Introduction to the digital
Birds of Sussex (James 1996)

The Birds of Sussex (Thomas 2014) was successfully published and launched
in January 2014 and has subsequently received much praise. This recent county
avifauna contains multiple references to this earlier volume (James 1996) which has
been out of print for many years. This digital edition therefore brings the
information contained in the eatlier volume to recent members of the Sussex
Ornithological Society and other students of Sussex ornithology. Furthermore the
much acclaimed recent avifauna looks more closely at events following the
publication of the 1996 volume and offers a different approach in both the
introductory section and the main systematic list.

This version can be read with a PDF reader and has been compiled from a
selection of Microsoft ‘Word’ files kept from the mid-1990s. It is believed that
most of these were those near to the final editions passed to the printers but
several of the introductory sections were not in the final typeset format and there
may have been subsequent edits made to these. Initially the plan was to provide
only the text, tables and figures for this edition but it has been possible to include
the artwork, photographs and maps but, in so doing, the size of this volume has
dramatically increased. There are some notable differences from the printed book:-

L Although the order is similar to the printed book both the page
numbers and, in some instances, the page layout are different. For
this reason, and the ability to use the searching facilities in many PDF
readers, the index has not been included in this volume.

1L All the original mapping files were lost so it is not possible to
reproduce the maps precisely. The distribution maps in the systematic
list here are those produced in Sussex Bird Atlas 2007-11: The Maps
(Newnham & Crabtree 2012) and relate to fieldwork conducted
between 1988 and 1992. In some species therefore there is a small
difference in the number of symbols depicted in the maps and those
referred to in the text. For some of the scarcer species the printed
book showed an open symbol for records between 1976 and 1988;

these are not shown here.
Jobn Newnhanr (December 2014)
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The Editor

Paul James was born in 1958. His parents, Charles and Beryl, are to this
day active Sussex birders and Paul's interest in birds, therefore, was set on its
course at a very early stage. Since the age of two he has either lived in or has been
based in Sussex where he has pursued his interest not only in birds, but in other
aspects of natural history including butterflies, dragonflies and plants. Having
obtained a B.Sc in Biological Sciences and an M.Sc in Ecology, he entered the
teaching profession, a career he pursues to this day.

Paul was County Recorder from 1987 to 1991 and was a member of the
Sussex Ornithological Society's Records Committee from 1985 to 1995. He has
written articles for the Society's newsletter and the Review of the Year for the
Sussex Bird Report and has found a number of Sussex rarities, including his most
famous exploit of rescuing an exhausted Little Bittern from a gutter by Hove
Lagoon. Much of his birding has been at Beachy Head in the east of the county
and Selsey Bill in the west and he jointly holds the record for the most species seen
in a day in Sussex (135). He has travelled extensively in search of birds to such
destinations as Australia, Borneo, Hong Kong, South Africa and South America.

THE BIRDS OF SUSSEX

Sussex lies in the south-eastern corner of Britain extending from the
English Channel towards the outer limits of the suburban sprawl of London. Until
agricultural intensification occurred, the landscape was a mosaic of habitats
including downland sheep walks, Wealden farmland, heathland, coastal marshland
and, of course, woodland (to this day Sussex is one of the most heavily wooded
counties in Britain). Pressure from agriculture, residential development and road
building has continued to accelerate, affecting both the countryside and its wildlife.
Although strictly about birds, this publication will provide baseline information to
protect their environment and assist conservation in the county of Sussex.

The contents comprise:

. Comprehensive species accounts

. Coloured distribution maps (based on the results of the County's Atlas
Survey)

. Histograms and analysis tables, particularly of scarcer species
. Wildfowl and wader counts

. First and last dates for summer migrants

. A review of the history of ornithology in Sussex

. Habitat chapters

. Gazetteer

. Full page colour illustrations by top bird artist John Reaney

. Colour photographs by leading wildlife photographers

. Over 60 black and white vignettes



THE SUSSEX ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY

The Society was formed in 1962 by a group of keen young people
including, amongst others, B A E (Tony) Marr, Richard Porter, Chris Mead,
Michael Shrubb and Tony Sheldon. Up until that time, birding in Sussex
had been relatively uncoordinated, the county focal point being the annual
Sussex Bird Reportt, a private publication produced and edited by Grahame
des Forges and Denzil Harber. Although an excellent publication for its
time, it tended to concentrate on rarities and migration records and little
was documented, or even known, about the status and distribution of the
county's breeding birds.

With the genesis of the fledging society, there were new aims
expressed in 1962 as follows:-

() To bring together all persons having a common interest in the
birds of Sussex, providing a forum for exchange of ideas and a centralised
body for the dissemination of information;

(b) To arrange lectures and outings to interesting locations to broaden
the knowledge and scope of members;
(© To cooperate with existing organisations such as the British Trust

for Ornithology and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and other
interested societies;
(d) To promote scientific studies throughout the county;
(® To publish an annual report containing such items as the year's
bird records, results of any special enquiries and papers on personal studies.
The members of the Society are able to participate in a wide range
of activities including surveys at both county and national level, field
outings, conservation working parties and an annual one-day conference.
Members also receive a quarterly newsletter and the Sussex Bird Report.
The Society has remained true to that original concept and with a
membership now in excess of 1300, it provides a focal point in the county
for all those interested in birding, whether they are concerned with the
preparation of detailed scientific papers or merely endeavouring to identify
what they have seen through the kitchen window on their bird table. It is
the depth and breadth of the interests of the membership that gives the
Society its strength and continuity.
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FOREWORD

It is a pleasure to write a short foreword to this new book on
Sussex Birds.

The modest contribution of D D Harber and myself to the task of
collating data and presenting it in a useful form in our Guide to the Birds of Sussex
(1963) makes me particularly interested in the present volume. Our aim then was to
simplify the preparation of the Sussex Bird Report by having a trustworthy
baseline. The major publication prior to the 1963 book was Walpole-Bond's
majestic work which gathered together all, or nearly all, the printed records,
although he admitted some were unacceptable.

After the last war, interest in birds in the county greatly increased but
before that such awareness was not always the case. The truth is that in the days
immediately following the Second World War there were few people in Sussex
doing more than egg-collecting or what we now think of as twitching. It therefore
fell to me to take over the Sussex Report when the South Eastern Bird Report
organised by Ralph Whitlock collapsed. Similarly, someone had to help with the
British Trust for Ornithology when they were secking to establish contacts and
representatives at county level.

With the publication of the annual Sussex Bird Report the amount of
information on status has progressively increased and so too the number of
observers. In addition it has been possible to organise through the Sussex
Ornithological Society enquiries either specific to the county or on behalf of
national organisations. This has led to a huge amount of data being available
allowing a clearer picture of the changing status of species to be seen (including
extinction of some breeding species such as the Cirl Bunting and the arrival of new
ones as for example Cetti's Warbler).

The present volume is the first fully cooperative effort but I would
particularly thank, on behalf of the Society, the small committee consisting of Paul
James, John Newnham, Chris Corrigan and Alan Perry who have spent much time
and effort in bringing the concept to a conclusion. The many other contributors
have been acknowledged elsewhere in this volume. It was however a happy idea to
get as many as possible to write the individual species accounts although this must
have greatly added to the tribulations of the editor, Paul James.
Grabame des Forges

In conclusion I will only add, that as I have found it a life long pleasure to
investigate the works of the Creator, so wonderfully and beautifully displayed in the
natural history of the 'fowls of the ait' so I hope that the results of my studies, thus
presented in this volume, may help those that come after me to enjoy the same
pleasure.

(William Borrer - The Birds of Sussex 1891)
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Sussex Ornithology -
The History and the Personalities

B A E Marr

Sussex is blessed with a well-documented ornithological history, which can be
traced back to 1752. It is a fitting introduction to this modern avifauna that we can
look back over more than 240 years and, thanks to the literary efforts of the
ornithologists of the time, chart the enormous changes that have occurred during
the past two centuries. These not only relate to bird numbers and distribution, but
also to changes in social history, human population, urbanisation and habitats
across the county.

In addition to being well documented, our county's ornithology has produced
more than its fair share of great characters and eccentrics. Some have been positive
rogues. Many have been larger than life. Above all, they have been achievers, and in
recent years Sussex has produced some of the country's finest ornithologists and
conservationists, who have moved effortlessly on to the national, and even the
international, stage.

We now know that ornithology over the major part of this period was rather
different from its modern image. Bird records were substantiated by the gun, the
trap and the net, rather than by the binocular, the telescope and the camera. As
recently as 1936, one author tells us that he has "enclosed in brackets rare and
difficult birds, which have only been seen, knowing as I do from personal
experience what absurd mistakes can be made".

Reflecting society at the time, many early ornithologists were men of private
means with time on their hands to pursue their interest. These 18th and 19th
century workers did not have our advantages in sophisticated optical equipment, so
they had to shoot birds to identify them. Although from our modern perspective
we may condemn them for this, we need to recognise that collecting specimens has
necessarily always played an important role in setting the basic framework for
ornithology as a science - in taxonomy and systematics, classification, and
distribution. Even today, ornithologists routinely refer to museum collections of
skins.

At the other end of the social scale in the county were the professional
birdcatchers who, with the aid of decoys, netted thousands of migrants around
Brighton for sale either as cage birds or for the table. There were also those who
attracted larks passing along the coast in the autumn by a reflecting "larkglass" or
"twirler", and shot them in huge numbers as they hovered, mesmerised, before the
revolving lure (Fig.1).
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Shepherds used to supplement their meagre wages by catching Wheatears, a
notable delicacy, with horsehair nooses set across specially-constructed “coops', ot
tunnels, in the downland turf. The most successful actually made more from
Wheatear-catching from July to September than the farmers paid them for the
whole yeat's shepherding.

Most of the birds caught on the Downs found their way to the Brighton or
London markets. The poulterers' stalls were regulatly trawled by ornithologists for
unusual birds, and this resulted in a number of records of rarities, particularly of
larks, pipits, finches and buntings. Several of these were additions to the British
List, including Little Bunting in 1864, Rustic Bunting in 1867, Black-headed
Bunting in 1868, Scarlet Rosefinch and White-winged Lark in 1869, Blyth's Pipit in
1882 and Rock Bunting in 1902.

Further inroads upon bird populations were made by egg-collectors, who
plundered nests of some of the rarest Sussex birds. Some still suffer this fate;
Hobby, Dartford Warbler, and Woodlatk are species still favoured by egge-
collectors, sadly still active in small (and we hope ever-diminishing) numbers.
Other species no longer breed - Stone Cutlews, Red-backed Shrikes and Citl
Buntings have now all gone from the county, probably through agricultural or
climatic changes rather than egg-collecting, although the latter cannot have helped.

The County Bird Historians

The Sussex Ornithological Society (SOS) was founded in 1962 and its
newsletters contain some valuable accounts of the major county bird publications
of the last 200 years, including anecdotes about their authors. These articles were
written between 1968 and 1982 by the brothers Edwin and Harry Cawkell,
themselves notable Sussex ornithologists, and the following summary draws heavily
upon their original work.

The 18th Century

There are some half-a-dozen references to various publications on Sussex
ornithology between 1752 and 1791, but the first comprehensive account of
birdlife in Sussex was provided by William Markwick in 1795. His Aves
Sussexiensis, or A Catalogue of Birds Found in the County of Sussex, was read to
members of the Linnean Society on May 15th of that year. It contained 175
species.

Markwick, of Catsfield and Horsham, also kept a natural history journal. The
second edition of Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne (1789)
contained a calendar and observations by Markwick, who had been a great friend
of White.

An indication of the state of knowledge at the time is revealed by Markwick
writing of the Green and Wood Sandpipers in his Catalogue. He says that "These
birds agree so neatrly in size, mode of living, and other respects, that they are with
the greatest probability supposed to be only varieties of the same species, perhaps
male and female".
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The First Half of the 19th Century

About the year 1800, a Mr Woolgar of Lewes made a list of birds observed by
him in that neighbouthood, which can be found in Horsfield's History of Lewes
(1824). However, it was not until 1849 that a comprehensive account of the
county's avifauna appeared which superseded Markwick's Catalogue of 1795. This
was the first edition (of three) of Edward Knox's Ornithological Rambles in Sussex
(1849). This is a delightful book, with quaint but evocative illustrations from his
own drawings. It gives a revealing insight into the era of the shooter and the
birdcatcher.

The book includes a "Systematic Catalogue of the Birds of Sussex", but the
major part consists of a collection of letters written by Knox to a friend residing
"beyond the Tweed". He tells us in the preface that they "owe their appearance in a
collected form to a subsequent suggestion that they might become a popular
contribution to the Fauna of Sussex, possessing some attractions for the sportsman
as well as the ornithologist". How fortunate it is for us now that they were
collected and published. They make fascinating, although at times disturbing,
reading to modern ornithologists.

For example, although he refers to himself as a person for whom "an ardent
love of natute has throughout life been his ruling passion", his description of his
observations of the autumn migration of Pied Wagtails along the Sussex coast casts
some doubt on the nature of his ardour.

"About the latter end of the month, or in the beginning of September", writes
Knox, "an eatly riser, visiting the fields in the neighbourhood of the coast, may
observe them flying invariably from west to east, parallel with the shore, and
following each other in constant succession. These flights continue from daylight
until about ten o'clock in the forenoon; and it is a remarkable fact, that so steadily
do they pursue this course, and so pertinacious are they in adhering to it, that even
a shot fired at an advancing party, and the death of more than one individual, have
failed to induce the remainder to fly in a different direction; for, after opening to
the right and left, their ranks have again closed, and the progress towards the east
has been resumed as before".

His accounts of the Brighton birdcatchers in action on the Downs and along
the coast, already referred to, are graphic and revealing. He distinguishes between
the professional trappers, who netted, and the shooters (layabouts, he implied) who
shot birds over the "twitlers". In describing the latter, he uses phrases such as "this
mode of warfare" and "what is called ‘good sport' by those who can find
amusement in this occupation". He desctibes how the "infatuated birds advance
stupidly to their doom, hover in numbers over the decoy, and present the easiest
possible mark to the veriest tyro that ever pulled a trigger". He sees them "hovering
over (the lure) in apparent delight and admiration, patiently suffer themselves to be
shot at, and massacred in considerable numbers".

As a historical record, Knox's book is invaluable, and provides the best account
we have of what ornithology was all about in the first half of the last century. He
also gives some valuable information on habitat and habitat changes in his time.
Although Sussex was densely wooded with extensive tracts of swamp and
marshland, even then, this was "gradually disappearing before the strides of
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civilization, while the march of “agticultural improvement' steadily progresses".

He is one of the very few early writers to give some idea of numbers and
distribution for certain species. He describes Ravens nesting in Petworth Park and
on the cliffs near Newhaven. Peregrines nested at Newhaven and at Beachy Head,
where the cliffs held colonies of Guillemots and Razorbills, "the former on the
naked ledge, the latter in the crannies in the face of the cliff".

The Second Half of the 19th Century

Taking us into the second half of that century are the diaries of the Reverend
Robert Nathaniel Dennis, one-time rector of East Blatchington. A collection of
extracts under the heading Notes on Sussex Ornithology, which span the years
1846 to 1852, and 1860 to 1869, were selected by the late Dr Norman Ticehurst
and the late W H Mullens.

Unfortunately the journals had disappeared after Dennis' death in 1869, and it
was not until 1916 that some of them came to light on a second-hand bookstall
near Covent Garden, enabling the selection to be made. It is sad that there is a gap
between 1852 and 1860, for this may well have been Dennis' most productive
period. His journals are full of interesting observations and comment (not all of it
ornithological). He was a big, stout man with a white beard, who suffered much
from headaches and bilious attacks, becoming something of a recluse towards the
end of his life. He was a friend and correspondent of William Borrer, and supplied
some of the information for Borret's Birds of Sussex (1891).

Borrer's book was the county's first real bird history, dedicated by the author to
the memory of his father who was a keen botanist. William Borrer was a lifelong
Sussex resident, living in Cowfold when his book was published. In his
introduction to the 385-page book, he modestly refers to it as "this little account of
the "Birds of Sussex".

He hoped that his work would "make known the present state of the bird-life
of the county", and that the result of his studies "thus presented in this volume,
may help those who come after me to enjoy the same pleasure" - that pleasure
being "to investigate the works of the Creator, so wonderfully and beautifully
displayed in the Natural History of the "Fowls of the air™.

The work covers 297 species in a comprehensive systematic list, is fascinating
reading, and an impressive work. Although much of it is a catalogue of birds shot,
it contains a great deal of interesting information for the modern reader. Of
particular significance are his remarks about changes in the county in the half-
century up to 1891, which he says "have greatly interfered with ornithology in this
county, as in others. The whole of Sussex is now intersected with railways, not only
inland but along the coast...the whistle of the steam-engine taking the place of that
of the Wildfowl and the Wader. The estuaries, formerly abounding in these species,
are now far more disturbed by traffic than they used to be; and much of the marsh-
land has been brought under cultivation".
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He decries changes to Amberley Wild Brooks ("re-echoing with the lowing of
cattle instead of the hollow boom of the Bittern"); to the Downs ("once the
peaceful haunt of the Bustard and the Lapwing"); and to the cliffs. "The inland
aspect of the county, too, is much changed from what it was in former times.
Where are the splendid stretches of heather? the sedgy bottoms? and where are the
Black Gamer" What would he make of it now, just over 100 years on?

Between Knox and Borrer a few bird lists had appeared in other publications,
especially the “Transactions' of the several local natural history societies which
existed in Brighton, Chichester, Eastbourne, Hastings and Lewes.

The End of the 19th Century

This was the heyday of the bird shooters and consequently, a boom time for
taxidermists. The latter included the Pratts and Brazenor of Brighton, Bates of
Eastbourne, Bristow of St Leonards, and Ellis of Arundel. Foremost among the
shooters was Edward Thomas Booth, whose parents had left him plenty of money
which he spent on killing birds with anything from dust shot to the blast of a punt
gun.

The marshes near Rye were his early hunting ground (his parents lived at St.
Leonards), but he soon extended his activities to the Norfolk Broads and then to
the Highlands. He was so successful that he established his own private museum
collection, which he bequeathed to Brighton Corporation upon his death in 1890,
and which one can still visit to this day in Dyke Road.

As well as the fading cases of beautifully mounted birds, Booth left behind him
his admirable Rough Notes (1881-87), full of excellent observations and fascinating
anecdotes. One of these is the story of the punt-gunner who let off his gun and
broke all the windows of a public-house because the landlady had "reprimanded
him for some unbecoming levity she had detected between him and one of the
damsels of her establishment".

16



The First Half of the 20th Century

In 1905, John Guille Millais provided a list of just over 300 birds for the county
in the Victoria History of Sussex. The next known publication of importance was
W H Hudson's Nature in Downland (1923). Whilst by no means confining himself
to birds, he does make some very interesting observations about downland
habitats, land-use and birds in Sussex at that period, as well as describing the
Wheatear trapping referred to earlier.

There were no more significant publications until 1938, but there was plenty
happening in ornithology at the time. It was a period in which Sussex could boast
of a whole string of notable ornithologists whose names crop up again and again in
the county's records - E C Arnold, the Morris brothers, W Ruskin Butterfield, ] B
Nichols, Michael Nicoll, and Dr Norman Ticehurst, to name but a few.

Dr Ticehurst was one of the editors of A Practical Handbook of British Birds
(1919-24) and the renowned Handbook of British Birds (1938-41). The county bird
history he wrote for Kent is still regarded as a model of its kind. He lived in St
Leonards for many years, and he was such a long-standing editor and recorder for
the Hastings and East Sussex Naturalist that we can rightly claim him as one of our
bird historians.

Arnold was Headmaster of Eastbourne College; author of four books; and a
farsighted conservationist who realised that to buy land and preserve habitat was
the best way to protect birds. He had a great love of waders (many of which he
shot!) and wrote British Waders (1924) as well as Birds of Eastbourne (1936) and
Bird Reserves (1940) which are very readable and entertaining books. He combined
an unusually racy yet learned style with a superb, and at times scathing, sense of
humour.

He purchased land in the Cuckmere Valley and on Pevensey Levels specifically
to create bird reserves, which he managed thoughtfully and effectively. Many will
not be aware that the nationally famous Salthouse Broad near Cley in Norfolk was
acquired by him in 1932 and is of course now known as Arnold's Marsh.

His philosophy was ahead of its time. One can hear modern conservationists
saying, as he did over 50 years ago, that "bird protection is nowadays far more a
matter of preserving bird haunts than of making laws to protect birds, which may
easily, like the Kentish Plover, be exterminated by progress in the form of
bungalows, though officially protected by the law".

Arnold had a jaundiced view of politicians, which he expressed in print rather
more forcefully than might present day bird conservationists. Writing of wild
country being ruined by speculators, he accuses Parliament, "since there are no
votes in the business" of "remaining uninterested and supine. At times some
minister receives a deputation on the subject, doles out a dose of sympathetic
flapdoodle to his visitors, and does exactly nothing after they have retired".

His books deserve a wider audience, and are to be recommended to modern
readers with an interest in birds, conservation and Sussex. You will find them full
of interesting snippets. For example, in May 1928 at The Mere, Arnold's Pevensey
Levels reserve, "a college boy named R S R Fitter" claimed to have seen "an
exceptionally bright sedge warbler with a light stripe down the centre of its head. If
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this is true, he of course saw an Aquatic Warbler. I think he probably did, though
the date is not a very likely one". R S R Fitter went on to become of Britain's
leading botanists and ornithologists.

Arnold's dislike of anyone without an interest in natural history livens up his
writing. He describes a representative from a company who visited him at
Eastbourne College to seck permission to erect an electricity pylon on his Pevensey
Levels property as a "smart, up-to-date young vandal", representing "the
progressive land desecrator”. When faced with road "improvements" near one of
his reserves, so that "speed maniacs may go faster round sharp corners", he
suggests that "it is ridiculous that money should be wasted in providing lethal
facilities for a selfish and self-assertive class".

Arnold is very entertaining, and definitely from the mould of many of the great
Sussex birdmen. But he was overshadowed by the next to appear on the scene -
John Walpole-Bond. His character, his achievements, and his place in Sussex
ornithology can all be fairly described as unique.

John Walpole-Bond

John, or Jock, Walpole-Bond, was possibly the county's finest ever field
ornithologist. He was also an inveterate egg-collector. These two interests
frequently coincided in his generation, and undoubtedly lead to a better knowledge
of the county's birds as a result.

Walpole-Bond will be remembered above all for his monumental three-volume
A History of Sussex Birds (1938). It represented the culmination of over thirty
years' work. In his preface the author states that he was "very far from being
satisfied" with the outcome. However, he acknowledged that his work had to come
to an end, "or I should have been dead before it was alive", as he put it.

He also acknowledges the work of Michael Nicoll, who apparently had planned
a similar book. Nicoll had taken up an appointment abroad, "whereupon he most
courteously placed at my disposal all his notes and memoranda". Nicholl is
remembered for the book Nicoll's Birds of Egypt (1930). (The book was actually
written by Richard Meinertzhagen based on the notes prepared by Nicoll before
his death).

The copious result was, to quote from the dust-cover, "In three volumes at
£5.5s. net the set" and published by Witherby, who produced The Handbook of
British Birds and most of the major ornithological works of the period. It is a
meticulous, and in places candid, appraisal of past records, and a veritable mine of
information about the distribution, behaviour, breeding and song of all the county's
nesting species.

The style is distinctly old-fashioned, even for the period, and quaint to read. To
take just two examples from the first species in the book - the Raven. Of the
shooting of a bird on Seaford Head in May 1895, he writes that "now usually more
than ever ate their doting parents wrought up by man's presence on their domain".
But some is evocative and poetic, as this description of a day in the life of a Raven
family: "Together all leave home at dawn, together all return with eve, a straggling
line of croaking animation”.

The book is illustrated with very attractive colour paintings of Sussex birds and
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scenes by Philip Rickman, who died in 1982 at Wilmington. Edwin Cawkell, who
with his brother Harry, proof-read the History, tells us that the artist was paid £7
for each of the 53 paintings.

Walpole-Bond financed the publication out of his own pocket. Eight hundred
sets of books were printed, and Witherby charged £3000 for the job. It appeared at
a bad time, just before the Second World War, and it seemed that Bond was going
to be significantly out of pocket. But when the war ended and the American
soldiers were going home, for some astonishing reason they bought the book in
quantity, and it was sold out.

The scale of the book is heroic, as are the exploits and experiences of the
author. On the Woodlark, 16 pages with the most moving description of the song
one can read anywhere; six pages concerned with the nest and eggs; he clearly had
an enormous affection for this "lovable bird". To the Grasshopper Warbler, he
devotes over eleven pages; eight of these describe in great detail nests, eggs and
breeding habits, from his experience of examining "well over two hundred
nests...in situ". And the Cirl Bunting occupies 14 pages - a bird which he describes
as being at the time in Sussex "by no means rare..." but "never...really common".
The account refers to winter flocks of between six and 60; unfortunately since this
was written the species has become extinct as a breeding bird in the county.

Walpole-Bond described himself as "an honest rogue", and from some of the
egg-collecting and climbing anecdotes recounted by Edwin Cawkell, this was not
far from the truth. When making fair copies of his extensive diaties, he threw the
originals away, cutting out certain passages because "they are a record of
unsurpassed looting".

When he died in 1958, his obituary in British Birds made reference to his
outstanding knowledge of British birds, his command of words, his great strength,
and his prowess as a featless cragsman and tree-climber. He was unduly modest
about his vast field knowledge of birds, merely saying on one occasion "I've had
seven days a week for forty years, I ought to know something".

There are some wonderful stories about him. As a young man at Oxford, he
used to take on, and beat, the travelling prize-fighters at fairs. He beat up a burglar
who he found in his home. He was quick-tempered, and had a fight over a nest
with another collector. He dressed so shabbily that a local parson in Hove once
offered him a shilling to buy something better. He received a severe head wound in
the 1940s on Seaford Head - an event doubtless not unconnected with his activities
as an egg-collector.

It is indeed fortunate that this remarkable man left the legacy of such an
outstanding account of the birdlife of the county. At the end of the Introduction to
the History, he writes that his book "will at any rate serve as a groundwork for a
future generation of ornithologists to work upon". He would be pleased to know
just how grateful we are to him for what he did.

The Hastings Rarities

Walpole-Bond included a total of neatly 450 species and sub-species in the
History in 1938. A significant number of these were of rare birds from the area
around Hastings and St. Leonards between 1892 and 1930. Most of these had been
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shot and brought to local taxidermists in the Hastings area to be stuffed. Many
represented the only British records of the species at the time. Some were of pairs,
or several birds of the same rare species, seen or shot together.

To illustrate the profusion of these, the following is a list of some of the rarities
recorded in the "Hastings area" in 1914 alone:

Bulwer's Petrel, Cory's Shearwater, Cape Verde Little Shearwater, Wilson's
Petrel, Little Bittern, Squacco Heron, Ferruginous Duck, Lesser Kestrel, Little
Ringed Plover, Caspian Plover, four Asiatic Golden Plovers, four Sociable Plovers,
Baird's Sandpiper, Pectoral Sandpiper, Slender-billed Cutlew, Upland Sandpiper,
two Lesser Yellowlegs, Solitary Sandpiper, two Grey-tailed Tattlers, three
Bonaparte's Gulls, two Slender-billed Gulls, Ivory Gull, two Sooty Terns, Noddy
Tern, two Tengmalm's Owls, two Alpine Swifts, Tawny Pipit, two Black-eared
Wheatears, White's Thrush, two Aquatic Warblers, Icterine Warbler, two Ruppell's
Warblers (on the same day), Yellow-browed Warbler, Lesser Grey Shrike, Slender-
billed Nutcracker, three Rose-coloured Starlings, four Two-barred Crossbills, three
Pine Grosbeaks and Rustic Bunting.

It would be an unlikely year were it for the whole of Sussex - but for a relatively
small area, some 20 miles wide by about 15 deep, it was truly unprecedented. To
put it in context, 54 individuals of 31 species which are still considered to be
national rarities today were recorded in "the Hastings area" in 1914 (all but two of
them being in Sussex). By comparison, in 1987, the best year for rarities in Sussex
in recent times, there were only 30 individuals of 18 species in the whole county.

For some years, there had been whispers that all was not well with these
records. Some ornithologists were entertaining doubts as to the authenticity of this
flood of rarities. For example, Harry Witherby, editor of British Birds, was very
suspicious of the numbers of rarities claimed in this one area.

The main reasons for the doubts and suspicions were as follows:-

1. The sheer volume of rare birds involved, as in the 1914 example above.

2. The oddities of the patterns; where they were found; the unlikely races
involved; the occurrence of sedentary species; the frequency of multiple
occurrences, and particularly of pairs of adults (improbable in nature but highly
prized in collectionsl); and the very high proportion of major rarities compared
to minor ones.

3. The fact that the records patently were often not very well documented or
authenticated, and were very widely suspected in their own day for this reason,
together with their sheer improbability.

4. Above all the fact that when Witherby finally laid down clear rules in 1916 for
their authentication, which had been sought and were accepted by those
involved, the rules were not followed, and the records dried up.

Two other points are relevant. The first is that there is no doubt that the matter
would have been much more quickly, firmly and satisfactorily settled at the time,
had not the 1914-18 War seriously disrupted things. Witherby, for example, was a
serving naval officer, and at the same time trying to keep British Birds going.

The second is that whete information is recorded, some 80-90% of the records
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are associated with only eight names (other than the taxidermist), and over 70%
with two names, as having examined the specimens and/or written them up in the
literature. Yet only one of these eight people actually physically obtained any of
them. The extraordinary fact is that during the period, there were no other major
rarities for the Hastings area other than the Hastings Rarities series. This means
that no other observers visited the area, attracted by the masses of extreme rarities,
and recorded any for themselves. This is in an era when ornithologists were just as
keen on rare birds as many are today. One might well ask why people weren't
tramping the area and joining in (they did elsewhere at the time); and why local
ornithologists, apparently interested enough to examine and record the specimens,
never actually saw or shot any for themselves. To the modern birdwatcher, this is a
primary reason for the series' inherent improbability.

The matter remains contentious because it was based on specimens whose
existence is not in doubt; many can still be seen in museums such as the Booth
Museum in Brighton. However, the weight of modern ornithological opinion is
against them on the grounds of sheer implausibility, rather than from any direct
proof of fraud.

In about 1954, two of the editors of British Birds, Max Nicholson, then
Director General of the Nature Conservancy, and James Ferguson-Lees, began an
investigation into the Rarities which was to take them nearly eight years.
Eventually, in August 1962, the results of their inquiry were published in British
Birds (a whole issue was devoted to it) and the unusual step was taken to hold a
London Press Conference on the subject.

The British Birds report - it was prefaced by an editorial "Setting the record
straight" - reached the conclusion that the Hastings Rarities "cannot be regarded as
reliable. That being so, it appears plain that the records cannot propetly stand".

The authors recommended that a list of species and sub-species, including such
birds as the Slender-billed Curlew, Black Tark and Masked Shrike be "struck out".
Also that further formidable lists of birds obtained and seen in the Hastings area
between 1892 and 1930 be regarded as unacceptable, "subject to reinstatement
where a particular case is made out".

There has been no satisfactory evidence produced to explain how the
specimens were actually obtained, or from where. In the last resort it is usually
assumed that birds were imported by ship from abroad, on ice before being
skinned.

Eight years after the British Birds revelations, a letter was published in the
journal in 1970 from R A H Coombes which provides some circumstantial
evidence to support this view. He cites an eldetly ship's steward, a Mr Parkman,
telling him in 1939 that before the First World War, as a hobby and as a sideline, he
had collected birds at ports of call, particularly in the Mediterranean and the Middle
East, and brought them back to England in the cold storage of his ships. He said
that on arrival at a British port he always handed them over to his brother, who
disposed of them "at Hastings", and he mentioned "Bristow, the taxidermist" as
the destination for the birds.

The upshot for the Sussex avifauna of the British Birds investigation was the
removal of 40 species and a further six sub-species from the county list. 14 of these
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species have subsequently been added as the result of modern records, although
not all these are from the extreme east end of the county.

A Guide to the Birds of Sussex

The next major work on Sussex ornithology was under the above title,
published in 1963, and bringing the record up to date to the end of 1961. The
authors were G des Forges and D D Harber. The Guide summarised the status and
distribution of all birds which they admitted to the Sussex list, and also gave
information under each species on migration. They delayed publication until after
the appearance of the British Birds article on the Hastings Rarities, and did not
include them in this work.

The authors were well qualified to compile this book. Grahame des Forges had
edited Birds in Sussex and part of the South Eastern Bird Repott, in 1947. In that
year he wrote that "the assistance of Mr ] A Walpole-Bond in reading the draft and
criticising it, and Mr D D Harber's help in checking all the material, eliminating
errors, and in other ways, is gratefully acknowledged. The final responsibility is,
however, mine".

The following year, 1948, saw the first Sussex Bird Report appear on its own,
edited and published (at his own expense) by des Forges, presented, as he
announced in his editorial, "with somewhat mixed feelings".

Grahame des Forges was born in Yorkshire, and his lifelong interest in birds
received an early boost in the coastal habitats of Norfolk, where he developed a
love of waders and taking photographs of them. A lawyer by profession, he came
to Sussex in 1936 when he joined the Legal Department of Brighton Corporation.
Over the years he spent a lot of time in the field with Walpole-Bond, acquiring a
great deal of information from that outstanding man on the status of breeding
birds in Sussex (but having no share in egg-collecting activities!).

He subsequently helped set up the (then) Sussex Naturalists' Trust in 1960 and
to become its first Chairman; to assist with the launch of the SOS and later to
become its President. He was at one time on the Council of the Royal Society for
the Protection of Birds (RSPB), and also a member of the Research Group of the
International Waterfowl Research Bureau. His contribution to the development of
modern ornithology in Sussex, and its continuation over a very long period, has
been immense.

In 1949 Denzil Harber formally joined des Forges as co-editor. In 1956 the
former took over as sole editor, and produced six reports up to 1961.

The Guide was based largely on the contents of these Sussex Bird Reports and
it reflects their slant and content. There was an emphasis on rarities and migration,
and the Guide indicated very well where there were gaps in our knowledge of the
county's birds. This was particularly in distribution and numbers of breeding
species, on which precious little had been done since the publication of "Walpole-
Bond" in 1938.

In the acknowledgements in the Guide, the authors recognise their "enormous
debt to the late ] A Walpole-Bond who not only gathered together most
thoroughly all printed records up to 1938 but established very accurately the
distribution of breeding birds in the county". They go on to admit that "in fact we
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are much less well informed on breeding distribution today than in 1938". The
period covered by the Guide, from 1938 to 1961, marks a distinct period in the
county's ornithology, with its emphasis on rare birds and migration studies.

2.M. Turner-Ettlinger

John Jock’Walpole-Bond, author of A History of Sussex Birds (1938) seen here on the Seven
Sisters in 1945. Note the “beloved Walpole walking stick and haversack with climbing ropes”

In the acknowledgements in the Guide, the authors recognise their "enormous
debt to the late ] A Walpole-Bond who not only gathered together most
thoroughly all printed records up to 1938 but established very accurately the
distribution of breeding birds in the county". They go on to admit that "in fact we
are much less well informed on breeding distribution today than in 1938". The
petiod covered by the Guide, from 1938 to 1961, marks a distinct petiod in the
county's ornithology, with its emphasis on rare birds and migration studies.

The Sussex Bird Report

During the 1950s the "Sussex Report", as it was affectionately known by
devotees, had earned a reputation as an attractive, professional and respected
publication. It appeared promptly every spring, and contributors eagerly awaited its
arrival through their letterbox. and appropriate drawing of a Peregrine against a
background of the Sussex chalk cliffs by D A J Bunce.

The list of contributors to the Sussex Reports over the years reads rather like a
“Who's Who” in British ornithology. Most of the obsetvers were Sussex residents;
others but passage migrants. Many of the residents were to make later reputations
for themselves in national, and even international, ornithological circles. Over the
years and decades, Sussex has produced many such people.

23



One of the first big twitches: October 1960 - Desert Wheatear at Selsey Bill.
Left to Right: Steve Knight, Peter Le Brocg, Roy Sandison, Eddie Wiseman,

John Bowers, Jobn Symons, Dave Billett, (unidentified), Richard Porter,
Ewart Jones, Billy Truckle, Gerald Sutton, Martin Port, Grabam Rees.

Selsey Bill 1960 - In search of the Desert Wheatear

Left to Right: Mike Nolan (Beachy Head group), Richard Porter,
Julian Harber, Denzil (DD) Harber.
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From 1950 onwards, as its cover design the report had a distinctive, attractive
and appropriate drawing of a Peregrine against a background of the Sussex chalk
cliffs by D A J Bunce.

The list of contributors to the Sussex Reports over the years reads rather like a
“Who's Who” in British ornithology. Most of the observers were Sussex residents;
others but passage migrants. Many of the residents were to make later reputations
for themselves in national, and even international, ornithological circles. Over the
years and decades, Sussex has produced many such people.

It is worth pausing for a moment to acknowledge this point. We can perhaps
illustrate it by looking at the list of 63 contributors to the first Sussex Bird Report,
for 1948.

In alphabetical order the Class of '48 included L P Alder, an enigmatic figure
rarely seen, but widely respected for his identification skills and always producing
some of the rarest birds (it is claimed that he taught Harber a lot of what he knew,
and showed him his first Red-breasted Merganser); he later left the county to work
at Slimbridge for the Wildfowl Trust. Stanley Bayliss Smith, who died in 1995, was
Headmaster of Brighton College Junior School, a well-known photographer who
worked the Sussex coast and author of two books, British Waders in their Haunts
(1950) and Wild Wings to the Northlands (1970). He was also Editor of the Sussex
Bird Report from 1969 to 1975.

Jeffery Boswall later worked for the BBC and the RSPB, becoming
internationally renowned for his film and sound recording work on birds. Dr W R
P (Bill) Bourne needs no introduction to modern ornithologists as a man with
definite, and often controversial, opinions which appear in the correspondence
columns of the birding journals from time to time. His main preoccupations in
later life were to be studying seabirds around the world and baiting the
ornithological establishment. E M Cawkell and H A R Cawkell have already been
quoted extensively in this chapter; Edwin travelled the world for the Foreign
Office, and Harry was a journalist with the Brighton Evening Argus who at
weekends migrated eastwards to Dungeness in Kent.

Richard S R Fitter has already been mentioned as the schoolboy at Eastbourne
College who saw what may have been an Aquatic Warbler on Pevensey Levels.
Later he was to co-write the famous Collins Field Guide (or A Pocket Guide to
British Birds to give it its full title) with Richard Richardson, which appeared in
1952. Twenty years later, with Heinzel and Parslow, he co-wrote the successful
Collins field guide to The Birds of Britain and Europe with North Africa and the
Middle East (1972). He is also a notable botanist.

A G Glenister was the author of The Birds of the Malay Peninsula (1951).
Charles James was a loyal Sussex man, of great experience and knowledge, later to
be County Recorder for a period. He now lives at Selsey, where he is still in the
field nearly every day, and a strong contender to be the doyen of Sussex
birdwatchers.

1] Ferguson-Lees was to become editor of British Birds, after being a school
teacher living in Fast Sussex. Howard Medhurst is credited with being co-coiner
(with Bob Emmett) of the word “twitcher'. They travelled to rare bird sightings by
motorbike, and often were so frozen on arrival they twitched with cold, as much as
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with excitement.

And ] Walpole-Bond appears on the 1948 list - it was only ten years since A
History of Sussex Birds, and obviously the records published in the report reflected
that.

D D Harber

Denzil Dean Harbet's contribution to Sussex ornithology may not have been so
profound or of such long duration as that of Grahame des Forges, but it was
probably more dramatic and certainly more controversial. As the sole editor of the
Sussex Bird Report for six years, he acquired a certain reputation as a tyrant who
wielded the editorial red pen with obvious relish and great severity. He himself
wrote of being "in charge of bird records for the county”, and it felt like it.

Nevertheless the report's reputation was high, as most contributors realised it
was better to perhaps exclude a few genuine records than to include any doubtful
ones. Harber did have an unerring ability to spot a shaky record or description; for
example a phrase would sound familiar and he would find it copied from a book,
ot he would pick out dates or places which were suspicious or unlikely.

He was simply known to us all as Harber, or better still, "DDH". He addressed
everyone by their surname, to their face and in correspondence, which at first was
rather disconcerting. The relationship between Harber and contributors to his bird
report was definitely that of headmaster and pupils - many of them recalcitrant and
out of order as he saw it, and needing chastisement and correction.

DDH loved the cut and thrust of argument and controversy, and brought to
bear his considerable vocabulary and powers of logic to tilt at anyone he disagreed
with. He clearly regarded birdwatching and birdwatchers as a source of great
entertainment, and he certainly livened it up. His presence at a "twitch", as it would
now be called, was always welcome, and his outrageous and outspoken comments
about other observers were hilarious.

He had organised his life around birdwatching, working as an insurance agent
for the eatly part of each week so that he could watch birds for the remainder. He
lived for rare birds, and travelled abroad each year on his motor scooter in search
of them.

A unique achievement of Harber's was his review in British Birds between May
and November 1955 of the six volumes of Dementiev’s and Gladkov’s The Birds
of the Soviet Union (1955). This was an epic task, involving translation from
Russian, in which DDH was fluent, and one which he tackled with his customary
zest and energy.

In June 1959 Harber had become a founder member of the national Rarities
Committee, and in 1963 he took over the onerous duties of Secretary. This suited
him exactly, and he devoted a great deal of his time to dealing with all
correspondence and records with a promptness that was characteristic. As the
result of these duties, he relinquished the post of Recorder for the SOS, which he
had accepted on the formation of the Society when it took over publication of the
Sussex Bird Report.

Until the formation of the SOS, the Sussex Bird Report under DDH had
appeared in a different bright colour each year. The last one with the Peregrine on
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the cover under his editorship, in 1961, was black. The significance was not lost on
the readership; it marked the end of an era.

D D Harber died on 31 August 1966 in the Westminster Hospital in London
after a major cancer operation. He was only 57 and left a distinct void after his
death. Very sadly, his wife died about a year after his own death. He was
undoubtedly the outstanding post-war character in Sussex ornithology. and granted
a few more years, would doubtless have left his mark equally forcefully on national
ornithology.

The Sussex Ornithological Society

The SOS was formed in 1962, and was the outcome of a measure of
disenchantment and frustration felt by a number of younger ornithologists at the
time. In their view the Sussex Bird Report focussed too much on rarities and
migration records (as already referred to above), and they considered that
something had to be done urgently to fill the gaps in our knowledge of breeding
birds since Walpole-Bond.

We knew very little about the numbers and distribution of the classic Sussex
breeding birds - Hobby, Stone Curlew, Woodlark and Cirl Bunting for example.
Probably even less was known about waders in the river valleys, Corn Buntings on
the Downs and Nightjars in the woodlands of the Weald.

This may have been the main driving force, but there were other sound reasons
for forming a county ornithological society. There was a general need to bring
together all the work being carried out in Sussex; to provide a forum for ideas and
their dissemination; to educate through meetings, films and lectures; and to assist
other organisations in protection and conservation work.

Under the wise and courteous guidance of John Stafford as President, at the
time President of the very active and effective Shoreham Ornithological Society,
the SOS got off to a flying start, and has never looked back. Work was immediately
put in hand under Michael Shrubb and Dr Michael Hollings to survey a range of
breeding species. These two made a very effective team, and were well qualified for
the task. Shrubb was a farmer at Sidlesham, near Pagham Harbour, with an
excellent knowledge of the county's ornithology and a particular interest in its
breeding birds. Dr Hollings was a scientist working on plant viruses at the
Glasshouse Crops Research Institute at Rustington, where he became Head of
Virus Research. He was able to use his professional expertise and disciplined mind
to put a sound scientific base under the early efforts, and made an important but
largely unseen contribution to the Society's early reports. Together they developed
the process of presenting a wealth of data in the reports concisely and cleatly.

The Society arranged proper co-ordination of the organised migration studies
already being carried out at Selsey Bill in West Sussex, and Beachy Head in East
Sussex. Groups of enthusiasts had been regularly watching both headlands since
1959-60, adding a great deal to our knowledge of the county's birds. Watching at
Selsey Bill continues to this day while the Beachy Head Ringing Group has also
been in continuous operation for over 30 years, with Robert (Bob) Edgar currently
at the helm.

Quick action was also taken to provide much needed protection to threatened
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sites at each end of the county. The Society produced thorough and well-argued
reports that led to the creation of nature reserves at Pagham Harbour in the west in
1964, and at Rye Harbour in the east in 1970. In many ways these still represent
two of its most tangible and enduring achievements.

There was a steady development of the Sussex Bird Report to reflect the
increasing scope of members' activities and obsetvations. Its first editor was Tony
Sheldon, one of the Selsey Bill watchers. He was able to use his skills as a chartered
secretary in the City to produce a comprehensive and professional document,
building upon the solid reputation earned for the report by des Forges and Harber.

The Society has always been fortunate in its officers, members of Council, and
numerous volunteers and helpers. The work of a number of these is acknowledged
at various points in this chapter, particulatly in the final section, but there have
been many in the essential but unglamourous jobs who deserve recognition and
praise. It is always invidious to name individuals, as you offend those who
inevitably are omitted, so let us simply offer our greatest thanks to all who have
worked so hard in so many jobs to keep the Society going,.

For more information and a comprehensive review of the first 25 years of the
Society's life, you are referred to Birds in Sussex 1962-1987, edited by Grahame des
Forges on behalf of the SOS.

The Birds of Sussex

Before long, the knowledge which was accumulating about breeding birds from
the Society's surveys reached the point where Michael Shrubb saw the wisdom of
bringing all this together in a further county bird book. Thus it was that in 1979,
some 16 years after des Forges and Harber, and 41 years after Walpole-Bond,
Shrubb’s The Birds of Sussex (1979 appeared. His experience as the Society's
Recorder for seven years equipped him well for the task.

The previous two works had each reflected the main ornithological concern of
its generation. Walpole-Bond had concentrated very largely on breeding biology,
and des Forges and Harber on migration. Shrubb complemented both these by
dealing primarily with populations. This was a subject of much greater concern to
his generation of ornithologists than to their predecessors, who lacked the
organisation needed to gather the necessary information.

At last there were reliable facts and figures on which to base conservation and
scientific work. The book dealt with 343 species, of which 118 bred regularly and
13 sporadically. Particular emphasis was placed on breeding and wintering
populations, and much previously unpublished data were summarised and
included. Initial chapters on bird habitats in Sussex were written by Robert Edgar,
and a final chapter by Shrubb dealt with recent changes in the status of birds in
Sussex.

It is a coincidence that this present work is appearing just over 16 years after
Shrubb, who was 16 years after des Forges and Harber. But this present volume
illustrates how our knowledge of our county's birds has continued to grow, to the
point where we now need computers to handle the information, and a larger and
larger team of volunteers each year to put together the annual report with its
systematic list and supporting papers.
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The Modern Era

Much has been said already about the ornithological writers who have
produced permanent records of the county's birdlife at critical junctures in its
history. The point has been made that the contributors to the eatly Sussex Bird
Reports were some of the more knowledgeable and active birdwatchers resident in
the county who, in many cases, were to go on to greater achievements on a larger
ornithological stage.

In addition to those for whom pen-pictures have been provided already, there
are a surprising number of more recent Sussex ornithologists who have followed
the same course. It is perhaps fitting to end this account of the history of Sussex
ornithology by acknowledging some of their achievements.

John Stafford, the Society's first President, served as a member of Guy
Mountfort's expeditions abroad, and had five years on the Council of the RSPB.
Others who have served the RSPB in this way include Grahame des Forges (once)
and Michael Shrubb (twice).

Guy Mountfort himself was the Society's second President, for a period of 12
years. His travels to the four corners of the world, his books and his conservation
work for the World Wide Fund for Nature (as it is now known) are all renowned.
He was a co-author of the famous "Peterson" Field Guide to the Birds of Britain
and Europe (1954) which is still very popular today, 40 years on. It has sold over
two million copies and been translated into 14 languages - no mean feat for a bird
book! We should not forget, however, his classic monogram on the Hawfinch, nor
his huge programme of ringing and study of birds on his estate at Possingworth
Park in East Sussex.

Stuart Hughes, who died so prematurely in 1993, and who served as Vice
President and twice as Assistant Recorder, organised surveys for the British Trust
for Ornithology (BTO). Among the many scientific papers he wrote, some were
published in British Birds, but it was his remarkable contribution of no fewer than
26 papers in the county bird report which will be his most enduring legacy. He was
also a driving force behind the initial work in producing this book.

Our Recorders have been exemplary. Some of Michael Shrubb's contributions
in the county have been mentioned already. On the wider scene, he has been on
the BTO Council, and in 1991 was the recipient of their Bernard Tucker Medal for
services to the Trust. He was written numerous papers as well as books on
Farming and Birds (1986) and The Kestrel (1993). He has retired to Wales, where
he is now the editor of the Welsh Bird Report.

Tony Prater was the RSPB's South East Regional Officer from 1979 to 1986 as
well as SOS Recorder for three years before moving to Norfolk. His books include
Estuary Birds of Britain and Ireland (1981), A Guide to the Identification and
Ageing of Holarctic Waders (1977), and the internationally acclaimed Shorebirds
(19806).

Richard Porter was a long-term Sussex resident from an eatly age, and the
RSPB's first South East Regional Officer. He was involved in the formation of the
SOS, and very active in committee and survey work. He subsequently became the
RSPB's Head of Species Protection, and now works for them and for BirdLife
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International on middle-castern conservation. He spearheaded conservation work
in Turkey from the mid-1960s, and started what is now the Ornithological Society
of the Middle East. He is co-author of three books - Flight Identification of
European Raptors (1981), which is now translated into five languages, Birds of the
Middle East and North Africa (1988), and Red Data Birds in Britain (1990).

Michael Rogers was County Recorder for five years from 1978-82, and like his
predecessor for seven yeatrs, Michael Shrubb, he had the ability to summarise a
wealth of data into a readable yet concise format. This skill has assisted him in his
subsequent role as Secretary to the national British Birds Rarities Committee, a
post he has very ably held since 1977.

Two of the early Selsey Bill watchers were Alan Kitson and Ian Willis. Kitson
pioneered ornithological studies in Mongolia in the late 1970s, and Willis's work as
a bird illustrator and artist has featured in a range of books from The Shell Guide
to the Birds of Britain and Ireland (1983) to Birds of the Middle East and North
Africa (1988).

Lord Chelwood was a Sussex resident who contributed immensely to
conservation and bird protection through his work over many years for the RSPB
(serving as President from 1967 to 1970 as Colonel Sir Tufton Beamish); as Vice
President of the Society for the Promotion of Nature Conservation; and as Vice
President of the Nature Conservancy Council. He was about to become President
of the SOS when he died on 6 April 1989.

Of more modern vintage is Stephen Rumsey from Icklesham in East Sussex,
whose intensive and extensive ringing and migration studies in Senegal in West
Africa have put that country firmly on the ornithological map. The same approach
has yielded remarkable results from his own farm, converted into a nature reserve
and run as a ringing station. In 1992 he and his team ringed more birds on his farm
in one year than apparently any other fixed site in the world. The wealth of
recoveries, and the number of rare birds trapped there, have added greatly to our
knowledge of both Sussex and British birds.

Several ornithological authors currently reside in Sussex. John Gooders has
written numerous books over a number of years, pre-eminent among them being
the classics Where to Watch Birds in Britain (1967) and Where to Watch Birds in
Europe (1970). Tim Parmenter wrote A Guide to the Warblers of the Western
Palearctic (1991), and Jon Curson was the author of New World Warblers: an
Identification Guide (1994) and co-author of A Guide to the Buntings and North
American Sparrows (1995).

The Shoreham District Ornithological Society

Brief mention has been made of the Shoreham Ornithological Society, whose
first president, John Stafford, also became the first President of the SOS. It is
fitting, towards the end of this review, to acknowledge the major part that this
small yet influential society played by establishing a local meeting place for keen
birdwatchers. At the time this was unique in the county in that it concentrated on
just birds.

Launched in January 1953, the Society provided a focus and a discipline for
many enthusiastic birdwatchers. Special mention should be made of Miss Catherine
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Biggs, founder and first Secretary of the Society, whose leadership and enthusiasm
inspired many young people to follow her example as a lifelong birdwatcher.
Another key figure was Joseph Twort whose meticulous observations of local
birds, immense practical knowledge and kindly patience towards over-enthusiastic
youngsters (one in particular) will always be remembered and appreciated.
Undoubtedly the county society sprang from this local interest, and indeed, many
officers of the county body were recruited from the local one.

In 1981 the Society's name was changed to the Shoreham District
Ornithological Society (SDOS), to reflect a wider geographical spread of its
membership and activities. It continues to thrive, its success being well
documented in an ambitious and notable publication The Birds of Shoreham
(1988), edited by Dr John Newnham, himself an active and energetic personality
on the local and county scene and also Assistant Editor of this book.

What of the future?

In this account I have attempted to set out a history of ornithology in Sussex. It
is encouraging to note that at the present time birdwatching is more popular than
ever before. The SOS continues to be one of the most succesful county
ornithological societies in the country but despite these successes thete is no room
for complacency. Birds and their habitats are threatened as never before. Some
species such as the Stone Curlew and Citl Bunting have already been lost. Others,
including even such common species as the Skylark, are declining at an alarming
rate. Nevertheless, with continued individual and organisational effort there must
be a good chance we can reverse recent declines and start to make some significant
gains in the approach to the next millenium.

Postscript

It is fitting to end by recording the achievements of Tony Marr himself. Most
notably, Tony provided the inspiration and drive which led to the formation of the
SOS in 1962. He was its first Secretary (for nearly ten years) during which time the
SOS became a well-established and respected organisation. Tony also produced the
reports which persuaded the two County Councils to create the successful Local
Nature Reserves (LNRs) at Pagham and Rye Harbours.

A very experienced and enthusiastic field observer, he also contributed much to
devising and planning the Society's field studies and to the gathering of data.

Michael Shrubb

On the wider scene, he has served twice on the Council of the RSPB and is now a
member of the British Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee (BOURC).
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An Introduction To The Habitats Of Sussex

Chris Corrigan

The main purpose of this book is to provide a detailed account of the status
and distribution of the bird species which have been recorded in the county. These
first chapters attempt to provide the background which is needed to complement
the detailed species analyses.

This first section sets out a basic description of the physical characteristics of
the county. The geology, landform, climate and influence of people all have
profound impacts on the habitat types of Sussex, which in turn determine the
distribution of any given species.

The Origins and Foundations of Sussex
1. Geology

The modern geology and landforms of Sussex owe their existence to major
earth movements which started at the end of the Cretaceous period and continued
into the early Tertiary period, some 25 million years ago (Mortimore 1983). These
movements were the ripples caused by tectonic plate collisions in the
Mediterranean region which also resulted in the formation of the alpine regions of
central Europe (Tubbs 1993). This folding process created the most significant
geological feature of Sussex which is the Main Wealden Anticline. This is a dome-
shaped feature which extends westwards into Hampshire and Wiltshire, north and
east into Surrey and Kent and southeast into northern France (Edgar 1979).

The axis or “'summit' of this anticline crosses northern Sussex in an east-west
direction. For this reason the rocks of Sussex tend to dip to the south. It also
explains why the oldest rocks tend to be found in the north of the county with
younger rocks outcropping towards the south. The structure of the anticline is
summarised in fig. 2. To give some sense of the timescales involved, the oldest
rocks now exposed at the surface in Sussex were laid down some 145 million years
ago in the late Jurassic period (Mortimore 1983).

Ashdown Sands
Wadhurst Clay
Tunbridge Wells Beds
Weald Clay

Lower Greensand
Gault Clay
Upper Greensand
Chaik

STeEPS
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Surr
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/\
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Fig. 2. Simplified geology of Sussex (redrawn from Edgar 1979).
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When the anticline was originally formed the "dome" would have been
entirely capped by the most recent chalk deposits. However, as shown in fig. 2,
during the intervening period the crest has been eroded to reveal the underlying
strata which we can see today.

2. Landforms

Sussex can be divided into five main physiographic regions; the High Weald,
the Low Weald, the Greensand Ridges and Gault Clay Vale, the South Downs and
the Coastal Plain (Robinson & Williams 1983). These are illustrated in fig. 3.

GREENSAND RIDGES
an

GAULT CLAY VALE

Fig. 3. The main physiographic regions of Sussex.

a) The High Weald

The High Weald occupies the northeast part of the county. This area is of
considerable landscape value and has been designated as an Area of Outstanding
Natural Beauty (AONB).

The underlying rocks include (from upper to lower layers); Tunbridge Wells
sands, Wadhurst clay and the Ashdown Beds. Taken together these are known as
the Hastings Beds and were formed in the Lower Cretaceous period around 125 to
130 million years ago.

The Ashdown Beds have created some of the best scenery in Sussex. This
includes the famous Ashdown Forest which reaches an altitude of almost 220 m.

The mixture of clays and sandstones which make up the Hastings Beds have
eroded at different rates to form a very dissected landscape. One of the most
characteristic features is the steep sided and well wooded stream wvalleys called
ghylls which are described in more detail in the Woodland section.

b) The Low Weald

This is a low-lying band of Weald Clay which runs in a south- easterly
direction across the county. The clay is highly impermeable and creates heavy,
poortly drained soils with a high level of surface run-off. This is demonstrated by
the fact that there are 35% more permanent streams on the Weald Clay than there

35



are on the more freely draining Tunbridge Wells sands of the High Weald
(Robinson & Williams 1983).

The traditional Low Weald landscape is one of deciduous woodlands and
small pastures. Pevensey Levels is the exception to this where the clay has been
covered by deposits of alluvium (Edgar 1979). Although the traditional agricultural
use has been grazing, there has been considerable arable conversion in line with
recent trends in farming practice. However, yields on these soils are relatively low
compared with the better land elsewhere in the county such as the coastal plain.
The arable areas of the Low Weald are likely to be among the first to move out of
cereal production in the event of falling prices.

) The Greensand Ridges and Ganlt Clay V ale

The Upper Greensand is normally a pale sandstone which occurs in narrow
beds up to 1.5 m thick separated by seams of soft silt or marl (Robinson &
Williams 1983). This stratum largely underlines the chalk on the scarp slope of the
Downs. It forms a terrace or low bench beneath the chalk and above the still
lower Gault Clay. This feature is particularly prominent west of the River Arun
(Robinson & Williams 1983). The Gault Clay forms a narrow band of lower-lying
ground below the chalk escarpment. It produces heavy, poorly drained soils which
are difficult to plough. Consequently, the primary land use tends to be a mixture
of pasture and woodland.

The Lower Greensand is of particular importance from an ornithological
perspective. It is particulatly extensive in the west of the county where it is up to
10 km wide. It produces free draining sandy soils which provide some of the best
arable farmland in the county. More significantly, these soils ate also suitable for
the formation of lowland heathland, one of the most important wildlife habitats in

Sussex.

d) The Chalk Downs

Chalk has created some of the most striking landscape features in the county.
Indeed the two most famous landmarks are probably the cliffs of the Seven Sisters
and the "blunt, bow-headed, whale-backed downs" described by Kipling.

The South Downs cover a distance of 93 km between Beachy Head in the
east and the border with Hampshire in the west. They have a maximum width of 9
km and a maximum height of 248 m at Ditchling Beacon. The characteristic shape
is a steep north-facing scarp slope with a more gentle dip slope to the south.

Although the South Downs form a substantial barrier, four rivers have
managed to make deep cuttings through the chalk to reach the sea. Although
vatious theoties have been put forward to explain how this could have happened,
none have been proven.

The other notable features of the Downs are the coombs or dry valleys.
There is some dispute over precisely how these were formed. Robinson &
Williams (1983) consider that they must at least have been greatly enlarged and
deepened by periglacial erosion caused by meltwater at the end of the last Ice Age.
However, the extent of this erosion is subject to considerable disagreement.
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Chalk itself is surprisingly resistant to weathering and erosion despite being a
relatively soft limestone. It is susceptible to frost weathering but chemical
weathering by rainwater would appear to be a more significant factor. The chalk is
highly porous and water collects in large underground aquifers. As the rainwater
percolates down through the cracks and fissures, it dissolves the chalk (principally
calcium carbonate). This process of chemical weathering may have gone on for
several million years so the present height of the Downs could be 200 to 300 m
less than it was originally (Robinson & Williams 1983).

The ecological value of the South Downs, particularly for plants, is largely the
result of the nature and nutrient status of the chalk which is rich in calcium and
phosphorous, but poor in potassium and nitrogen. In biological terms, nutrient
status and texture are much more important than the age or origin of a deposit
(Tubbs 1993). The nature conservation value of chalk grassland is a clear
illustration of this principle.

e) The Coastal Plain

The coastal plain occupies the low-lying area in the west of the county
between the South Downs and the sea. It is dominated by London Clay and Brick
Earths (so-called because of their use in brick-making) which produce high quality
agricultural land. Much of this area is also built up, but there are still a few
remaining woodlands.

In places, sands and gravels underlie the clays. These have been exploited
around Chichester, forming Chichester Gravel Pits.

3. Climate

Sussex was not directly affected by glaciation during the last Ice Age.
However, relicts of this period include the coombs or dry valleys of the South
Downs, and the extensive raised beach which forms the coastal plain of West
Sussex and south east Hampshire (Tubbs 1993).

TIHE PERIODS CULTURAL
BEFORE PRESENT PERIODS
. 2000
SUB-ATLANTIC HODERN
1000 (wetter, cooler AND 1000
oceanic) MEDIEVAL
2000, ROM-BRITISH AD
BG
IRON AGE
3000, 1000
SUB-BOREAL BRONZE AGE
(possibly more
4000, continental) 2000
NEOLITHIC
5000, 3000
ATLANTIC
6000, (warm, damp, 4000
climacic
optimum)
7000 5000
8000, BOREAL MESOLITHIC 6000
(continental) ===
9000, 7000
10,000 PRE-BOREAL 8000
(improving)
11,000 9000
UPPER
PALAEOLITHIC
12,000 LATE GLACIAL 10,000
13.000. 11,000

Fignre 4. Cultural and Climatic Periods in Sussex since the last Ice Age.
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Fig. 4 illustrates the changes in climate which have taken place since the last
glaciation over 10,000 years ago. The climatic optimum from an ecological
perspective was the warmer, wetter Atlantic period between 5000 and 7000 years
ago. At this time woodland probably reached its maximum extent and would have
included the maximum diversity of tree and shrub species (Tubbs 1993).

Climatic changes have continued since the Atlantic period, as indicated in fig.
4. This has been accompanied by various other changes including a general rise in
sea-level. The implications of sea-level rise are set out in the Coastal section.

The climate of Sussex is mainly oceanic in character because it is dominated
by westetly airflows. However being located in southeast England it does have
some continental influences. As such, compared with the rest of the country it has
warmer summers than most of Britain and a greater temperature range over the
year than the west of Britain (Potts & Browne 1983). There is some variation in
temperature across the county and the coastal fringe has the mildest winter mainly
as a result of the moderating influence of the sea. It also tends to have the most
sunshine.

Rainfall varies from 70 cm on the Coastal Plain to 100 cm on parts of the
South Downs. Rainfall tends to peak in autumn and eatrly winter and is at its
lowest in early spring (Potts & Browne 1983).

In ecological terms the inter-relationships between the climate, geology, and
the impacts of human occupation have created one of the most interesting counties
in Britain (Streeter 1983). The combination of factors listed above has resulted in
three main kinds of semi-natural vegetation - woodland; heathland; and chalk scrub
and downland. In addition there are the coastal habitats, most notably the
intertidal mudflats and saltmarshes, together with the alluvial grazing marshes
produced by changing sea levels over the last 1000 years (Streeter 1983).

The individual habitat accounts which follow attempt to build on this
background and outline in more detail the origins, importance and threats which
are involved in each case.
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The Coast

Chris Corrigan

Edgar (1979) estimated that "Sussex has a coastline of 140 km (not including
the indentations of the harbours) of which 60% is covered by built-up areas". This
picture is still true today and the Sussex coastline remains one of the most built up
in the country.

There are four main types of habitat found on the Sussex coast: the intertidal
flats and marshes; cliffs; sand dunes and shingle; and the coastal waters themselves.

Intertidal Flats and Saltmarshes

These are among the most important habitats in the county for birds. The
combination of extensive mudflats and saltmarsh for feeding and roosting,
together with the relatively mild winters, make Sussex a favoured location for
waders and wildfowl. Chichester and Pagham Harbours are the prime sites and
both are internationally important, principally for wintering waders and wildfowl.
As such, both have been designated as Special Protection Areas (SPAs) under the
European Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds. In addition, other sites
include Littlehampton West Beach, Goring, the Adur Estuary and Rye Bay which
includes the stretch of coast between Pett and Midrips. All these sites (with the
exception of Goring) are Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) and at times can
support nationally important numbers of waders.

Chichester Harbour

Chichester Harbour is easily the largest and most important estuary in Sussex.
The Harbour is a large estuarine basin, its complex shape is formed by the four
major arms which were created by land sinking along four small river valleys. The
river channels are muddy, whereas the intertidal areas south of Thorney Island
consist of sandier sediments (Prater 1981, Cranswick et al 1995).

Although the Harbour straddles the county boundary with Hampshire,
approximately 70% of the site is in Sussex and for the purpose of this review, the
whole Harbour is considered to be part of Sussex. This is consistent with the
approach adopted in the Sussex Bird Report.

To illustrate its significance, the Chichester Harbour SSSI covers 3695 ha of
which almost 2000 ha are saltmarsh, sandflats and mudflats (Edgar 1979). The
remainder of the SSSI includes the open water of the main channel and the
associated habitats behind the sea-wall, such as those on Thorney Island.

The primary ornithological value of Chichester Harbour is for migrating and
overwintering waders and wildfowl. Typically there may be 55,000 waders and
wildfowl in winter. The 5-year mean counts, 1989/90 to 1993/94 are 18,361
wildfowl and 37,144 waders (Cranswick et al 1995) making the Harbour the 19th
most important estuary in the UK and easily the most important in Sussex.

In general terms the Harbour supports between half (e.g. Ringed Plover) and
almost all (e.g. Knot) the populations of the wader species in the county. In a
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wider context, the estuary is of national and international importance for a range of
wader and wildfowl species. These are listed in table 1.

Internationally Important Numbers Nationally Important Numbers
Dark-bellied Brent Goose Little Grebe
Ringed Plover Shelduck
Grey Plover Red-breasted Merganser
Dunlin Sanderling
Bar-tailed Godwit Black-tailed Godwit
Redshank

Table 1. Waders and Wildfow! Present in Nationally or Internationally Important Numbers in
Chichester Harbour
(from Cranswick et al 1995).

For details of the qualifying levels of national and international importance,
see Cranswick et al (1995).

Of particular significance is the Dark-bellied Brent Goose. In 1979, Edgar

estimated that 5% of the world population could be found in Chichester Harbour.
Although the Harbour remains an exceptional wintering site for this species, the
rate of increase both in Chichester Harbour and Britain as a whole has not
matched the increase in the world population (Cranswick et al 1995).
Consequently, the proportion of the world population which uses the Harbour has
declined slightly and is probably now nearer 4%.
Although the wintering and migratory waterfowl are the most significant
ornithological feature, the Harbour also supports an interesting and important
breeding bird community. The North and South Stake Islands are of particular
importance supporting a colony of more than 1000 pairs of Black-headed Gulls.
Common, Sandwich and Little Terns also breed but, in recent years, not in large
numbers. Predation, and flooding during particularly high tides, have adversely
affected breeding success. More information on numbers and trends is included in
the relevant species account. Small numbers of Ringed Plovers, Redshanks and
Opystercatchers also breed on the saltmarsh and shingle spits.

Around the Harbour are a number of areas which, although behind the sea-
wall, are important and integral parts of the site. Thorney Island is one example of
such an area. Many of the Brent Geese which use the Harbour feed on the Island's
grassland. Thorney Deeps is an important roost site for waders and rapidly
increasing numbers of Little Egrets.

This interdependence extends even beyond the areas included within the
SSSI. Brent Geese, for example, will also feed on adjacent areas of arable farmland
taking advantage of the winter wheat. This is a cause of considerable conflict with
the local farming community.

Pagham Harbour
Pagham Harbour is the other important estuarine basin in the county. It is
perhaps more accurately described as a tidal inlet rather than an estuary for there is
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no major river that flows out to sea (Robinson & Williams 1983). Although it is
only approximately one-sixth of the size of Chichester Harbour, it is still an
internationally important site. It often supports internationally important numbers
of Brent Geese (ca. 3000). As with Chichester Harbour, many of these birds feed
on the surrounding arable land causing similar conflicts with farmers.

The Harbour was enclosed in 1876 to stop erosion of the cliffs which
threatened Pagham Church and provide land for agriculture, but was flooded again
by a storm in 1910 (Robinson & Williams 1983).

The central area of the Harbour comprises extensive saltmarsh and tidal
mudflats. The SSSI, which covers 616 ha in all, also includes adjoining areas of
shingle, open water, reed swamp and lowland wet grassland.

The variety of habitats, its favourable geographical location for migrants and
excellent viewing points have made Pagham Harbour one of the most popular and
accessible bird-watching sites in the county. Like Chichester Harbour the main
interest is wintering waterfowl but small numbers of birds breed on the saltmarsh.
A few pairs of Little Terns also attempt to nest, but these have been unsuccessful
in recent years. More information on this is included below in the section on
Shingle.

Other Sites

The other areas of intertidal habitats have been mentioned in the
introduction to this section. These include Littlehampton West Beach, Goring, the
Adur Estuary and Rye Bay. None of these approach either of the Harbours in
terms of overall importance. Nevertheless they are an important component in the
network of coastal sites used by migrating waders and wildfowl. For example the
Adur Estuary has supported nationally important numbers of Ringed Plovers. It
also supports upwards of 1500 Dunlin in winter and is a regular resting and feeding
site for species such as Knot, Whimbrel and Bar-tailed Godwits on spring and
autumn passage. The sandier sediments at Littlechampton West Beach and Goring
are favoured by regular flocks of Sanderlings.

Threats

The estuaries of Sussex have not been subject to the direct habitat losses to
development which have occurred in estuaries such as the Tees (Fuller 1982).
Nevertheless there are great pressures on almost all the sites. This is not surprising
given the geographical location in southeast England and proximity to large
numbers of people, including relatively short journey times from London.

Chichester Harbour has considerable landscape appeal which is reflected in
its designation as an AONB. This is probably one of the factors which has placed
it among the most popular sailing locations in the country. The impacts of
recreation and other activities such as bait-digging are difficult to quantify.
However, the significance of these issues is increasingly being recognised and
addressed in estuary management plans.

Sea-level rise
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A much more significant issue for the future may be sea-level rise. This is
due in part to changing land levels which have followed the disappearance of the
huge weight of ice from northern and western parts of Britain after the last
glaciation. As a result, land in Scotland and parts of northern England and Wales is
rising while southern England is sinking at 1-2 mm per year (Ministry of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) and the Welsh Office 1993).

As well as changes in land-levels, sea-levels have risen since the Atlantic
period, probably due to variations in global temperatures. This has caused, and will
continue to cause, the drowning of intertidal areas. One such example was an
extensive area off Selsey Bill and the adjoining area of Hampshire which
disappeared sometime between the 10th and 14th centuries (Tubbs 1993). Up until
recently these losses would have been at least partially offset by an inland migration
of intertidal habitats in response to the increasing sea-level. With fixed sea
defences along most of the Sussex coast this is no longer possible. This results in
‘coastal squeeze’ and a net loss of intertidal habitats as they are covered by rising
sea-levels and are unable to move inland.

A significant factor in the future will be any further sea- level rises caused by
the Greenhouse Effect. Global warming could have a major impact on the climate
of Sussex and could significantly add to the problems of ‘natural’ sea level rise.
Even under existing conditions, the predicted increase in sea level for southeast
England is 6 mm per year (MAFF and the Welsh Office 1993).

At a national level, it has been estimated that over 12,000 ha of intertidal
habitats will be lost due to sea-level rise over the next 20 years (Pye & French
1992). A high but unknown proportion of this loss will occur in Sussex. Tubbs
(1993) has suggested that by 2030 most of the mudflats in Hampshire outside the
sheltered estuaries and harbours will be gone and the areas in the more sheltered
sites much reduced. Sussex is suffering equivalent rates of sea-level rise to
Hampshire so the impacts are likely to be similar.

Sand and Shingle
Shingle

Shingle beaches occupy more of the Sussex coastline than any other habitat.
Most are of little ornithological value due to disturbance. The most important area
of shingle is found at Rye Harbour LNR although this has been damaged by gravel
extraction. This has the largest Little Tern colony in Sussex (usually between 35
and 50 pairs). Breeding success is helped by intensive wardening and a series of
measures to reduce predation (including electric fencing). Sandwich Terns breed
erratically but Common Terns (typically 45-90 pairs) nest every year. It is also
important for its Black-headed Gull colony which consisted of 1050 pairs in 1987
but had declined to only 200 pairs by the eatly 1990s. There are healthy
populations of breeding waders, particularly Ringed Plovers (over 50 pairs). It is
now the only site in the county where Wheatears nest regularly (less than ten pairs).

As well as supporting a rich breeding bird community the shingle ridges and
pools are important in a wider context. Although smaller and less significant than
those at Dungeness, the shingle is an important geomorphological feature in its
own right. It is also of botanical interest supporting rare plants such as least lettuce
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and sea pea as well as more typical shingle species such as yellow-horned poppy.
Vegetated shingle is a nationally scarce habitat but the coastal shingle in Sussex has
lost most of its conservation interest. Sea defence works to protect low-lying land
behind the beaches involves re-profiling the beaches using heavy machinery. Apart
from any small pockets which can be kept undisturbed, this prevents the
establishment of any shingle vegetation.

Human disturbance is also a key factor. A scattering of Ringed Plovers nest
along the coast at sites such as Widewater (Lancing Beach) and Brighton Marina.
Breeding success, however, is usually very poor. No Little Terns are able to nest
on any of the extensive shingle beaches between Pagham Harbour in the west and
Rye Harbour in the east. Pagham Harbour is the other significant shingle feature,
but is neither as extensive nor as important as Rye Harbour. Little Terns usually
attempt to nest but breeding success is thought to be poor.

Sand Dunes

Sand dunes are very localised in Sussex. The three main sites are East Head
at the entrance to Chichester Harbour, and the dune systems at Littlehampton
West Beach and Camber. Like the shingle beaches, they tend to be heavily
disturbed and of little ornithological significance. The main interest are the flocks
of Sandetlings which feed on the sandy foreshore.

Cliffs

The Sussex coast has two distinct types of coastal cliffs. There are the 15 km
of chalk cliffs between Black Rock, Brighton and Holywell, Eastbourne (which
includes the famous landmarks of the Seven Sisters and Beachy Head) and the 8
km of sand and clay cliffs between Hastings and Pett. The chalk cliffs tend to be
vertical with little vegetation and relatively few ledges. In contrast, the softer clay
and sandstone cliffs are less steep due to the slumping and formation of undercliffs
which occurs as the cliffs erode (Edgar 1979). These cliffs are subject to the most
rapid rates of retreat (as at Fairlight Country Park, for example).

There has been a dramatic change in breeding seabird communities on the
cliffs since the end of the 19th century. Both Razorbills and Guillemots formerly
nested on the chalk cliffs, but both are now extinct as breeding species. Razorbills
were not recorded breeding at Beachy Head after 1878 at the very latest,
Guillemots after 1904. The reasons for the disappearance of auks from the cliffs is
not known. It is part of a longer term, and continuing decline which appears to be
affecting the whole Channel coast. The nearest remaining colony of auks is on the
south side of the Isle of Wight. This colony is also in decline and only 200
Guillemots were counted in 1992 (Aspinall & Tasker 1992).

Ravens had also disappeared as a breeding species by about 1895, although a
single pair nested at Seaford Head and Beachy Head between 1938 and 1945.
Persecution is thought to be the cause of this extinction. Peregrines declined as a
result of the effects of pesticides in the food chain and failed to nest after 1956.
Fortunately Peregrines have returned as part of the national recovery after the use
of the most damaging chemicals was banned or restricted.
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Although a number of species have been lost, others have colonised the
cliffs. Fulmars were seen on the cliffs in East Sussex in 1946 and breeding was
first proved in 1976. The population has continued to expand and birds now nest
on the sand and clay cliffs east of Hastings as well as on the chalk.

Kittiwakes first nested in 1976 (James 1981). Since then the numbers nesting
on the cliffs at Newhaven and Seaford have increased rapidly. Over 1000 pairs
now nest. Cormorants have returned as a breeding species on the sand and clay
cliffs, having been absent since at least 1938.

Other cliff-nesting species noted by Edgar (1979) include Kestrel, Herring
Gull, Stock Dove, Rock Pipit, Jackdaw, Starling and House Sparrow. Irregular
breeders include Lesser Black-backed Gull, House Martin and Black Redstart.

Edgar (1979) noted that cliff nesting Kestrels probably declined during the
1940s and certainly did so after 1951. The distribution of Herring Gulls is more
confusing. Walpole-Bond (1938) recorded "perhaps as many as 2000 couples"”
between Seaford and Beachy Head. This had declined to 395 pairs on the whole of
the chalk cliffs by 1965. In contrast 371 pairs nested on the Hastings cliffs in 1965
compared with none there in 1935.

Edgar suggests that these population changes may be due to a change in the
cliff structure with fewer suitable ledges now available. This may at least partially
explain the changes which have occurred in the breeding bird communities on the
cliffs. However, other factors must certainly be involved. For example, the
national increase in the numbers of Fulmars has been linked to the increased
availability of discards from fishing boats.

There is a serious lack of data which might explain the observed changes in
the breeding seabird populations. This highlights a major gap in our knowledge
which must be filled if we are to develop meaningful conservation measures to
protect the seabirds of Sussex.

Open Sea

The Sussex coast does not support major concentrations of wintering divers,
grebes, auks or seaduck. However, the coastal waters are very shallow and Edgar
(1979) notes that the 5 fathom line only comes within 1 km of the coast off the
chalk cliffs and at Fairlight. This may mean that significant numbers of birds are
able to feed undetected out at sea.

Rye Bay appears to be the most significant site and supports nationally
important numbers of Red-throated Divers and regular flocks of Common Scoters
in winter. Small numbers of Eider are scattered along the coast and nationally
important numbers of Slavonian Grebes occur off Church Norton.

Much larger numbers of divers, geese, ducks, waders, skuas, gulls and terns
migrate along the Sussex coast, especially in spring. Numbers can be spectacular
given the right weather conditions, including the eagerly awaited passage of
Pomarine Skuas in late April and early May. An unknown proportion of these
birds will undoubtedly use the coast for resting and feeding.

The conservation issues relating to the open sea are poorly understood.
Over-fishing is almost certainly an issue. The use of drift nets may trap and drown
birds such as auks. However, little data exist to confirm and quantify the scale of
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the problem. The only visible sign that there may be problems at sea ate the all-
too-familiar sight of oiled birds. Chronic oil pollution is a particular problem along
the Channel coast. However, the significance of this issue in terms of its effect on
overall populations is not known.

Wetlands

Chris Corrigan

Freshwater Habitats

The freshwater habitats of Sussex can be broadly divided into three
categories: the watercourses and associated wet grasslands or grazing marshes of
the floodplains and ‘levels'; fens (particularly reedbeds); and the standing water of
the ponds, reservoirs and gravel pits.

The wet grasslands and fens are classified as “semi-natural habitats' because
they have been heavily modified by management. The still waters are almost
entirely artificial and created for water storage, as the by-product of gravel
extraction, or as mill ponds.

Wet Grasslands

The wet grasslands, or grazing marshes as they are sometimes called, are the
wetland habitats associated with river valley floodplains and the ‘levels' such as
those at Pett and Pevensey.

This habitat can be defined as "periodically inundated pasture or meadow
with ditches which maintain the water levels" (Biodiversity: The UK Steering
Group Report 1995).

Most of these grasslands are used for grazing stock, although some fields are
usually reserved for hay or silage. Periods of shallow winter flooding and damp
soil with saturated hollows which remain late into the spring are features which
make this habitat so attractive to breeding and wintering birds. Wet grasslands are
also extremely important for other forms of wildlife. The ditches are especially
important for plants and invertebrates. For example, out of 160 truly aquatic plant
species found in Britain, 115 (72%) occur in Sussex. This habitat is also important
for a diverse range of invertebrates, some of which are extremely rare. For
example, Pevensey Levels is one of only two sites in Great Britain where the fen
raft spider can be found.

Traditional management of wet grasslands involves grazing the fields in the
spring once the fields are dry enough to prevent poaching of the ground by stock.
Typically animals may be introduced as late as May. This comparatively late start
to grazing is important for waders such as Lapwings and Redshanks. This is
because earlier grazing reduces the breeding success of the birds due to trampling
of the nests and eggs by the animals.

To contain animals within fields, ditch water levels are kept high so that the
ditches act as “wet fences'. In the autumn and winter, as rainfall increases, periods
of heavy rain lead to shallow winter flooding creating ideal conditions for wintering
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wildfowl. Unfortunately, changes in agricultural policy and practice have led to
more intensive management with improved drainage and greater use of fertilisers
and pesticides. The scale of these changes has had damaging effects on wildlife
which will be explored in more detail later in this section.

History of Wet Grasslands

As outlined above, the river valleys and levels of Sussex cannot be regarded
as truly “natural habitats. Much of the wildlife interest of these areas is dependent
upon management which has been practised for many centuries. Pevensey Levels,
for example, was created by the enclosure or ‘inning' of a large intertidal bay. This
reclamation from the sea started in the 8th century, helped by the eastward drift of
shingle along the coast (Edgar 1979). Once enclosed, the site gradually changed
from saltmarsh to pasture with a field system which was very similar to that which
can be found today. The combination of grassland and associated network of
ditches to act as “wet fences' provided an important wildlife resource as well as
valuable farmland.

The river valley floodplains such as those of the Adur, Arun and Ouse are
natural in origin, but have been heavily modified by management. The rivers
would have meandered down the floodplain with occasional changes in the
direction of the channels. This meandering pattern can still be seen in the
Cuckmere, but elsewhere the rivers have been straightened and canalised to the
detriment of both the wildlife and the landscape.

Importance for Birds

Wet grasslands are of most significance for breeding, wintering and migratory
waders and wildfowl. Other species include Yellow Wagtails, Reed Buntings and
Reed and Sedge Warblers. The loss of wet grassland and the more intensive
agricultural management of what remains has reduced dramatically the bird
populations of these areas. Nevertheless, significant interest remains. For example
a joint RSPB and National Rivers Authority (NRA) survey of the Arun Valley in
1991 estimated that there were 77 paits of Lapwings, 88 displaying (‘drumming'
and “chipping’) Snipe and 97 pairs of Redshanks. The resulting total of 262 paits
of breeding waders makes the Arun Valley one of the top ten lowland wet
grassland sites for birds in the UK. Although these figures appear substantial,
there have been significant declines in both Yellow Wagtails and Lapwings since at
least 1982 (Pilcher 1991). Anecdotal evidence also suggests that breeding waders in
parts of the Valley, particularly Amberley Wild Brooks, have continued to decline
even since 1991 (T Callaway pers. comm.).

Wet grasslands are also important for wintering birds. The Arun Valley still
retains an internationally important population of Bewick's Swans. Substantial
wintering wildfowl numbers are also concentrated at sites such as the Pulborough
Brooks RSPB reserve and Arundel WWT. The value of Pulborough Brooks for
birds following improved management for birds is described in more detail in the
Conservation section.
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Habitat Exctent

Sussex remains one of the most important counties in Great Britain for
lowland wet grassland. Current estimates suggest that there are approximately
11,400 ha of wet grassland habitat in the county although this probably includes
significant areas of improved grassland (Sussex Wildlife Trust 1994).

A precise figure for the extent of the habitat in the UK is not known. The
UK Biodiversity Steering Group (1995) estimated that the figure may be 300,000
ha, although only a mere 10,000 ha may be good quality semi-natural habitat
supporting a high diversity of native plant species. These figures highlight the
declines in habitat quality which are the result largely of improved drainage and
more intensive agricultural management. Nevertheless, taking the estimates of
300,000 ha for the UK and 11,400 ha for Sussex, this suggests that the county
contains almost 4% of the UK's wet grassland resource.

Trends

Two factors have contributed to the loss of lowland wet grassland in Sussex.
One is direct loss of grassland by, for example, conversion to arable farming. The
second factor is the reduction in the wildlife value of the remaining grassland by
improved drainage and more intensive management. The latter includes eatlier
grazing in the spring, higher stocking densities, cutting for silage rather than hay
and increased use of fertilisers and pesticides. All these factors contribute to the
overall decline in habitat quality. Improved drainage resulting from canalisation
and the installation of pumps means less frequent winter flooding to attract
wintering wildfowl and drier conditions for breeding waders in the spring.
Increased dependence on silage rather than hay means that cutting is carried out
earlier, often in May, and before most of the breeding wader chicks have had
chance to fledge.

Taking first the issue of direct habitat loss, fig. 5 shows the distribution of
wet grassland in Sussex in 1813 and 1981 (from Whitbread & Curson 1992). The
large scale losses are very clear. Much of this decline is relatively recent. For
example, between the 1960s and 1980s, about 10,500 ha of wetland in Sussex
(about 66% of the total) was drained (Whitbread & Curson 1992). Much of this
land was turned over to intensive arable production, although some also became
drier, more intensively managed pasture.

The habitat losses which have occurred in Sussex reflect the national trends.
For example, Fuller (1982) recognised that "the wettest of these grasslands atre

amongst the most rapidly vanishing habitats in Britain ".

Unfortunately the
declines have continued even since Fuller reviewed the status of the habitat in
1982. As a an example, in the 1980s Pevensey Levels was recognised as being
internationally important for wintering waterfowl as a candidate SPA under the
European Birds Directive. Surveys of wintering birds by the RSPB and the SOS
between 1992 and 1994 revealed that the site no longer supported sufficient
numbers of wintering waterfowl to merit international importance, although it still
qualifies as a Ramsar site because of the botanical and invertebrate interest in the

ditches.
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Figure 5. Extent of lowland wet grassland in 1813 and 1981.
(redrawn from Whitebread & Curson 1992)

The available evidence suggests that the declines in wet grassland breeding
birds have occurred since at least the mid-1960s. For example Shrubb (1968)
examined the status and distribution of Redshank (1962 to 1967) and Snipe and
Yellow Wagtail (1965 to 1967). He concluded that a comparison with past records
indicated an extensive decline of all three species. Not surprisingly Shrubb
identified probable causes for the decline as "drainage of wetland pastures and
increased human disturbance".

As indicated eatlier, since Shrubb's study in the 1960s, about 66% of the
wetlands of Sussex have been drained. Indeed the trends of improved drainage
and more intensive management are the result of the drive to produce more food
since the Second World War. The wetlands of Sussex have probably suffered more
damage than any other type of habitat as a result of this policy. Consequently a
number of the sites examined by Shrubb no longer support breeding waders. For
example the Adur Levels held 3-5 pairs of Snipe and 4-15 pairs of Redshanks.
There are no recent records of breeding at this site by either species.

The declines in the breeding and wintering bird populations of Pevensey
Levels are a good example of the problems which have been caused by changes in
management. Substantial areas of Pevensey are now drained by pumps which
remove water faster from the system and allow water levels to be kept lower than
before. Drier conditions have enabled parts of the site to be converted to arable
land which is less suitable for breeding waders. In winter, the introduction of
pumps has also meant that the incidence of winter flooding is reduced to the
detriment of the wintering wildfowl populations. These trends have continued
right up to the present time.
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The declines in breeding and wintering birds populations on Pevensey Levels
make depressing reading. Sadly, these appear to be typical for all of the Sussex wet
grasslands. It is clear that the present agricultural policy framework has not
prevented continuing habitat deterioration, even on internationally important sites
such as Amberley Wild Brooks. On this site the Government's rejection of a pump
drainage scheme following a Public Inquiry in 1978 does not appear to have halted
the decline in breeding and wintering bird interest as described in the Conservation
section.

At present, the only success stories appear to be on nature reserves such as
the SWT Pevensey Levels reserve, the RSPB reserve at Pulborough Brooks and
Stephen Rumsey's efforts on Pett Level at Icklesham. These successes show that
the historic declines can be reversed. However, at present there is little evidence
that such improvements have extended to areas outside nature reserves, which only
occupy a tiny proportion of the overall wet grassland resource in Sussex.

To bring about improvements on a wider scale will require changes to
current farming practices. This will need positive financial incentives combined
with appropriate management prescriptions for environmentally sensitive farming.
Some progress has already been established with the South Downs
Environmentally Sensitive Area (funded by MAFF), the Countryside Stewardship
Scheme (Countryside Commission) and the Wildlife Enhancement Scheme for
Pevensey Levels (English Nature). All of these schemes are relatively new and it is
too early to fully assess their value for birds. However, there is no doubt that they
will need to be expanded to bring about significant improvements to bird
populations. As outlined in the Farmland section, this will really require a major
reform of the Common Agricultural Policy, using the current budget to pay
farmers to manage wetlands (and other habitats) for wildlife as well as providing
subsidies to produce food.

It is clear that the loss of lowland wet grassland, both in terms of habitat area
and quality has been one of the most damaging changes to affect birds and other
wildlife since the Second World War. On the positive side, experience on nature
reserves such as Pulborough Brooks has demonstrated the management techniques
required to improve conditions. Schemes now exist to support farming practices
which will help improve conditions outside nature reserves. Whatever schemes are
adopted, one of the priorities for conserving biodiversity in Sussex must be to
restore these wetland habitats. The deterioration of internationally important sites
such as Amberley Wild Brooks and Pevensey Levels must be reversed. Great
efforts are needed to ensure that healthy wetlands which are rich in wildlife are
secured for future generations.

Fens

Fens are the second main wetland type. They cover a range of different
habitats which occur in the ecological succession from wet swamp such as reed
beds to fen-carr woodland (Fuller 1982). None of these habitats occurs extensively
in Sussex, although small pockets can be found in a number of places.
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Reedbeds

Reedbeds are wetlands dominated by common reed with a water table which
is at or above ground level for most of the year. They may include areas of open
water and ditches and wet grassland and carr woodland may be associated with
them (Biodiversity: the UK Steering Group Report 1995).

Although reed beds support relatively few breeding bird species, the species
that do occur tend to be highly specialised and dependent on the reed bed habitat.
The three species characteristic of reedbeds are Bittern, Marsh Harrier and Bearded
Tit, although the latter also nests in other habitats including farmland. Only small
numbers of Bearded Tits nest in Sussex, the other two species being absent. This
reflects the absence of extensive areas of reedbed habitat in the county.

At present, the distribution of reedbeds is limited to a small number of sites,
the largest being Filsham Reedbed in Combe Haven which covers an area of
approximately 13 ha. To put this in context, as a general rule a reedbed should
cover at least 20 ha to support a single pair of Bitterns (RSPB 1995). However,
Filsham does support important populations of the commoner breeding species
such as Water Rail and Reed and Sedge Warblers.

Of perhaps greater conservation significance is the recent evidence which
suggests that the Sussex reedbeds may be important migration stops for the
globally threatened Aquatic Warbler. This has been most clearly demonstrated by
the Rye Bay Ringing Group at Icklesham where significant numbers of birds have
been caught in recent years. The intensive ringing efforts at this site have also
demonstrated that large numbers of other species such as Sand Martins and Sedge
Warblers rely on the site for feeding and roosting.

Although Sussex does not have any extensive reedbeds at present, there may
be opportunities to change this in the future. Bitterns have a precarious hold in
Britain with only 20 booming males in 1995. A major conservation goal for Sussex
would be to create a site which is large enough to support breeding Bitterns. This
will require the combination of suitable low-lying land, a good clean water supply, a
sympathetic landowner and sufficient money to fund the habitat creation. This is a
daunting list but, if it can be achieved, the ornithological rewards would be great.

Reservoirs, Gravel Pits and Ponds

These habitats are almost all artificial in origin. Nevertheless, many support
important numbers of breeding, wintering and passage birds and are among the
most popular bird-watching sites in the county. The value of a reservoir or gravel
pit for birds is influenced by a number of factors. These can include water depth
and nutrient status, as well as external influences such as the level of recreational
disturbance.

The reservoirs and gravel pits are relatively recent additions to the Sussex
countryside. Most of the reservoirs have been constructed within the last 50 years
(table 2). There is no doubt that this has benefited species such as wintering
wildfowl and breeding Great Crested Grebes. The latter species has increased as a
result of additional habitat creation (e.g. Hughes 1987) with key sites including
Chichester Gravel Pits, Weir Wood Reservoir and Bewl Water. However, the
importance of the latter site seems to have declined since the 1970s (Hughes 1987,
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Sussex Bird Report 1994). This may be the result of the changes which occur as a
gravel pit matures. This process was studied by Milne (1974) in Huntingdonshire
who found that gravel pits had an initial flush of aquatic productivity soon after
being completed. However, after this initial period the diversity and density of
birds declined. It is possible that similar processes have taken place at the gravel
pits and reservoirs of Sussex, hence the declines in the number of breeding Great
Crested Grebes.

Site Year of Construction Area (ha) | Main Species
Ardingly 1978 70 None
Arlington 1971 63 Mallard (215), Shoveler (75)
Barcombe | 1964-66 (extended 1971) | 16 None
Bewl Water | 1975 312 Wigeon (444), Gadwall (68), Teal (246)
Darwell 1938-40 and 1946-50 69 Mallard (210), Pochard (62)
Powdermill | 1924-32 23 Teal (258)
Weir Wood | 1954 114 Pochard (76)

Table 2. Sussex Reservoirs.
Site Type of Waterbody | Main Species
Arundel WWT Nature Reserve Teal (150), Mallard (958), Pochard (391), Tufted Duck (238)
Chichester Gravel Pits Pochard (243), Tufted Duck (267)
Rye Harbour Gravel Pits Teal (150), Shoveler (60), Pochard (281), Tufted Duck (160)
Swanbourne Lake | Artificial Pochard (64), Tufted Duck (243)

Table 3. Major Gravel Pits and other Water Bodies.

To give an indication of the importance of each of the sites, the maximum
wildfowl counts for 1993 (Sussex Bird Report 1994) are included in tables 2 and 3
which summarise the background information on each of the main water bodies.

These figures show that the standing waters are especially important for
diving ducks, with almost all of the Pochards and Tufted Ducks occurring on these
sites. Chichester Gravel Pits, Arundel WWT and Rye Harbour are the most
significant sites in this respect. Not surprisingly, the importance of the lakes and
gravel pits is less significant for dabbling species such as Wigeon and Teal which
also occur on the coast and on wet grassland sites like Amberley Wild Brooks and
Pulborough Brooks.

Habitat Trends

The area of standing water has increased significantly since the 1920s and
1930s. This is due to the expansion of reservoir construction and gravel extraction.
Although some of the reservoirs and gravel pits are used for recreational activities
such as sailing and fishing, and some of the pits have been filled in for waste
disposal, the overall effect has been a net increase in the habitat available for birds.

This rate of habitat creation is likely to slow down dramatically. The
reservoir infrastructure is largely in place and, although there have been proposals
to expand Darwell Reservoir, there are no major new sites planned. The only
realistic further development would be the expansion of an existing site to cope
with any increases in the demand for water.
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Gravel extraction will continue to occur, but this is expected to decline as
land-based resources are depleted and alternative sources of aggregates are
developed, principally from marine dredged gravels and “superquarties' in Scotland
and Scandinavia. Indeed current Government Policy Guidance aims to shift the
balance in this direction, hence the recent controversial applications for aggregate
dredging off Hastings and Selsey.

A problem for the future will be that as the area of habitat remains fairly
static, the pressure on sites will increase as the demand for recreational use
increases. In order to maintain the existing wildlife resource, this will require
improved management with zoning of areas for different uses and the provision of
refuge areas for birds. Apart from this, the open water habitats will probably
continue to be one of the least threatened of the Sussex habitats.

Heathland
Ann Griffiths

In the Oxford English Dictionary heath is defined as “open, flat, waste tract
of land, often covered with low shrubs - kind of shrub growing on such land”.
However, to the naturalist it is much more significant than this very basic
definition suggests. A more accurate ecological definition of lowland heathland, as
used by the UK Biodiversity Steering Group (1995), is a habitat “characterised by
the presence of plants such as heather, dwarf gorses and cross-leaved heath and is
generally found below 300 m in altitude”.

Heathland occurs on acid soils. In Sussex the majority of heathland occurs
on the soils which ovetlie the Upper and Lower Greensand and the Ashdown and
Tunbridge Wells Sands. In addition, small fragments remain on the acid soils
south of the Downs as well as on overlying deposits in patches on the Downs
themselves. This produces a unique chalk heath habitat, as at Lullington Heath
NNR.

Heathland consists of many plant associations which vary according to
topography, drainage, soils and past management. These components include
open heath, scrub (such as gorse, birch and willow), woodland (both broadleaved
and conifer), wet heath, bog and bate sand. Maintenance of the heathland habitat
is a result of management by people over at least the last 5000 years. The resulting
habitat mosaic provides the food, shelter and nesting sites for a specialised range of
birds including breeding Nightjar, Woodlark, Stonechat and Dartford Warbler as
well as wintering Hen Harriers and Great Grey Shrikes (especially on Ashdown
Forest).

In order to understand the complexities of heathland, it is necessary to
understand its origins and subsequent management.
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Origins

Before human interference, heathland would have occurred in 2 much more
natural state, but probably in smaller, more fragmented and, crucially, more
widespread areas than are seen now.

The heathland communities would have occurred within the 'wildwood'
which developed following the last Ice Age and on those areas where there was a
suitable acid soil. Glades would have occurred in this woodland, probably created
by fallen trees, or through the effects of storms, either due to wind blow (as we saw
recently in 1987 and 1990) or by fire from lightning. Subsequent maintenance of
the glades by browsing animals would have created the conditions suitable for
natural heathland to develop.

However, the extent of these heathland areas is open to some dispute.
Tubbs (1993) suggests that the heathland may have been more extensive than
previously thought. He argues that the large numbers of open ground birds,
mammals, invertebrates and plants could not have survived for thousands of years
in such fragmented and transient sites. This suggests that the primeval forest or
'wildwood' may have been less extensive than the pollen records suggest.

Whatever their true extent, these openings were likely spots for settlements
to start, particulatly on the dry areas. We know from archaeological and historical
evidence that eatly people inhabited such areas at least 5000 years ago during the
Mesolithic period.

On Iping Common, for example, archaeologists have found the remains of
Mesolithic flint working sites. On a nearby site, old soil profiles have been revealed
during the excavations of Bronze Age burial mounds dating from approximately
2000 BC. These soils have yielded buried pollen which shows dramatic changes in
the vegetation during the Mesolithic period. The pollen records indicate that there
was a decline in the amount of woodland cover, which comprised mainly oak,
hazel and lime with limited shrubs, to a more open landscape dominated by
heathers. It is thought that these large clearings would have been maintained by the
grazing of domesticated animals which would have suppressed the regeneration of
trees.

The Hand of Man

From the Mesolithic and Neolithic periods onwards, use by people
significantly altered the heathlands. There is considerable conjecture as to what
exactly happened, but the combination of knowledge from ecologists, soil
scientists, historical ecologists and archaeologists enables us to put together a
picture of what might have occurred.

As attractive places for settlements, the glades were extended by clearing the
adjacent scrub and woodland by cutting and burning. These areas were then used
for gathering materials such as bracken. As time moved on and agricultural
technology and the domestication of animals advanced the settlements became
more permanent. The open land created from the clearances provided grazing for a
range of domesticated animals. Wood, scrub, gorse, heather and heather turves
were used for fuel. The bracken and heather would also have been used for
bedding and thatch.
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Using heathland in this way replicated the natural processes of grazing and
poaching by wild animals and damage caused by storms, but on a much larger
scale. Exploitation by people created more open and 'maintained' heathland. The
management practices became enshrined in common rights for people living either
on, or close to, the heathlands.

The long term effect of this management on the land was to change the
character of the soils. Under the early natural woodland regime, soils were
continually enriched by falling leaves and the return of nutrients through the decay
of dead wood and other plant material. On heathlands, which do not have the
benefit of extensive tree cover, the return of nutrients to the soil is much reduced.
On well drained soils, such as those found on the sandstones, nutrients washed
through the soil until the typical 'podsol' of our present heathlands developed. This
is characterised by a very thin top soil, a nutrient poor layer and then a rich mineral
layer at varying depths below the surface.

The poor soil, often an almost pure white sand, is very quickly exposed when
the top humus layer is eroded. The trampling of animals is one example of how
this might happen. Compaction of the open sand created by the animals, and the
small cliff faces that are exposed through erosion, provides an important habitat
for solitary bees, wasps and burrowing beetles. It is also in this exposed sand that
the reptiles characteristic of heathland such as adders, smooth snakes and
common and sand lizards find the warmth they need to raise their body
temperatures.

In places the mineral layer, or 'hard pan', further alters the local drainage,
impeding water flow so that, over time, boggy areas develop. Digging turves,
combined with the trampling of stock on such sites, produces wet areas that are
important for plants including round-leaved sundew, common cotton grass, bog
asphodel and marsh gentian.

The leaching of the soil combined with continued grazing of the open
heathlands made recolonisation of woodland difficult. Where trees did become
established, the poor soils initially only supported species such as birch on the dry
areas and willow in the wet hollows.

The woodland from which the heathland was carved was also being changed
in other ways. Much was cleared or managed for settlements, agriculture, forestry
and industry. Although heathland was one of the first areas to be modified and
exploited by people, as the population moved on to other areas, other more
versatile land took on a greater importance for agriculture. Heathland became less
highly valued, a stigma which still remains today. Heathland became the common
land to be shared amongst many, and indeed it had to supply the needs of many.
Up until the beginning of the 20th century heathlands were very active and
important places with many common rights being exercised.

During the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries heathland would have been at

its most extensive. It was a very disturbed habitat with areas of different aged
heath, bare patches, bracken, sand and wet hollows.
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Since the eatly part of this century the area of heathland has been much
reduced. This is because in some cases it has now been abandoned; in others it
has been taken for development, exploited for minerals, utilised for agticulture or
planted for forestry. Heathland was also used for military training purposes during
the two world wars, and the evidence of Canadian army trenches can still be found
on many of the remaining sites.

In Sussex, many settlements such as Haywards Heath and Midhurst have
been built on, or adjacent to, heathland. Mineral resources have also been
extracted from heathland sites. Heathlands are found on the acid soils derived
from the Greensand of the Folkestone and Hythe beds which are a valuable source
of a variety of building materials. Other areas on the lighter soils of the sandstone
ridges have been converted to commercial forestry plantations. The large estates
such as Leonardslee have been landscaped with exotic plants (including the now
extensive rhododendron), many of which were introduced during the Victorian
period.

On those heathlands which continue to retain some wildlife value,
management which is sympathetic to its survival is no longer part of our rural
economy. Such areas have no particular economic use or value which is a major
obstacle to securing their long term survival.

All this has meant that heathland has been reduced in extent, fragmented and
is becoming less able to support the wildlife groups that have adapted to it over the
7000 years since people first started to shape this environment. An example in
Sussex is provided by the Curlew which no longer breeds on the county's
heathlands, probably due to a reduction in habitat area and quality, as well as
increased disturbance. The last 150 years have seen greater change than in any
previous period, and our wildlife is struggling to adapt.

The Last 50 Years

Fig. 6 is a dramatic illustration of heathland loss in West Sussex. Similar
trends are also apparent in East Sussex and indeed throughout southeast England.
Ecologists have particularly noticed the dramatic decline in extent and variety since
the 1940s, when an increasing understanding of the habitat losses began to
develop.

Pioneer ecologists such as Watt, and more latterly, Gimmingham and Webb,
have eloquently described the ecological and man made processes taking place. In
West Sussex, Dr Francis Rose, who has known the heathlands since the late 1940s,
has recently described what is happening from a botanical point of view (Rose
1992). The invertebrate ecologists Edwards & Hodge (1993) have come to very
similar conclusions. The SOS, through its monitoring work at both county and site
level, has also contributed to this understanding. In particular, the changes in the
populations of Nightjar, Woodlark and Dartford Warbler are indicative of habitat
changes. Recent data suggests that during the last ten years both the Woodlark (D
Burges pers. comm.) and Dartford Warbler (Gibbons & Wotton 1995) have
increased in numbers. However, these trends mask the problems facing the
heathland habitat as a whole. In the case of the Dartford Warbler, recent increases
are due to the run of mild winters, whereas for Woodlark it is due to an increase in
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the availability of non-heathland habitat (e.g. plantation clearfells),, However,
increasing heathland management is also starting to have a beneficial effect (D
Burges pers. comm.)
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Figure 6. Extent of Heathland in West Sussex in 1813 and 1991.

It is now recognised that current threats to heathland in Sussex relate much
more to a lack of appropriate management than the loss of heathland to other land
uses. This is neatly illustrated on the Greensand in the Graffham and Lavington
areas of West Sussex where rhododendron dominates the roadside landscape on
sites previously occupied by open heathland. On Ashdown Forest in East Sussex ,
birch has taken over as common grazing rights are no longer exercised. Bracken
too now dominates, where before it was kept in check by cutting for use as stock
bedding. Nevertheless, although lack of management is a major issue, commercial
forestry, agricultural improvement, mineral extraction and development have all
taken their toll.

Fortunately, greater understanding has slowed the rate of loss of heathland to
other land uses. However, habitat change studies by WSCC have shown that
heathland declined from 871 ha 1971 to 671 ha in 1981, with the losses largely
accounted for by succession to woodland WSCC 1993). This represents a loss of
more than 20% of the remaining habitat within the space of a single decade. This
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is an alarming statistic and one which highlights the scale of the problems facing
the county's heathlands.

As a result, further protection has been provided as important sites have
been recognised and safeguarded from land use change through the planning
system.  SSSIs have been notified by English Nature and Sites of Nature
Conservation Importance (SNCls) identified by the Local Authorities and the
SWT. Most recently Ashdown Forest and Woolmer Forest (a small part of which
is in West Sussex) have been recognised as candidate SPAs under the European
Birds Directive. The significance of this international designation is described in
more detail in the Conservation section.

A few sites are also safeguarded through sympathetic ownership or
management. For example, Ashdown Forest is owned by East Sussex County
Council (ESCC) and Chailey Common is managed as an LNR by the same
authority. In West Sussex, Iping and Stedham Common is partly owned by WSCC
and the SWT and managed as an LNR with the Sussex Downs Conservation Board
(SDCB). Lavington Common, amongst others, is owned by the National Trust.
Ambersham Common is in private ownership but is managed under a Countryside
Stewardship Scheme financed by the Countryside Commission, with guidance from
English Nature. Hurston Warren, part of the West Sussex Golf Course and an
SSS1, is now managed under the English Nature Wildlife Enhancement Scheme.

On sites not protected or managed in this way, the biggest threat is still lack
of management, which continues to result in losses of this precious habitat.

Heathlands have been heavily used for many years. By chance this has
replicated the effect of natural processes. Unfortunately the decline in the need for
this use (for example there is no longer any need for heather turves for fuel or
bracken for bedding) has meant that generally both the area and quality of
heathland is declining. This is largely due to the invasion of species such as
rhododendron, Scots pine, bracken (which takes over from heather and grasses in
the absence of grazing) and silver birch and willow.

Implications for wildlife

Without natural processes or management by people, species adapted to the
heathland habitat are also declining. These include, for example, the silver-studded
blue which is dependent on sheltered patches of young heather and the bare
patches of sand favoured by ants (which are needed for the butterfly to complete
its life-cycle). Sand lizards and smooth snakes which inhabit south facing slopes
with bare sand have also declined. Dartford Warblers, associated with young gorse
bushes on extensive heathland areas remain scarce despite the recent increases
outlined earlier. These changes highlight the serious issues which must be
addressed if heathland is to survive in the long term.

Studies of the habitats and species have shown that the lowland heathland
habitat of Sussex is of national and international, as well as local, significance.
Consequently more effort is being put into heathland conservation than ever
before. In other counties, notably Dorset, Suffolk, Hampshire and Surrey, work
started in the late 1980s and early 1990s to establish County Heathland Projects.
These have been funded by a variety of organisations, including the private sector,
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the Countryside Commission, English Nature and local authorities. These projects
have also benefited from central government schemes such as the Manpower
Services Commission. Eatly efforts were directed towards physical management,
but now the work puts greater emphasis on developing sustainable grazing regimes.
Areas such as the New Forest and the moorland of northern England and Scotland
are seen as examples to follow. It is already becoming more usual to see grazing
animals on the Sussex heathlands, and Ashdown Forest is a pioneering example in
this respect.

In Sussex too, opportunities are being taken to improve the conservation
status of heathland. The establishment of a Heathland Forum in West Sussex has
brought together ecologists, land managers and owners to exchange expertise and
knowledge about heathlands. Following a recommendation from the Forum, the
newly formed SDCB has now appointed a Heathland Project Officer. With a small
budget he is able to initiate projects on the ground and encourage landowners to
enter appropriate land management schemes. In addition the RSPB, WSCC and the
SDCB have combined to encourage schools to become involved in monitoring
heathlands. Also the public awareness of the significance of heathland is raised by
media work, local guided walks and open days.

The future of Heathlands in Sussex

It is widely accepted by ecologists, that for heathland conservation to be
'sustainable', there must be a return to more traditional forms of management. The
present grant schemes are a welcome step towards that end. However, subsidies
are not the complete answer and a more exciting and potentially longer term
solution will be the development of markets for heathland products. A very
encouraging start has been made by promoting the use of bracken both as a mulch
and a peat substitute.

The long term goal is to see our heathlands as extensive breeding and feeding
areas for birds and other wildlife. An increase in bird populations would in itself be
an indicator of the health of the heathland resource, which is one of the most
important ecological components of the biodiversity of Sussex.
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Woodland

Tony Whithread

The ‘Wildwood’

There is a strong link between the history of woodlands and their value for
wildlife. Although woods appear to be constant elements in an ever-changing
landscape, they are continually evolving under the influence of both natural forces
and the effects of human management. The result of this is the complex habitat
with associated plant and animal communities which we see today.

In the thousand years that followed the last Ice Age, most of Sussex became
covered in natural forest, the so-called ‘wildwood’. We can only guess at what the
landscape looked like at that time. It is unlikely to have consisted of continuous
dense tree cover. Perhaps 80% of Sussex might have been wooded, but this would
have contained a great diversity of stages of growth and decay. The remaining
20% would have been heathlands, grasslands and marshes, largely kept open by
wild herds of grazing animals.

The composition of the forest is likely to have been rather different to what
it is today. On the clay lands of the Weald small-leaved lime would have been
dominant, with some oak, elm and beech. On the slopes of the South Downs it
would have been the large-leaved lime that was most common, while the sandy
soils in the centre of Sussex would have supported a heathy forest type of sessile
oak, birch and rowan. Along the now tamed flood plains and river valleys, long-
forgotten woodland types might have occurred. Mixtures of black poplar and
willows may have been the dominant trees in a forest that was forever changing as
meandering rivers altered course.

Woodland history

Clearance of this ‘wildwood’ started during the Mesolithic period, probably as
long ago as 7000 BC. The hunter-gatherers would have cleared fairly small areas,
mainly on the heathy soils on the Greensand ridge and around Ashdown Forest,
and perhaps also some of the more open woodland on the South Downs. Most
openings were probably temporary as these early people moved from place to
place, but the large heaths in the High Weald may date from this period.

More extensive felling occurred during the Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages.
Much of the woodland on the Downs was removed during this period, but
clearance of the heavier soils in the Weald was a slower process. Exploitation of
the Wealden iron ores started during the Iron Age and this resulted in the
management of woodland to provide the charcoal needed for smelting.

The iron and charcoal industry became more intensive during the Roman
period. For example the six Roman iron smelting sites that have been located in
the Battle area would have needed the produce from over 9000 ha of woodland.
As 36 smelting sites have been found in the Weald as a whole, large areas of
woodland must have been under intensive management. A system of coppicing
was probably used and sweet chestnut may have been introduced at this time.

59



After the Romans left Britain there was only limited expansion of secondary
woodland. The Saxons continued to cultivate land which had previously been
cleared but the iron industry contracted. Woodland management may have
changed from coppicing to a more extensive wood pasture system.

In 1086, the Weald may have contained the largest concentration of
woodland in England. Other parts of the southeast were less well wooded and in
Sussex there was relatively little woodland outside the Weald. At this time, the
coastal plain was one of the most intensively cultivated areas in the country.

Although the Wealden soils were heavy and unyielding, clearance continued
between Domesday in 1086 and the Black Death in 1349 in order to provide
agricultural land for the growing population. Consequently, management for
timber products became more important in the remaining woodlands, with a
general reduction in wood pasture. This continuing loss of woodland probably
only stopped with the onset of the Black Death.

In the 14th century as the population increased, woodlands once again
became very valuable as soutces of charcoal for iron smelting and glass making.
Both industries required a constant supply of coppice underwood. The survival of
woodland in Sussex owes much to these industries which would have acquired and
managed areas of coppice woodland.

During the 17th century there was a growing interest in forestry and
agriculture among the gentry. The greatest expansion of woodland coincided with
the decline of downland sheepwalk and heathland. The heathlands and old rabbit
warrens at Ashdown Forest and in parts of West Sussex were planted with
conifers, and large beech plantations were established on the West Sussex Downs.

Industries using wood products declined during the 19th century.
Consequently timber production replaced coppice wood production in importance,
and the purchase of woods for amenity and landscape value increased. However,
large areas of actively worked coppice have been retained in southeast England. In
particular sweet chestnut coppice in East Sussex has remained in production, one
of the few areas in Britain where this has happened. In parallel, high forest
management which aims to produce large trees has become progressively more
important.

The history of woodland management in Sussex explains the present
distribution of ancient woodland. The fertile, easily worked land of the coastal
plain and river valleys now have little ancient woodland, while the poorer, wetter
areas of the Low Weald have retained considerable woodland cover. The Downs
and parts of the Greensand ridge and High Weald were also cleared eatly on,
although the regeneration of recent woodland on previously cleared sites
(secondary woodland) now complicates the picture for the Greensand and High
Weald.

Management has also altered the species composition of the woods. The
small-leaved lime of the ‘wildwood’ has been replaced by species which were
preferred for coppicing, such as hornbeam and sweet chestnut. In other places the
complex mixtures which might have been found in the ‘wildwood’, or which
resulted from traditional management, have gradually been replaced by more
simple stands of Beech or conifers following a change to plantation forestry.
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Woodland management
Woodland management has a very long history. Over time three broad
categories of traditional woodland management have evolved. These are:

i) Wood pasture

This is a mixture of trees and grazing land. The land is grazed by livestock
between trees which are cropped at head height (pollarded) to provide wood for
fuel.

1) Coppice-with-standards

This has two elements. The shrubs are cut at ground level (coppiced) on a
short rotation which is usually 7-20 years. The standards or timber trees are cut on
a longer rotation (usually over 60 years) to provide timber for uses such as house
building. The woodlands are usually arranged so that a different section or
compartment is cut every year, thereby creating a range of stages of regrowth.

71) High forest

This is a more recent form of management where the timber trees are
favoured. Trees are grown fairly close together and compartments are clear-felled
on a rotation of over 70 years for broadleaved trees, less (perhaps 50 years) for
conifers.

There is a widespread understanding that sensitive management is good for
wildlife. Well designed management will create a great diversity of stages of growth
and regrowth throughout a wood. Without this management a small wood is likely
to develop towatds a fairly uniform structure, probably a simple layer of canopy
trees over faitly poor, overshadowed shrub and ground flora layers. Management
creates diversity which can be exploited by many more plants and animals.

But why should this be the case? It implies that nature needs to be carefully
controlled in order to stay healthy. How can this be true when in the past
ecological processes have always been able to function perfectly well without
human intervention? To answer this we need to look back at the likely effect of
human intervention on the eatly ‘wildwood’.

There were, arguably, two main elements to human influence on the
‘wildwood’.  Firstly, the ‘wildwood” was fragmented as the early agriculturalists
cleared the forest to make way for farmland. Gradually the landscape changed
from being a sea of forest with islands of agriculture more towards a sea of
agriculture with small pockets of woodland. The second effect was that as
woodlands became relatively scare their value increased for industry and fuel
Consequently there was a change of emphasis from simple exploitation of the
‘wildwood’ towards conservation and management of the remaining areas. Thus
the ‘wildwood” became fragmented as the patches of woodland became
increasingly isolated. At the same time these patches were brought into some form
of active woodland management.

In practice, the cycle of disturbance due to natural processes on a large scale
(such as wind damage and disturbance by large herbivores), was replaced by an
imposed cycle of disturbance through management. This produced smaller scale
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effects in smaller woodland relicts. If a wood is unnaturally restricted by
fragmentation and isolation then natural processes are no longer able to maintain
the variety which was once present in the ‘wildwood’. Consequently an imposed
cycle of disturbance is needed to re-establish this variety.

Simple neglect of isolated woods does not result in a natural woodland and is
unlikely to produce a rich and diverse habitat. The key to conserving woodland
biodiversity is to maintain or mimic the natural processes which give rise to the
characteristic habitats and species. This would either involve setting aside large
areas of land and allowing a natural cycle of disturbance, or imposing or
encouraging disturbance by management.

Woodland today

Woodland today covers about 16% of Sussex. This is well above the national
average, which for England is about 9%. Ancient woodland (that is, woodland
sites thought to be over 400 years old) which still consists essentially of native trees
which are not obviously planted (i.e. semi-natural) covers about 29,300 ha of
Sussex. This is about 6% of the land surface and is significantly higher than the
average for the country as a whole which is less than 2%.

The overall woodland area has probably increased over the last few decades -
the result of trees and shrubs colonising abandoned grassland, and because of tree
planting. However, about 56% of the ancient semi-natural woodland has been lost
since the 1920s. Only about 7% has been grubbed out entirely, mainly for
agriculture, the rest has been converted to plantations. Though reduced in their
species diversity, replanted ancient woods may still retain a high conservation value,
particularly if the edges of rides are allowed to develop and the use of herbicides is
discontinued.

The data outlining changes in woodland cover are difficult to interpret. The
Forestry Commission catried out surveys of different woodland types in 1947,
1965-67 and 1980. Unfortunately different methods were used in each case so
direct comparisons are difficult to make. Edgar (1979) attempted to compare the
data for 1947 and 1965-67. This comparison contains a number of errors which
are linked to the differences in survey methods. A more recent analysis by the
Forestry Authority (A Betts pers. comm.) has compared the surveys of 1947 and
1980 which used the most comparable methods. Even so, problems still exist. For
example, in 1947 all woods over 5 acres (2 ha) were surveyed whereas in 1980 all
woods over 0.25 ha were included. There are also slight differences in the
definition of each woodland category. The comparative figures are set out below
(table 4).

The table illustrates some of the most significant changes which have taken
place. For example, there has been an obvious increase in the area of broadleaved
high forest. This is due mainly to conversion from scrub and coppice-with-
standards as a result of reduced management, particularly coppicing. Without
regular cutting much of the coppice has matured and developed into high forest.
The only other major difference is the Devastated woodland found in 1947. This
was woodland left in a very poor state following the Second World War. Apart
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from these major differences, detailed trends are difficult to determine because of
the problems with the survey methods outlined above.

Forest type Area (ha)
1947 1980

High Forest - mainly conifer 4900 15,523

- mainly broadleaved 14,889 29,442
Coppice-with-standards 20,860 2992
Simple coppice 7428 5864
Scrub 3954 7531
Devastated 2783 -
Felled 3351 1216
Total 58,165 62,568

Table 4. Area of different woodland categories in 1947 and 1980.

The table illustrates some of the most significant changes which have taken
place. For example, there has been an obvious increase in the area of broadleaved
high forest. This is due mainly to conversion from scrub and coppice-with-
standards as a result of reduced management, particularly coppicing. Without
regular cutting much of the coppice has matured and developed into high forest.
The only other major difference is the Devastated woodland found in 1947. This
was woodland left in a very poor state following the Second World War. Apart
from these major differences, detailed trends are difficult to determine because of
the problems with the survey methods outlined above.

Types of woodland

The ancient woods of Sussex can broadly be divided into three basic types;
those on the clays of the Weald; those on the heathy soils in the central High
Weald and along the greensand ridge; and those of the Downs. In addition there
are some fine examples of well-managed planted woods and several very interesting
wood-pasture or parkland woods.

Wealden woods

Oak-hazel woodland is the main woodland type of the Weald. Here oak
forms a canopy over a coppice layer of hazel and other shrubs. The large
Nightingale population in Sussex particulatly favours hazel where it is still managed
as coppice woodland (Edgar 1979). Uncommon trees such as wild service tree and,
very occasionally, small-leaved lime can also be found in these woods. There are,
however, several variants of this community which, though they look different, are
still essentially the same habitat type.

In many woodlands hornbeam forms a dense shrub layer, particulatly on the
heavier soils. In many cases the coppice has been left unmanaged for several
decades so the old coppice layer now often merges with the oak canopy layer.
Oak-hornbeam woods are an interesting woodland type. They are characteristic of
southeast England and there are a number of examples here in Sussex.
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In the east, especially on the sandier soils, sweet chestnut coppice becomes
very common. This is often well-managed with a diverse structure of trees and
shrubs at different stages of growth. This creates conditions which are suitable for
a wide range of woodland species including breeding Nightjars. During the 1991
national Nightjar survey 19 out of a total of 145 territories in Sussex (i.e. 13%) were
located in this habitat (Halls 1993).

Wealden woods contain a ground flora which is characteristic of a nutrient
poor clay soil. Impressive carpets of bluebells and wood anemones occur
alongside colonies of lesser celandine, red campion and greater stitchwort.

Within the Weald are a few “near-natural” high forests. These have often
been left unmanaged for long periods, and prior to neglect they were often well-
wooded commons. Consequently they may not have received the same degree of
management pressure as other woodland types. Examples are found on the SWT
reserves at Ebernoe Common and The Mens. These have a real feeling of the
‘wildwood” about them. Even though the species composition may be different to
the original ‘wildwood’, the patchwork of trees and shrubs at various stages of
growth and decay is more a function of natural processes than of human
management.

Heathy woods

The area around Ashdown Forest in the High Weald and the Greensand
ridge in central and west Sussex support a much more heathy woodland type.
Sessile oak and birch are the main trees, often forming a varied canopy layer rather
than the more regular tree and coppice structure of Wealden woods. Other typical
species include alder, alder buckthorn and rowan.

The ground flora is usually dominated by bracken and wavy hair grass and
can be quite poor in terms of flowering plants. However, heathers can be fairly
abundant in places, adding structure and diversity to the habitat. The more humid
sites are characterised by the presence of expanses of bilberry with patches of
buckler fern, giving the wood the feel of a western oakwood.

The ghyll (or gill) woods of the High Weald are particularly rare and
interesting places. These are well-wooded, steep sided stream valleys, occasionally
with sandstone rock outcrops. They are found in unmanaged belts of woodland
often hidden amongst larger woods. These provide a stable moist microclimate
which favours the growth of various ferns, liverworts and mosses. Some of these
are characteristic of an oceanic microclimate more typical of the western seaboard
of Britain. In the south east they represent a relict flora from the Atlantic period of
over 5000 years ago.

The Woodland Survey carried out between 1963 and 1974 (Edgar 1979)
found that these woods support a greater diversity of bird species (although often
with lower overall numbers) than any of the other woodland types found in Sussex.
In particular the small populations of Redstarts and Wood Warblers are almost
entirely dependent on this woodland type.
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Woods of the Soutlh Downs

In general, most of the downland woods are found west of the River Adur.
Woods on the more gentle south-facing slopes of the South Downs often consist
largely of oak and hazel with some hornbeam, ash and chestnut, as on the Weald.
There are also lime loving plants such as maple and whitebeam because of the
chalk. These woods are sometimes even richer in plant species than those on the
Weald. Carpets of bluebells and wood anemones can be very extensive, along with
other ancient woodland plants such as butchers broom, sweet woodruff, nettle-
leaved bellflower and wood spurge. The lichens growing on the bark of trees can
be very diverse, particularly in more sheltered locations. The moss and liverwort
ground flora is often interesting in that the distutbed, more acidic soil surface
supports species not normally associated with chalk areas.

In some locations dense yew woods can be found. Many of these have
developed in the last few centuries from old chalk grassland or juniper scrub, but
some are of considerable antiquity. These yew woods are very uncommon on a
European scale so the examples on the Sussex Downs are worthy of special
consideration. The associated flora and fauna is often sparse. The best example of
such a yew wood is at Kingley Vale NNR northwest of Chichester. Here an
ancient grove of giant yew trees occupies the floor of a valley, with a more
extensive yew wood on the slopes above, which probably dates from the 19th
century.

Woods on the steeper north-facing slopes are different to those on the
southern slopes. They have generally developed on chalk soils so tend to be
particularly favoured by species which prefer lime-rich soils. Although ancient in
origin, most of these woods have been heavily managed. They often consist of a
mixture of planted Beech with naturally regenerated ash, oak, maple, whitebeam,
yew and a range of shrubs. The ground flora can be very rich. A carpet of dog's
mercury is characteristic, but often mixed with a range of other plants.

The Beech plantations do not hold large bird populations. This is at least
partly because they lack sufficient old and dead wood to support hole nesting
species such as tits and woodpeckers so they tend to be relatively species-poor.

On the steeper more unstable slopes, the predominantly Beech-ash woods
tend to give way to a mixture where yew is more common. Beech is particularly
sensitive to windthrow and disturbance, whereas yew is better able to retain a
roothold on the shallow soils, and develops a dense canopy shading out
competitors.

Within the last ten years a previously overlooked type of ancient woodland
has been identified towards the base of the scarp slope of the Downs. This
contains a few individuals of the rare large-leaved lime. This tree never seems to
occur in even long-established secondary woods further up the scarp slope, but is
always restricted to ancient sites. Furthermore, it occurs as large coppice stools that
may be extremely old mixed with wych elm, maple, hazel and whitebeam.

The woods with large-leaved lime are also interesting in a European context.
Some contain southern species such as fly honeysuckle, recalling the limestone
woodlands in central France. On the other hand, the damp, moss-rich flora gives
the woods a similar character to the large-leaved lime woods of the Derbyshire
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limestone. Could these woods, therefore, be a "link" between large-leaved lime
woods in central and western Britain and those of the continent? There is no firm
evidence to support such a theory, although this may simply be because more
research is required.

Wood-pasture

In addition to the ancient woods which have been managed as woodland for
centuries, Sussex has some fine examples of wood-pasture. These remain in the
Sussex Weald in Mediaeval parks and old Royal Forests. Classic examples are to be
found in the parks at Eridge, Heathfield and Parham. The main features of interest
in such areas are the ancient trees which survive in these locations. These are often
far older than trees found in other ancient woods and can be many centuries old.
There is evidence that these old parks might originally have been created from
areas of original ‘wildwood’. Consequently the sites, and particularly their ancient
trees, may have direct links with Britain's prehistoric forest.

Old parks and forests are of immense conservation value, and Britain has
some of the best examples in Europe. The trees are of value to a range of
organisms which rely on old dead wood such as lichens, mosses, fungi and
invertebrates. Also the ancient trees tend to be hollow and misshapen and have
many holes and crevices used by bats and birds, a feature often missing in managed
woods.

Recent woodland

Though ancient woods are generally of greater value to nature conservation
than more recent woods, new sites can add a great deal of ecological value to the
landscape.

New woods form by natural regeneration in areas where grazing ceases, or as
a result of planting. Where the habitat prior to woodland growth is of high
conservation value, the growth of a new wood can be a considerable conservation
loss. Examples are old downland or heathland where trees are planted or left to
regenerate. However, new woods can be created in a range of situations and may
be ecologically beneficial. Although they are unlikely to acquire the same range of
organisms as older sites, their structure and location can improve the populations
of other species. A particularly important group in this respect are birds. Some
appear to prefer ancient woods, but it is the structure of the site due to the layering
of vegetation and presence of many micro-habitats which attracts these species.
These features are often recreatable (often by accident) in new woods. Thus species
like woodpeckers, Nightingale and a range of watblers may be frequent in ancient
woods but could move to new habitat should the appropriate conditions appear.
The same process takes a great deal longer (perhaps centuries) with some of the
more exacting plants and invertebrates. These processes are clearly illustrated by
the changes which have followed the extensive planting of conifers mainly on the
lighter soils of former heathland sites and the Downs.

In the early stages of growth, or following clearance and restocking, these
sites are important particularly for Nightjars and the increasing population of
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Woodlarks. The BTO and RSPB Nightjar survey of 1991 for example, found that
39 of the 145 territories (27%) in Sussex were in plantations (Halls 1993).

Other species to benefit include Woodcock, Crossbill, Redpoll and Tree
Pipit. Grasshopper Warblers formerly used plantations (Edgar 1979), but the total
Sussex population has now dwindled to less than ten pairs.

Conifer plantations can therefore support important populations of a limited
number of bird species. However, for the two most important species, Nightjar
and Woodlark, it is the structure rather than the type of tree which is the critical
factor. ‘Therefore where there are opportunities to re-create heathland from
conifer plantations, this is of overall ecological benefit even if it leads to a
reduction in the total woodland cover.

The Future

There is no reason why Sussex should not remain a well-wooded county. The
need to conserve woodlands for landscape, amenity, economic and nature
conservation reasons is widely accepted. However, the proportion of different
woodland types will continue to change in response to the economics of different
forms of management. For example, there is little evidence of a recovery in the
market for coppice.

If the woodlands of Sussex are to survive as a healthy and productive
environment, planning policies and woodland grant schemes must be directed at
protecting and enhancing this valuable resource for future generations.

Downland and Scrub
Chris Corrigan

Although these two habitats support very different bird communities, they
are closely linked in a wider ecological sense. Open downland is maintained by
grazing. If grazing is removed or reduced then the grassland will be invaded by
scrub and eventually turn into mature woodland. This provides an excellent
demonstration of ecological succession in action.

Downland

The grassland of the South Downs is a type of calcareous grassland which
has developed on the shallow, lime-rich soils which overlie the chalk. This habitat
is particularly renowned for supporting a wealth of rare plants and invertebrates,
particularly butterflies.

At present there are an estimated 2650 ha of unimproved chalk grassland on
the South Downs in Sussex (SWT 1992). However the downlands of Sussex, in
common with chalk grassland throughout the country, have undergone enormous
changes. There are no comprehensive data detailing the rates of habitat loss which
have occurred, although it has been estimated that 850 ha or 25% of the chalk
grassland in Sussex was lost between 1966 and 1980. Of course, this figure does
not provide the full picture because the most significant changes actually took place
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in the decade following the Second World War (Leverton 1994). For many
centuries before this the management of the Downs hardly changed. Leverton
identified the 1947 Agriculture Act as a key turning point. This provided "lucrative
grants for the ploughing of old grassland, plus high annual acreage payments for
growing barley". ‘These incentives precipitated latge scale ploughing of the
downland. Further losses occurred as a result of a second phase of arable
conversion which took place during the 1960s and 1970s caused by a world
shortage of grain (Leverton 1994).

The present day image of chalk downland is one of colourful flowers and
large populations of butterflies, particularly species such as the Adonis and chalkhill
blues. However, such scenes would not have been typical of the traditional
sheepwalk described by Hudson (1923). At the end of the 19th century and early
part of the 20th century Hudson describes how the River Adur appeared to form
the boundary between the "great naked hills" of the east and the "wooded and
partially cultivated Downs" of the west. This divide is still apparent today with
generally more extensive areas of woodland on the western Downs.

There appear to have been three different types of land use on the Downs in
the 19th and early 20th centuries. The bulk of the area would have been the tightly
grazed sheepwalk. This would not have supported the rich diversity of plants and
insects which we associate with downland today. The conditions of the sheepwalk
were probably recreated in an experiment with intensive summer grazing at Castle
Hill NNR in 1980. This resulted in a crash in the population of blue butterflies
and the elimination of most of the flower spikes of plants such as orchids.

The key factor influencing the bird communities on the sheepwalk was the
vegetation structure.  Venables (1939) found that Stone Cutlews, Lapwings,
Woodlarks and Wheatears (where song posts were available) occurred on the
tightly grazed turf. In contrast, Skylarks and Meadow Pipits were associated with
areas of longer grass where grazing pressure was less intense or the quality of
grazing was poor. The loss of short chalk grassland is probably one of the reasons
why Stone Curlews, Woodlatks and Wheatears no longer breed on the Downs.
Interestingly, some species disappeared even before the recent habitat changes.
Great Bustards were scarce even when Gilbert White was writing in the 1700s and
appear to have become extinct in the 1820s (Walpole-Bond). The Stone Curlew
may have become temporarily extinct at the turn of the present century (Hudson
1923), although this is disputed by Walpole-Bond.

As well as the sheepwalk, there may also have been some arable fields on the
lower slopes of the Down (Leverton 1994). Wheat was also periodically grown on
the summits and high slopes of the Downs when prices became unusually high
(Hudson mentions 1800 and around 1880 in this respect). This provided areas
called 'barrens' where the destruction of the turf as a result of cultivation left a thin
eroded soil with exposed flints and little vegetation. These areas, which may have
been 10-15 ha in extent, persisted for up to 25 years. These would have formed
ideal habitats for the Stone Curlews and Wheatears, which probably used these
areas for nesting in preference to the sheepwalk.
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The agricultural changes following the Second World War altered the
situation dramatically. The problems caused by increased arable farming were
exacetbated by the outbreak of myxomatosis in 1954. Grazing rabbits play an
important role by preventing scrub seedlings from becoming established. With
reduced rabbit grazing, scrub quickly invaded the open turf.

Scrub

Scrub is not a uniform habitat type. It varies according to factors such as
species composition, openness and height. In general the older the scrub the taller
and less open it becomes (Fuller 1982). The vegetation structure is also affected by
external factors such as soil type and degtree of exposure.

Leverton (1994) described the different types of scrub found at a number of
sites. The simplest type is found, for example, on the downland which includes
Castle Hill NNR. It consists of gorse, hawthorn, elder, bramble and wild
raspberty.

At the other end of the spectrum, Leverton identified sites such as
Ashcombe Bottom. This site contains a much greater variety of scrub species
including Dogwood, Wayfaring Tree, Spindle, Sloe, Wild Privet, Buckthorn and
even Sallow in the damper hollows. Leverton attributes the greater species
diversity at the latter site to the deeper soils and sheltered south-facing dry valley
system.

All forms of scrub represent transition habitats between open grassland and
mature woodland. Indeed Leverton found oak saplings, ash, silver birch and hazel
at Moulsecoomb Wild Park, indicating the onset of woodland development.

Breeding Birds in Scrub

The composition of the bird communities changes as the habitat moves from
open grassland to scrub and eventually to woodland.

Both Fuller (1982) and Leverton (1994) describe these changes in more
detail. In very general terms, Skylarks and Meadow Pipits dominate the open
grassland. As the succession moves through the open canopy scrub stages, species
such as Linnet and Yellowhammer take over. As the canopy of the scrub closes,
and the ground vegetation is shaded out, then other species such as Song Thrush
and Chaffinch move in.

As species composition varies during the successional process, so too does
the density and diversity of the bird community. Fuller (1982) found that both the
number of species and the number of pairs of birds increased as an area changes
from open grassland to closed canopy scrub. However, Leverton (1994) suggests
that this increase is likely to be reversed once succession has reached a certain stage
(which he desctribes as "over-mature scrub"). At this point the density and
diversity of bird species may decline. This is recognised by Fuller who draws on
the work by Williamson & Williamson (1973). This study examined the changes in
the bird community at Kingley Vale NNR as the habitat changed from open chalk
scrub with yew and oak stands to a mature closed yew wood. In this example, the
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initial open chalk scrub supported 26 species of bird whereas the mature closed
yew wood supported only 20 species.

As in many aspects of ecology, there are no hard and fast rules which
determine how a bird community will change at any given site. If the climax
woodland is dominated by species such as beech or yew which provide relatively
poor habitats for breeding birds, then the final woodland is likely to have a less
diverse and smaller overall bird community compared with eatlier scrub stages.
However, as a general rule, the evidence does suggest that total numbers and
diversity of birds will increase as the scrub develops. Where the scrub is most
diverse and vatied, bird densities can be extremely high. As an example, at
Ashcombe Bottom, Leverton found approximately 25 pairs of Lesser Whitethroats
and 10-15 pairs of Garden Warblers in 100 ha of scrub, and 10-16 singing male
Nightingales in 80 ha of the scrub.

Wintering and Migrating Birds

Scrub contains a high proportion of berry bearing shrubs such as Hawthorn,
Yew and Bramble. Williamson (1978) described how this resource was exploited
by thrushes at Kingley Vale. Mistle Thrushes were the first species to start feeding
on the berries and began to form flocks as eatly as mid-July. By October these are
joined by large flocks of Blackbirds and Song Thrushes, and also Redwings and
Fieldfares from the continent.

As well as providing food, scrub also provides safe roost sites for a wide
range of species such as Woodpigeons, thrushes, finches and buntings.

Downland scrub can also be a refuge for migrating birds, particularly in
autumn when sites such as Cissbury Ring and Beachy Head can support large
numbers of Redstarts, Whinchats, warblers and flycatchers, along with more
unusual species such as Wrynecks and Firecrests. On the more open fields of the
Downs different species can be found including Wheatears and Ring Ouzels as
well as more unusual species such as Dotterel, which occur almost annually in the
Balsdean area.

Downland and Scrub Conservation

As outlined above, scrub supports an interesting and constantly changing
bird community. However, in overall ecological terms, the replacement of chalk
grassland by scrub is a negative change (Biodiversity: the UK Steering Group
Report 1995). Priority must be given to retaining chalk grassland where it is rich in
plants and invertebrates. However, in certain circumstances chalk grassland may
not be the optimum habitat. For example, the yew woods of the western Downs
are some of the best examples of this habitat in Europe. In other cases such as the
north facing slopes which plants and invertebrates find less favourable, then scrub
may be the preferred habitat.

Maintaining open grassland and restraining the spread of scrub requires
intensive management. Grants through the Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA)
scheme of MAFF are now available to help address these issues. These are
discussed further in the Conservation and Farmland sections.
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Farmland
Sarah McKenzie

Farmland is a broad term encompassing a mosaic of habitats. As already
described, human activity has exerted an increasing influence on the landscape and
wildlife of Sussex since Neolithic times. The change from hunter-gatherers to
settled agricultural communities began around 6500 years ago with localised
clearance of woodland. Since that time the relationship between humans and the
Sussex avifauna has been increasingly interlinked, often with mixed results.
Modern agriculture is frequently blamed for the decline in many of our farmland
birds, but even in medieval times the need for food resulted in the exploitation of
all available land in Sussex (Shrubb 1982). Tittensor (1981) demonstrated that in
the Chilgrove Valley, north of Chichester, over 50% of a 30 km2 site was under
arable production in the medieval period.

The essence of good farmland habitat for birds is the mosaic or patchiness
that is created. The basic unit of a lowland farming system is the field, which can
vary greatly in size and use. Boundaries are equally variable; hedges, woods,
treelines, broader woodland strips (or shaws as they are referred to in the Weald),
earth banks, ditches, streams, rivers, fences, stone walls or tracks. This multitude
of different habitats allows many bird species to occur together and exploit the
range of food supplies available. “Traditional” farming methods contributed to
this food supply by following practices that are considered by today's standards to
be “wasteful” or “inefficient”.

Lack (1992) identified 55 bird species found on farmland in the breeding
season, 12 of which are summer visitors and the remaining 43 resident. Six
additional species occur as winter visitors, making a total of 61 species over the
year that utilise farmland. Lack is describing the national situation, but it is
interesting to note that all the species he identified as being “common birds in
British farmland” (tables 5 and 6) are found in Sussex.

This list is not exhaustive and further species either breed or winter on
farmland to a greater or lesser extent. For example, the Meadow Pipit, a greatly
under-recorded species, breeds on the South Downs, favouring unimproved
permanent pasture. Work done recently by the Game Conservancy Trust (A
Wakeham-Dawson pers.comm.) has revealed a number of singing males on the
Downs above Brighton and Worthing. Reed Warblers often breed in the reeds
which grow along ditches and drainage channels in the river valleys such as the
Arun, and on Pevensey Levels.
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Fields Hedges & other Hedges & Woods & scrub Ponds & Near farm

boundaries woods streams buildings
Lapwing Kestrel Wood Pigeon Pheasant Mallard Collard Dove
Skylark Red-legged Wren Stock Dove Moorhen Swallow*
Partridge
Yellow Grey Partridge Dunnock Turtle Dove* Pied Wagtail* | Starling
Wagtail*
Little Owl Robin Cuckoo* Sedge House
Warbler* Sparrow
Lesser Whitethroat* | Blackbird Green Woodpecker | Reed Bunting
Goldfinch Song Thrush Great Spotted
Woodpecker
Com Bunting Mistle Thrush Garden Warbler*
Blackcap* Chiffchaff*

Whitethroat* Goldcrest

Willow Warbler* | Spotted Flycatcher*

Long-tailed Tit Coal Tit

Blue Tit Treecreeper
Great Tit Jay
Magpie Rook

Carrion Crow Jackdaw

Tree Sparrow Bullfinch

Chaffinch

Greenfinch

Linnet

Yellowhammer

(reproduced from Lack (1992))
* denotes summer visitors

Table 5. The common birds in British farmland (breeding season).

Feeding mainly in fields | Feeding in fields and hedges
Golden Plover Fieldfare

Snipe Redwing

Black-headed Gull

Meadow Pipit

(reproduced from Lack (1992))
Table 6. The common birds in British farmland (winter).

Of the total land area in Sussex, about 80% is under agriculture, forestry or
other woodland. This clearly has a major influence on the habitats available for
birds. The total agricultural area in Sussex remained fairly constant until the late
1960s (table 7) after which there was a 10% decrease, mainly as a result of urban
development. The geology of the county influences the distribution of arable
crops with approximately half occurring along the Downs and on the coastal plain.
Grassland is distributed in large blocks in the river valleys and on the levels,
together with a thin strip running along the scarp slope of the Downs, which has
proved too steep to plough. The Weald maintains its more traditional mix of
arable and grassland, interspersed with woodland, with a significant area of arable
on the Greensand belt in the Low Weald. Owverall the distribution reflects the
quality of the soils, with grassland predominating on heavier clays and damp low-
lying areas, while arable crops prosper on lighter free-draining soils.
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1939 1957 1963 1967 1979 1983 1987 1993
Cereals 24644 | 59512 58577 75335| 74917| 76,378| 74496| 47,028
Temporary Leys 9478 | 50458| 59,990| 47465| 37,628| 36,748| 31542| 23428
Other crops 20,398 | 24985 17,721 15253 | 14987| 16,140| 19,893| 28,342
Total Arable 54,520 | 134,955| 136,288 | 138,053 | 127,532| 129,266 | 125931| 99,793
Permanent 160,304 | 96,249| 96,736 | 93,817 0* 0 0 0
Pasture
Rough Grazings 34113 17,720 11,493| 10,556 0 0 0 0
Total Grassland 197,417 113,969| 108,229 | 104,373| 89,839| 87,697| 86,942| 98333
Set-aside 15,668
Total Agricultural | 251,937 | 248,924 | 244517 | 242,426 | 217,371| 216,963 | 212,873 | 213,794
Area

(Adapted from MAFF June Agricultural Census figures)
* Because of changes in the method of collecting data, permanent grassland and rough grazings are not given
separately

Table 7. Areas of arable and grassland in Sussex.

A large proportion of the birds listed in tables 5 and 6 are in decline, mainly
through changes in habitat. This can be attributed to the intensification of farming
practices and changes in the types of crops. The most significant developments
over the last 50 years have been increased mechanisation through technical
innovation, development of new plant varieties and the use of chemicals. The
former has enabled previously marshy, unimproved grassland to be drained and
utilised for arable or intensive silage production, while steep, comparatively
inaccessible, or previously uneconomic land can now be ploughed. Outputs have
also been increased by the introduction of heavier yielding crop varieties and the
use of pesticides and agricultural fertilisers.

Table 7 shows the changes in agricultural areas in Sussex since the start of the
Second World War. The most obvious and dramatic change is in the balance
between arable and grassland, as illustrated in fig. 7. In 1939 there were nearly
200,000 ha of grassland, of which 82% was permanent pasture In contrast there
was only 54,520 ha of arable land at this time. By 1957 the area of arable had
increased by nearly 150%, while total grassland decreased by 42% to 113,969 ha.
Within this total grassland figure is concealed an even more dramatic decrease, that
of rough grazings or unimproved pasture that had virtually halved over the same
time period. This has contributed to the decline in the population of Barn Owls
since the 1940s. The decrease in available nesting sites through loss of traditional
farm buildings has also been a factor.
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Figure 7. Comparison of areas of arable and grassland in Sussex, 1939-93.
The use of chemicals such as organochlorines (especially aldrin and dieldrin)

has also had a marked effect on breeding success and survival rate. Since these
have been withdrawn from use, there has been a decrease in the levels of residues
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of these chemicals found in Barn Owl corpses (Newton, Wyllie & Asher 1991).
This trend is also well known in raptors such as the Sparrowhawk and Peregrine,
although the latter species has made a slower come back in Sussex than almost
anywhere else in England.  Modern molluscicides, used extensively to protect
certain crops, may be contributing to the decline of Song Thrushes. The livestock
anti-worm treatment Ivermectin kills non-target invertebrates in the dung thus
depriving a number of insectivorous species such as Lapwings, Golden Plovers,
Mistle Thrushes and Blackbirds of a valuable food source.

Since 1939 changes in the ratio of grassland to arable have affected the whole
county, but these effects have been particularly marked on the Downs. In a
relatively short time large areas of grassland were ploughed up and sown with
arable crops. Initially this was to support the war effort then subsequently, with
Government encouragement, to increase the amount of home grown food. Such
major shifts in agricultural policy had a considerable impact on the habitat.

Sheep numbers had been declining from 1926. This trend continued until the
mid- 1950s when the introduction of myxomatosis decimated rabbit populations.
This combined reduction in grazing pressure resulted in a marked change in
character of the remaining grassland. Coarse grasses dominated and scrub
encroachment followed, contributing to the decline of breeding Wheatears and
Stone Curlews. These changes are described in more detail in the Downland and
Scrub section.

Some species have taken advantage of changing farming practices and,
although the Skylark has undergone a marked decline nationally in recent years
(New Atlas), it is still commonplace in Sussex. The South Downs is a particular
stronghold where it may have taken advantage of the increased number of cereal
fields. However, it remains to be seen whether the Skylark's current status and
distribution can be sustained in the longer term.

Changes in cropping pattern (from spring sown to predominantly winter
sown cereals) has had a marked effect on winter finch and bunting flocks and has
contributed to the extinction of the Cirl Bunting as a breeding bird in Sussex.
Changes in farming practice, perhaps coupled with climatic changes and the
spread of urban development in former traditional breeding sites, have resulted in
the sad disappearance of this colourful species from the county.

Linnet and Corn Bunting numbers have also decreased and large winter
flocks of finches and buntings are much reduced. Long term studies by the Game
Conservancy Trust on a 62 km?2 site in Sussex, attribute the decline of both the
Corn Bunting and Grey Partridge to a shift away from traditional ley farming. Ley
farming comprises spring cereals and rotational grass. This has been replaced by
intensive winter cereal production with limited rotational grass. This change has
drastically reduced the food sources for the chicks of both species, mainly sawfly
larvae and Lepidopteran caterpillars (Game Conservancy Trust 1994).

Lapwings have also suffered with the switch to autumn sown cereals. Work
done by Shrubb & Lack (1991) showed that Lapwings prefer spring sown to
autumn sown crops and tend to avoid leys and improved grassland in favour of
unimproved pasture. This study, and the work of Galbraith (1988), also revealed
additional complexities which may influence the choice of nest sites. The close
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proximity of spring sown crops to grass fields seems important as the birds prefer
to nest in the former but raise chicks in the latter. Thus the most suitable habitat
would seem to be a small mosaic of grass and spring cereals, but this is now
increasingly rare.

Future For Farmland Birds

Shrubb (1982) was rather pessimistic foretelling of “further ecological
impoverishment” caused by the use of “increasingly sophisticated herbicides”. The
net result, he feared, would be greater numbers of a few opportunistic species with
a continuing reduction in species diversity. To some extent his fears are well
grounded, but there are signs of increasing awareness amongst farmers, land
owners and the general public of the consequences of such policies. Public
opinion, coupled with market forces, have combined to bring about substantial
changes in Government policy, both at national and European level.

A number of support schemes have been introduced which encourage
reduced inputs to farming, leading to an easing of pressure on habitats and species.
The ESA scheme is one example of such an initiative. Farmers receive payments
from MAFF if they follow management regimes considered beneficial to the
environment. The South Downs ESA, launched in 1987 covers almost 62,000 ha
of downland in Sussex (it extends a little way into Hampshire). Within this area,
which includes a number of different land use types, approximately 5720 ha of
arable have been reverted to permanent grass and to date, 45 ha are managed as
conservation headlands.  This scheme, together with the introduction of
compulsory set-aside in 1992, has helped redress the balance between the total
arable and total grassland areas in the county. By 1993 there were 98,333 ha of
grassland, compared with a low of 87,697 ha in 1983 and a post-war high of
113,969 ha in 1957 (table 7). However, it is not yet clear whether these recent
changes have benefited farmland birds.

Other Government schemes such as Countryside Stewardship are
encouraging sensitive management of key habitats by providing grant aid for
particular work. Although such initiatives influence only a small proportion of
agricultural land in Sussex, a process has been started which is gathering
momentum and could have significant benefits in the long term.

New developments are also occurring. In 1994 MAFF introduced the
Habitat Scheme which “encourages farmers to create, protect or enhance a range
of wildlife habitats by managing land in an environmentally beneficial way” (MAFF
1994). The scheme targets former set-aside land, water fringes and saltmarsh, but
so far only set-aside has been eligible in Sussex. As the scheme runs for 20 years
on set-aside land, there is enormous potential for significant habitat creation and
enhancement. It is early days as yet but the uptake to date in Sussex is just over
300 ha (out of a national total of approximately 4000 ha). Market forces will be the
deciding factor in most cases, but the increased cost of agricultural chemicals, plus
a greater understanding of the consequences of their use has meant that attitudes in
the farming community are changing. The Sussex farmland avifauna is still under
enormous pressure and such schemes only tackle a small part of the problem.
However, there may be grounds for a little cautious optimism.
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The Urban Environment
Chris Corrigan

Archaeological evidence suggests that people have lived in Sussex for over
500,000 years (WSCC 1993). This represents the earliest part of the Old Stone
(Paleolithic) Age, a warm period before the last Ice Age. Although no human
remains have ever been found, the discovery of large flint tools at Eartham Quarry
in West Sussex suggests that these first people were hunter-gatherers.

The onset of the last Ice Age forced the inhabitants to move further south
and it was not until conditions improved around 10,000 years ago that people
returned to live in Sussex. Since then, the urban fabric of Sussex has steadily
developed, with particularly rapid changes this century.

These changes have lead to an ever expanding urban area which has resulted
in considerable losses of ecologically important habitats such as woodland,
wetlands and unimproved grasslands. Thus the main significance of the urban
environment is the habitat losses associated with its expansion rather than any
intrinsic nature conservation value of its own.

Population Trends

Although Sussex is still very much a rural county, there has been a dramatic
expansion of the towns, villages and associated infrastructure, notably roads, over
the last 150 years. The current population estimate, based on the 1991 census, is
1,378,000. This means that the population is now two and a half times greater than
it was in 1891 when only 547,600 people lived in the county.

The population trends are illustrated in fig. 8. This shows the different
growth rates in the two halves of the county, with the West Sussex population
increasing at a much greater rate. This is largely attributable to growth after the
Second World War, much of which has occurred in and around Crawley. As a
result, the population of West Sussex has increased by more than 80% since 1951
(WSCC 1993).
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Figure 8. Population Trends in East and West Sussex, 1891-1991.
Added to the problem of population growth is the trend towards smaller

household sizes. Various factors contribute to this such as increasing divorce rates,
people living longer and young people setting up home earlier in their lives; but the
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significance for the environment is the resulting increased demand for housing.
Projections by the Department of the Environment indicate that these trends will
continue with, for example, a rapid increase in the number of one person
households. Therefore house building is likely to remain the biggest consumer of
land, allowing the population to expand and stimulating many of the demands for
other development.

Settlement Pattern

As most people live in urban areas the predominantly rural character of the
county has been maintained. In East Sussex for example, over 85% of the
population live in towns of over 5000 people.

The urban areas of Sussex are largely concentrated in the densely populated
coastal strip. There are few gaps between Bognor Regis in the west and Seaford in
the east. Other coastal development is centred around Eastbourne and Hastings
and Bexhill. Many of these larger towns developed as seaside resorts, although
Shoreham-by-Sea has been a port since Roman times. Further inland are other
towns such as Haywards Heath and Burgess Hill which expanded with the opening
of the Brighton to London railway line in 1841. More recently Crawley has grown
as one of the post war new towns located close to Gatwick Airport (West Sussex
County Council 1993).

Ornithological Importance

Unlike most semi-natural habitats, the urban environment is not under
threat. Indeed, its continued expansion is one of the major causes of damage to
some of the most important sites, species and habitats in Sussex.

Urban areas are relatively species poor. The birds which are found there tend
to be the most adaptable and successful and not of high conservation priority.
Nevertheless, for birds, living in an urban area can offer a number of advantages.
First of all the buildings themselves can provide ideal nest sites. For some species
such as Swifts, House Martins and House Sparrows, most of the Sussex population
nests in or on buildings. Towns and villages can offer some shelter from the
elements so some species, notably Starlings, will come into towns to roost, often
even in town centres such as Brighton. Finally, garden birds such as Blue Tits and
Greenfinches and less familiar species such as Siskin and wintering Blackcaps have
learned to take advantage of the food put out for them in winter. Other species,
including Herring Gull and Feral Pigeon, have taken advantage of the waste and
refuse.

Although overall urban habitats are not significant for birds, there are two
notable exceptions in Sussex. The first is the small population of breeding and
wintering Black Redstarts. Although breeding is not recorded every year, Sussex
was the first county in Britain to record breeding in 1923 (Batten et al 1990). With
a national population estimated at between 80 and 120 pairs (New Atlas), Sussex
remains a significant county for the species in Britain. This is perhaps not
surprising in view of the proximity of Sussex to the continent. The combination of
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location and the relatively mild winters also explains why there are small but
significant numbers of wintering Black Redstarts.

Of greater conservation significance is the large population of breeding
Herring Gulls in the coastal towns. Breeding in Hastings and St. Leonards was
first noted in the 1950s and reached Brighton and Hove and Worthing in the
1970s. This increase contrasts with a national decline of almost 50% between 1969
and 1987. No accurate population estimate is available for Sussex, but there is little
doubt that the urban breeding population is now of national significance,
particularly in the context of an overall national population decline.

Other typical urban species are of less conservation importance.
Nevertheless it is worth pointing out that both the Starling and House Sparrow
have undergone significant national declines during the last 20-30 years (New
Atlas). There is no reason to doubt that similar trends have not occurred in
Sussex. The reasons for these declines are not entirely clear, although changes in
agricultural practices may be playing a part as with other more typical farmland
species such as the Skylark. Further research is still needed to clarify this issue.

In the future the main conservation challenge relating to the urban
environment will be to check its current rate of expansion. This is essential to
prevent further losses of important woodlands, wetlands and heathlands to still
more roads, houses and other development. There is no doubt that the rates of
urban expansion since the Second World War cannot continue without major
impacts on the environment.

Conservation

Robert D M Edgar

History

The SOS became involved in conservation from its inception in 1962. Early
action involved the preparation of a joint report with the Sussex Naturalist's Trust
(now the SWT), detailing the scientific importance of Pagham Harbour. This was
instrumental in leading to the declaration (in 1964) of an LNR, the first in Sussex
and one of the eatliest in Britain. A less successful campaign in the previous year
involved an attempt to prevent a yacht marina being built at Manhood End, near
Chichester, then an important site for feeding and roosting waders. This area,
Chichester Yacht Basin, now accommodates 1300 boats. These are early examples
of co-operative conservation efforts, although individuals were involved in bird
conservation in the county much earlier. Indeed, Sussex has a long and
distinguished history of involvement in the nature conservation movement.

The pioneering work of E C Arnold, who was headmaster of Eastbourne
College, has been outlined in the first chapter of this publication. Arnold in his
book Bird Reserves (1940) wrote that people should follow his example and
purchase land for “preserving bird haunts”. He records that his friends thought
little of his idea of spending £100 on acquiring a small pond and adjacent land in
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about 1911 in Eastbourne (now surrounded by buildings and part scheduled for
development). He wrote “I was scoffed at by all my friends when I effected this
purchase”. However, through judicious management, he achieved his aim of
attracting breeding Marsh Warblers. He also recorded small crakes in four years at
his pond. (Arnold was certain