler
Yellowhammer
Species. HH AONB area
Grey Partridge
Skylark
Tree Pipit
Redstart
Song Thrush
Tree Sparrow
Hawfinch
Yellowhammer
Wood warbler

2017
6
26
0
0
0
4
38
2017
No Surveys
No Surveys
No Surveys
No Surveys
No Surveys
No Surveys
No Surveys
No Surveys
No Surveys

Squares
3
7
0
0
0
1
10
Squares

2018
11
43
7
0
0
1
43
2018
2
26
11
1
41
26
0
40
0
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Squares
5
11
4
0
0
1
17
Squares
1
8
5
1
12
5
0
11
0

2019
13
25
2
0
0
1
144
2019
4
90
3
4
101
58
0
175
0

Squares
4
9
2
0
0
1
22
Squares
3
17
2
3
19
10
0
20
0
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10.5

Table 4 below presents the results of notable birds recorded by the surveyors which
were not on the additional species list but were of interest to either surveyor or local
conservation organisations.

Table 4 – Other Notable Species Numbers
Other Notable Species
Nightjar
Kingfisher
Otter
Marsh Tit
Barn Owl
Goshawk
Lapwing
Curlew
Cuckoo

10.6

2017 NYMNP
2
1
1
-

2018 NYMNP & HH
1
4
5
1
4
-

2019 NYMNP & HH
3
2
4
14
3

One of the prime drivers for recording additional species on the turtle dove surveys
was to increase the amount of data and the accuracy of local breeding bird records to
inform conservation targeting. The additional records data has produced some
interesting results for Red and Amber List species summarised below;

National Park/Forestry England Area
• Tree pipit numbers peaked in 2018 with 43 birds found. 2019 was the
highest positive squares result with 36% of squares returning a
presence.
• Willow tit numbers peaked in 2019 with 13 found. 2019 was also the
year with the highest number of positive squares with 18% of squares
returning a presence
• Redstart numbers were low. 2018 was the best year with seven birds
found in 10% of squares
• Yellowhammers were found in all three survey years peaking in 2019
with an impressive 143 individuals found. 2019 was also the year with
the highest number of positive squares with 56% of squares returning a
presence
Howardian Hills AONB Area
• Grey Partridge were only recorded in three squares in 2019 with only
four birds seen

Turtle Dove Surveys Report 2019 North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project

Page 30

• Skylarks were found in 80% of squares in 2019 with 90 birds recorded
• Song thrush were found in 90% of squares in 2019 with 101 birds
recorded
• Tree sparrows were found in 47% of squares with 58 birds recorded
• Yellowhammers were found in 95% of squares with 175 birds recorded
• Despite the winter of 2018/19 being significant for large numbers of
hawfinches in the HH AONB, no hawfinches were found on the breeding
bird surveys in 2019

11.0 PROJECT ACHIEVEMENTS – SURVEY AND CONSERVATION
11.1

The surveys, started in 2016 by a small group of volunteers have been very popular
over the course of the following three years. A total of 81 volunteers have taken part
in these surveys. Each volunteer has attended at least one training session and
subsequently progressed to carry out at least one survey. Of the 81 surveyors, 51
have conducted surveys over the course of two or more years. 30 volunteers have
been part of the project for three or more years, becoming an integral part of the
volunteer team.

11.2

Over the course of the four years these returning volunteers have learnt new and/or
improved their bird survey skills, passed knowledge to new volunteers and helped to
liaise and inspire farmers and landowners about turtle dove conservation.
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Photo 1 – Turtle Dove survey meeting in Dalby Forest Visitor Centre November 2017

11.3

One great example of knowledge sharing with the farming community was a positive
turtle dove record on a farm in the HH AONB, found on a formal survey by a
volunteer in 2018. Excited to find a turtle dove in his square, he gave the farmer the
good news and went on to tell the full story and speak about the conservation
opportunities offered by our project. Shortly afterwards, after a visit by the turtle dove
project officer the farm was signed up into the six-year land management grant. The
farm now has two flourishing flower plots for turtle doves.

Photo 2 – The first Turtle Dove seed plot on the Dawnay Estate gets national press
attention. Left to right David Edwards Dawnay Estate Farm Manager, Joe Shute Senior
Feature Writer Daily Telegraph, Richard Baines Turtle Dove Project Officer. Photo taken May
2019.
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Photo 3 – Common fumitory growing in profusion in stony limestone soils on a turtle dove
grant funded farm near West Ayton. Photo taken 3rd July 2019.

11.4

Casual records of turtle doves sent in to the project have also been extremely
valuable in targeting conservation work. A farmer who owns a small land holding
between Helmsley and Sutton Bank made contact with the project in 2019 to tell us
of two turtle doves that were present on his farm throughout the summer in 2018 and
in 2019. After a visit by the project officer the farm now has a six-year turtle dove
grant for two wild flower seed plots. In February 2020 we funded the restoration of a
dew pond on the same farm within 200m of where the turtle doves were seen in
2019.
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Photos 4 and 5 – NYTDP dew pond restoration in North Yorkshire at a farm in February 2020
where two turtle doves spent the summer in 2019. Photo taken February 2020.

11.5

Prior to 2016 there was limited awareness nationally about the significant population
of turtle doves in the north-eastern part of North Yorkshire. The work of the NLHF
project and associated volunteer surveys has directly led to our area now being
recognised as one of the nationally important Turtle Dove Friendly Zones (TDFZ) by
Operation Turtle Dove.

11.6

The North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project is now represented at the annual OTD
technical meetings held at the David Attenborough Building in Cambridge. The
project officer Richard Baines attended the first of these meetings in January 2018
and again in 2019 (see photo below). These meetings focus on knowledge exchange
between national and international conservation teams and decision making on
turtle dove conservation priorities.
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Photo 6 – Turtle Dove Technical Group meeting January 2020 with representatives from
national and international organisations including RSPB, OTD, NE, DEFRA and Game
Conservancy

11.7

To watch our North Yorkshire Turtle Dove Project video please Click Here and don’t
forget to give us some good reviews on You Tube!

12.0 RECOMMENDATIONS AND DISCUSSION

12.1

Informal consultation with project partners and volunteer surveyors has developed a
good flow of knowledge sharing over the time of the project. The following survey
recommendations have been informed by suggestions put forward over the course of
2019-20.
• Continue to survey the monitoring squares beyond the life of the funded
project
• If possible, aim to use the same volunteers for each year ensuring
continuity and increasing expertise
• Include three additional species; redstart, song thrush and
yellowhammer as mapped species from 2020 onwards. This will not
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only provide additional data for these species it will also provide greater
volunteer satisfaction after the survey, especially if there are no turtle
doves in a survey square.
• Include a dot mark where the surveyor believes the bird was present on
the field map. This will provide greater accuracy when plotting the
record on GIS post survey
12.2

Over the course of the three funded years of the project, many of our aims have
been met and surpassed. In September 2019 we were proud to receive national
recognition winning the best conservation project award at the UK National Parks
conference. However, with limited funds available for conservation work we
have yet to deliver the scale of habitat change needed to improve the turtle dove
population across the whole of our project area. With many of the strategies now in
place to positively affect this population change, large scale delivery is now the
biggest challenge facing our project.
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15.0 APPENDICIES
Appendix 1 – BTO Activity Codes from Common Bird Census/BTO method
using Turtle Dove as the example. These were provided to all volunteers to
use on their field maps.
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Appendix 2 – Example data sheet used on the surveys – North York
Moors NP area
Transect
Number

Name of Surveyor

Date
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Start Grid Ref.
and Time

End Grid Ref.
And Time
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Weather Conditions
Temp:

Disturbance or any other Comments

Wind Direction:
Wind Strength Beaufort Scale Number:
Precipitation: yes or no.
Cloud Cover Okta number:
Number of Singing Males

Number of Mating Pairs

Transect 1:

Transect 1:

Transect 2:

Transect 2:

Number of Juveniles

Number of Active Nest Sites

Transect 1:

Transect 1:

Transect 2:

Transect 2:

Additional Species
Please record only number of singing males
Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis

Pied Flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca

Willow Tit Poecile montanus

Wood Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix

Firecrest Regulus ignicapilla

Yellowhammer Emberiza citronella

Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus
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