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of polygyny, and has given rise to many ringing recoveries. The 
three oldest known British Pied Flycatchers were all ringed and 
recaptured within this study area; the oldest was just over nine years 
old. There have been many interchanges of ringed birds between the 
Dean and other breeding areas, in particular in Gwent, Shropshire 
and ‘Hereford & Worcester’. A 1994 nestling was killed by a car 
near Eastbourne in Sussex on August 5th that year, illustrating how 
early they may leave the country. There have also been a number of 
recoveries of Gloucestershire birds in the well-documented stopover 
area in northern Iberia, and six recoveries in Morocco, further 
along the migration corridor. Return migration tends to follow a 
more easterly route, and two spring recoveries in Algeria and Italy 
conform with this pattern.

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: 
Amber 3

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

Breeding 25 6 4 7 8 4 7 5 4.5 0.3 – –51%

Winter 0 0 0 – –

Sponsored by Frank & Liz Lander

Pied Flycatcher (Eurasian Pied Flycatcher)
Ficedula hypoleuca

Pied Flycatchers breed from Spain, the British Isles and Norway east 
to west-central Siberia, and winter in woodland habitats in West 
Africa south of the Sahara. In Britain they are mainly confined to 
western and northern areas, and ‘it seems likely that the majority of 
British Pied Flycatchers now use nest-boxes rather than natural sites’ 
(1988–91 Breeding Atlas). There was a slight expansion of range 
and increase in numbers between about 1970 and 1990 (Breeding 
Atlases), but more recently there has been a fairly severe decline.

Witchell & Strugnell and Mellersh referred to the species as being 
scarce in Gloucestershire, with occasional breeding records from the 
Severn Vale and elsewhere as well as in the Forest of Dean. Swaine 
described it as breeding in the Dean, and rarely east of the Severn. 
There were no suggestions of nesting in the area covered by the two 
Cotswolds Atlases, and the map shows that nearly all records during 
the current survey were in the Forest of Dean and the surrounding 
district; dots elsewhere almost certainly refer to passage migrants.

At what is now the RSPB reserve at Nagshead in the Dean, the 
Forestry Commission installed 84 nest-boxes in 1942 with the aim of 
encouraging more tits to nest; it was hoped that they would feed on 
the caterpillars of the winter moth, which were defoliating oak trees. 
It came as a surprise when 15 of the boxes were occupied by Pied 
Flycatchers. The population here has been monitored since 1948 
and detailed, systematic studies began in in 1982. The numbers of 
birds breeding have fluctuated widely, as shown by the graph. The 
most important reason for these fluctuations, and particularly for 
the recent declines, may well be variations in the numbers of defoli-
ating caterpillars, which are the flycatchers’ preferred food. Formerly 
very abundant, these caterpillars have been almost absent in many 
recent years; the last year of heavy tree defoliation was 1987. The 
flycatchers are also vulnerable to poor weather (cold and wet) during 
the nestling period and when the young have recently fledged, and 
a number of recent summers have been marked by very unseasonal 

weather at just the wrong time. In addition, potential mammalian 
predators (stoats, weasels, wood mice and rarely dormice) have been 
discovered inside boxes, while grey squirrels and Great Spotted 
Woodpeckers may also take their toll. Despite all these factors, the 
mean fledging rate of 4.5 young per nesting attempt over the last 
ten years is fairly high, raising the possibility that habitat or climate 
changes in the wintering or migration areas may also be involved 
in the decline. Finally, despite the birds’ protected status some nests 
were thought probably to have failed as a result of persistent distur-
bance from birdwatchers, particularly photographers. Flycatchers in 
a second breeding area in the Dean, which suffers less from distur-
bance, currently have higher fledging success. In any case, whatever 
the reasons for the overall decline, the Pied Flycatcher is clearly 
vulnerable in its Gloucestershire heartland.

The average first arrival in the county is about April 11th 
(earliest date on record April 4th 1995) and the last autumn sighting 
is usually towards the end of August (latest date September 28th 
1999). Rather few migrants are seen away from the breeding sites.

The monitoring at Nagshead has added much to our knowledge 
of this species’ breeding biology, notably the fairly frequent cases 
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Pied Flycatcher pairs 
at Nagshead RSPB 
reserve, Forest of 
Dean, 1948–2011.
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