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and August. Unsuccessful breeders may desert breeding sites as 
early as mid-July, and in most years all the county’s Nightjars have 
left by the end of August.

The Gloucestershire Nightjar population has reflected the 
fluctuations at the national level. In the mid-nineteenth century 
it was said that ‘The fern owls are very numerous’ in the Forest 
of Dean (Nicholls 1858), and in 1902 Mellersh not only described 
Nightjars as being ‘in great profusion’ in the Dean but also spoke 
of them being widespread in the Cotswolds and breeding in the 
Vale at Highnam and Michaelwood. Christian (1999b) suggested 
that there had been an increase in numbers in the mid-twentieth 
century following the extensive felling of oak woodland during and 
after the Second World War, but Swaine made no mention of any 
such increase and described the Nightjar as ‘very local’ with only 
ten pairs found in a 1979 survey, all in the Forest of Dean. Since 
then the Gloucestershire population has varied within narrow limits. 
A low point came in 1989–90, when only three or four sites held 
single calling males and the county population seemed to be on 
the brink of extinction. However there has been a gradual recovery 
in numbers since then and it is likely that the current breeding 

population for the Forest of Dean is at least 20–25 pairs. Elsewhere, 
there have been just two sightings of single birds in the Cotswolds 
since 2000. All the breeding sites in the Dean are in small areas of 
relict or restored heath, such as the Park at Tidenham and Crabtree 
Hill near Cinderford, or in areas of clear-fell, which are used by the 
birds for five to ten years until the regenerating or replanted tree 
crop develops to the thicket stage.

Although Nightjars in Gloucestershire have now recovered 
slightly from their lowest point, they enjoy nothing like the 
abundance and widespread distribution described by Mellersh 100 
years ago. No longer is their song familiar to people throughout 
the county; they have become a ‘birdwatchers’ bird’, found only by 
those making a special journey to known sites to hear that magical 
call and to enjoy in the summer dusk their graceful buoyant flight.

2007–11 Atlas fieldwork Gloucestershire trends UK population trends

Number of tetrads in which recorded (max 683) Occupied 10 km squares (max 26) % of tetrads in which 
recorded (1st hour of TTV)

UK conservation status: 
Red 5

Total Confirmed Probable Possible Present 1968–71 1981–84 1988–91 2007–11 1988–91 2008–11 Long term Short term

Breeding 21 1 11 7 2 5 1 4 0.2 0 – –

Winter 0 0 0 – –

Sponsored by Hugh Manistre

Nightjar (European Nightjar)
Caprimulgus europaeus

Nightjars breed from North Africa and the British Isles east to 
northern China and the north-west Himalayas. Nearly all winter 
in Africa south of the Sahara. They breed in open, scrubby areas, 
laying their eggs in a scrape on bare ground. Typical habitats vary 
from large expanses of heathland to dunes and woodland clearings.

In Britain, Nightjars are most numerous in the east and south 
of England, from East Anglia to the Dorset heaths, but they also 
breed in smaller numbers elsewhere in England, Wales and southern 
Scotland. Only a few pairs remain in Ireland.

The twentieth century saw a steep decline in Britain’s Nightjars. 
Formerly fairly abundant and widespread, they decreased to the 
extent that it became possible to obtain accurate counts of the 
whole population in national surveys. The decrease has been linked 
to changes in the management of heath and a decline in numbers of 

insect prey, particularly moths. Between the 1968–72 and 1988–91 
Breeding Atlases, the range in Britain and Ireland declined from 655 
to only 285 10 km squares. Since the 1980s numbers have edged 
upwards again, probably helped by increasing areas of forestry 
clear-fell: national surveys by the BTO revealed 3,400 males in 1992 
(a rise of 50% since 1981) and 4,600 males in 2004, with most of the 
increase occurring within the reduced breeding range.

Because of their nocturnal habits Nightjars are rarely recorded 
other than by targeted searches at dusk on spring and summer 
evenings. They are the last of the summer visitors to arrive; in 
Gloucestershire the average first arrival date is May 17th and the 
earliest on record was on April 26th 1984. The male’s distinctive 
churring song, which makes them easy to locate, continues 
throughout the summer, becoming more intermittent in late July 
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