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Are garden birds being threatened? 

With many animals under threat in Britain, there is concern for Britain’s 

birds.  Experts have suggested that there are natural ups and downs in 

garden bird numbers, throughout the year, which are created by the 

weather and changes in the amount of daylight.  

We asked a bird expert, Tosh Jones, about how the weather affects 

the birds that we see in our garden. 

We asked the expert to tell us the answers to some of the reader’s most common questions 

Question: Why is my garden full of pigeons and magpies, and not smaller birds? 

Answer: Pigeons and magpies are more adaptable to living in man-made towns than smaller birds. 

They are also large and frightening, so many other birds may prefer to keep out of their way rather 

than compete with them for food. 

Although large numbers of pigeons can keep smaller birds off bird tables by their sheer size and 

number, they don't feed on the chicks or adults of other birds. However, magpies are omnivorous as 

they regularly feed on the eggs and chicks of other birds.  It is worth noting, though that only 10 per 

cent of their diet involves birds.  

Question: I'm in London, why are there are no sparrows? 

Answer: House sparrow numbers are seriously falling across parts of 

the UK. Around 60 per cent of house sparrows have been lost since 

the mid-1970s.  

We are researching this but we believe the causes ares how easily 

their food is available during some parts of the year and the fact that 

their nesting sites are disappearing.  This is as a result of changes in 

the wider countryside such as the hedgerows being destroyed to make way for larger fields. 

How does the weather affect British birds? 

Birds respond in different ways to different weather conditions.  Cold winters can kill a lot of birds through 

starvation. The smaller the bird, the more likely it is to be affected by a longer period of winter cold. Robins, wrens 

and blue tits can be affected by cold snaps but starlings and blackbirds are not affected.  Food availability in May and 

June can be crucial in deciding how many chicks survive to leave the nest. 

Which types of birds are affected most by the weather? 

Blue tits and blackbirds are a good example of birds affected by the weather. For a pair of blue tits to succeed in 

raising their young, they need a plentiful supply of moth caterpillars. The best caterpillar ‘crops’ are available in years 

when the spring is warm and sunny with low rainfall, and the tits’ breeding success is correspondingly high. Too 

much rain would be troublesome for blue tits because it delays the caterpillars in the trees. Often it washes them off 

completely which leaves the blue tits with no caterpillars and the chicks starve. 

Do all birds need warm weather? 

Warm weather spells trouble for blackbirds, which rely on earthworms to feed their chicks. This dries the soil and 

forces earthworms deep down, beyond the reach of blackbirds. On the other hand, if the weather is too wet, this 

ensures a plentiful supply of earthworms for them.   


