
 

How to monitor 

NESTING BIRDS 



Bird Habitats 
Birds will breed in different areas of a habitat they are 

found.  

Farmland provides habitat among all the crops. Quail and Lapwing 

often create their nests among the crops themselves, whereas some 

other species may nest in the hedges, 

Examples; Quail, Lapwing, Yellowhammer, Yellow Wagtails 

Water is not just vital for humans; water sources such as streams, 

rivers, saltmarshes or lakes hold numerous species whether they are 

ducks, geese, waders or even wagtails.  

Examples; Mallard, Greylag, Redshank, Oystercatcher, Grey Heron 

Farmland 

Wetland 

Woodland 

One of the most common bird habitats we have, woodlands hold 

numerous species including small birds, owls, and woodpeckers. 

Some birds nest outside of the tree and most use existing holes. 

Examples; Redstart, Pied Flycatcher, Tawny Owl, Willow Tit 

Upland 

Heathland and Upland habitats look very pretty—but they also are 

very important to our birds. Short-eared Owls and Hen Harriers use 

them as hunting grounds, whereas Red Grouse, Wheatear and Ring 

Ouzel will find the perfect nesting location. 

Examples; Red Grouse, Hen Harrier, Short-eared Owl, Wheatear 



MONITORING NESTS 

Adult on Nest: this the 

incubation stage and lasts a 
week or more depending on 

the species 

Nest Stage 1: material within the 

box 

Nest Stage 2—Material forming 

and now resembling a nest 

Eggs Covered: Birds will cover their 

eggs during intermittent laying to 
keep them protected 

Eggs UnCovered: Birds will 

uncover their eggs ready to 
begin incubating. 

Blind Young: young look 

helpless with eyes shut 

Feathers in Pin: There are different 

stages of in-pin (Small, Medium and 
Large) depending on the length of 

the feather 

Ready to fledge The young are 

fully-grown and ready to fledge 
the nest 



To ensure that everyone records the same, we use a 
standard Species Code system developed by BTO 



Activity Codes 

For monitoring bireeding birds, there is a standardise way of monitoring behav-
iour and nesting attempts. This does not include the physical nest, but instead 
looks at the overall behaviours and nesting outcomes. 

NON-BREEDING  

F 

M 

U 

FLY OVER 

SPECIES OBSERVED BUT MAY BE MIGRATING 

SPECIES OBSERVED BUT MAY BE A SUMMERING NON-BREEDER 

POSSIBLE BREEDING  

H 

 

S 

SPECIES OBSERVED IN BREEDING SEASON AT SUITING HABITAT 

SINGING MALE PRESENT AT SUITABLE BREEDING LOCAION 

PROBABLE BREEDING  

P 

 

T 

D 

N 

A 

I 

B 

 

PAIR OBSERVED IN SUITABLE NESTING HABITAT IN BREEDING  

SEASON 

PERMANENT TERRIOTY ESTABLISHED.  

COURTSHIP AND DISPLAY WITNESSED 

VISITING PROBABLE NEST SITE 

AGITAT BEHAVIOUR OR ANXIETY CALLS FROM ADULTS 

BROOD PATCH ON ADULT EXAMINED IN THE HAND (RINGING) 

NEST BUILDING OR EXCAVATING NEST-HOLE 

 

CONFIRMED BREEDING (see nest monitoring 

guidelines) 

 

DD 

UN 

FL 

ON 

FF 

NE 

NY 

DISTRACTION –DISPLAY WITNESS 

USED NEST OR EGGSHELLF FOUND 

RECENTLY FLEDGED YOUNG WITNESSED NEARBY OR FROM HOLE 

ADULTING ENTERING/LEAVING OCCUPIED NEST 

ADULT CARRYING FAECAL SAC OR FOOD FOR YOUNG 

NEST CONTAINING EGGS 

NEST WITH YOUNG SEEN OR HEARD 

 



MONITORING BREEDING BIRDS 
SAFELY 

WORKING AT HEIGHT: 

Ensure you follow guidelines relating to climbing ladders 

or trees. Have a partner with you and maintain all safety 

regulations. 

3 Points on ladder. Don’t stand on top 2 rungs. Place on 

flat surface.  

SAFETY FOR BIRDS: 

When working around birds, care must be taken to ensure they are also protected: 

• Quiet around nest to avoid any startling or abandoning of nest. 

• Don’t stay too long—a maximum of 2 minutes is all you need to peek inside, 

count and move off. 

• Licenses are required! Some species have further protection, check with 

your governing body first before looking for any nests. In the UK we have 

Schedule 1 requirements for these.  

• Most birds nest between March—September and it is an offence to disturb 

or damage nesting birds.  

PPE: 

Some birds are known to attack if you approach a nest, 

ensure you have some safety equipment on particularly 

around nesting holes to protect your eyes.  

Hard-hats may be required if working with species with 

sharp-talons.  

LOCATION: 

Always let atleast one person know where you are going. 

Sometimes we have an accident and require assistance, 

it’s easier to send someone your location. 



Make your own Nest Box! 

Use the diagram opposite to cut 

out your nest box. We’re making a 

box for Blue Tits, Great Tits and 

Sparrows. 

Start to put together your 

nest box. We use screws to 

make sure it stays together 

for a long time.  

Start with the back and install 

the sides first, this will make 

it easier. 

Drill the hole out of the front. 2.8cm is the size 

we use which means it works for a variety of 

species. 

Once complete, install your nest box in a suitable location 

outside. You can put it on a tree, fence or on a wall. About 

2m off the ground is best in a north-east direction.  



Record what you’ve discovered 

DATE SPECIES NEST ACTIVITY 

    



WHERE TO REPORT 

LOCAL RECORDING CENTRES & ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETIES 

Once you have found and monitored some nests or nesting behaviour, you can submit all 

this data to your local County Recorders, local records centre or even your Ornithological 

trust. UK we have the BTO, USA has Cornell Lab.  

SUBMIT TO US 

We are happy to collect any data you have from your 

various activities and submit these to your local are-

as and recording     centres.  


