Short Report on Benson Parish Bird Survey, 1 June 2022
Mike Pollard, June 2022

Introduction
Benson Parish Bird Survey was established early in 2022 to gather information on the bird
populations along a stretch of the River Thames within Benson Parish, with an extension
beyond the parish boundary to the north to finish at Shillingford Bridge.
The transect route includes a very good range of habitats including river with some fringing
reedbed, wet meadows (currently un-managed), arable farmland (nearby but not adjacent
to the transect), houses with large gardens and a couple of small woodlands.
The purpose of the survey is to provide Benson Nature Group with baseline data on current
bird populations, especially species those species associated with the series of riverside
meadows in transect sections section three to seven. This data can then be used to support
the future development Benson’s Green Network and enable people to experience nature
and reap the multiple benefits of high-quality green space.
I was asked to make a survey visit to support the volunteer’s contribution and provide some
initial thoughts on the bird conservation value of the transect route.

Survey methods
The survey is carried out along a transect route which is divided into seven sections, see
Figure 2. A standard reporting form was created for use by volunteer surveyors, with the
aim of achieving weekly survey coverage from May to September.
I conducted a survey visit on 1 June 2022, starting at 06:00 and completing the transect
route at 07:20.

Figure 1 Male Grasshopper Warbler, singing
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Figure 2 Survey Route

Survey results
I recorded 49 species during the survey, which is a very good total for a relatively short time
spent observing – reflecting the good diversity of habitats present.
A full list is appended.
Of particular note is a number of notable species breeding in the unmanaged meadow
habitat in sections three to six. These included a singing Grasshopper Warbler (Figure one,
Red List, and present on earlier visits per Philip Murray), and the following species all
feeding young: Reed Bunting (Figure 4, Amber List), Whitethroat (Green List) and Sedge
Warbler (Green List).
Other notable sightings include a pair of Common Terns holding territory (including chasing
a Red Kite) at Benson Lock and Weir, both Grey Wagtail (Red List) and Kingfisher along the
River Thames, and Lesser Whitethroat (singing in hedge at back of meadow on transect 6).
A couple of Reed Warblers were singing in the small patches of Common Reed beside the
river at Benson Lock and Weir.

2|Page

Discussion
It is difficult to draw too many conclusions from a one-off visit, but it is clear that the
unmanaged meadow habitat in transect sections three to six is a valuable habitat for several
birds species including one that is scarce nationally and very localised within Oxfordshire Grasshopper Warbler - and at least three likely to be notable in a local context –
Whitethroat, Sedge Warbler and Reed Bunting.

Figure 3 Tall Herb Fen type vegetation, transect section 4, 1 June 2022

Each of the four sections has a slightly different character:
Section three is largely comprised of tall herbs of a ruderal nature - indicating ground
disturbance relatively recently.
Section four (Figure 3) appears to be a tall herb fen with some interesting floristic interest
including Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria and Yellow Flag Iris Iris Pseudacorus.
Section five appears to be largely species poor tall herb and grass, with a very few scattered
brambles.
Section six appears to be a tall herb fen.
A survey by a suitably qualified ecologist would be required to determine the precise
vegetation type.
Traditionally, riverside meadows would have been managed by a taking a hay cut in
summer, followed by aftermath grazing. In some cases, more continual grazing may have
taken place without a hay cut. However, in the absence of management, the development
of tall, tussocky, vegetation with very early-stage successional scrub (a few scattered
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brambles) has enabled these fields to be used by the breeding birds mentioned earlier, and
any future re-introduction of management would not favour them and is very unlikely to be
tolerated by Grasshopper and Sedge warblers. Certainly, the current low-intervention
management can be viewed positively in terms of the bird conservation interest of the area.
Without management it is likely that a slow process of succession to more scrub will occur,
in which case periodic management (e.g. a hay cut or scrub clearance) would be needed to
maintain the current interest.
A couple of the fields appear to be damper – four and six – and there may be potential for
these fields to retain wetter conditions by intercepting drainage into the river, but this
would require a preliminary study to assess the hydrology of the site, prior to drawing up
any proposals.

Figure 4 Male Reed Bunting, singing
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Report by Mike Pollard Ecology for Wild Oxfordshire

Appendix – Survey Report Form, 1 June 2022
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