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Most of us probably think of the 

winter as an unproductive time 

for wildlife and in many habitats 

that is the case. Woodlands large-

ly fall quiet, reed beds lack the 

scratchy chatter of sedge and reed 

warblers and heathlands seem 

desolate and unproductive places 

frequented only by dog walkers. 

In bird terms however, cities come 

alive in the winter and our city 

campus is no exception. Species 

that are elusive or thinly distribut-

ed during the breeding season, or 

that move about in winter, some-

times crop-up in city environ-

ments and two such species have 

visited us this winter. One is the 

cryptically plumaged and crepus-

cular woodcock, a game bird asso-

ciated with, no surprise, wood-

lands and in particular conifer 

plantations. The bird in the photo-

graph was feeding on the ‘lawn’ 

outside the bioscience building in 

November, but because it was too 

weak to fly I picked it up and 

passed it onto a local wild bird 

carer, who released it into the 

wild a ten days later.  It is likely it 

was a winter visitor from main-

land Europe. 

Birds on Campus  

in Winter 
Dr. Carl Larsen, Lecturer & Member of School of 
Life Sciences Ornithological Group 

School of Life Sciences Ornithological Group (SoLSOG) is a new group set-

up by Carl Larsen and students from Zoology and is open to anyone at the 

university to join. If there is enough interest then we will organise field 

trips where you can learn about birds, sharpen your identification skills, 

meet liked-minded people and have a laugh. 

Water rail, Rallus aquaticus, 

(photograph courtesy Steve Jennings) 
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The other is the grey wagtail, 

which, in my opinion deserves a 

more descriptive name taking into 

account its sulphurous yellow un-

dertail coverts. This species typi-

cally nests along streams in up-

lands but comes to our city (and 

campus) in large numbers in the 

winter. While you were doing 

your Christmas shopping in the 

city centre, if you had looked up, 

or listened, you would have no-

ticed these birds, along with pied 

wagtails, roosting in the trees and 

on the buildings along Church 

Street and surrounds.  

Other birds that frequent our 

campus include blue and great tit 

and recently I saw a coal tit on the 

fatballs outside my office window. 

I see many common species most 

days including goldfinch, blackbird 

(whose numbers are swollen by 

Scandinavian imports), carrion 

crow, wood pigeon and wintering 

redwings and fieldfares flying 

over. Both robin and wren regu-

larly sing outside the Life Sciences 

teaching labs and dunnocks have 

been feeding around the base of 

the birch tree where the feeders 

are hanging. Yesterday I saw a 

treecreeper with a mixed feeding 

flock of tits in the trees on the 

main car park and I suspect that 

this is an unusual record for our 

campus. Although unpopular with 

some staff, herring gulls have ex-

ploited the city environment more 

successfully than many species, 

both wintering and breeding on 

our campus buildings. If nothing 

else, they are an excellent biologi-

cal look out for predators and I 

have seen sparrowhawk and pere-

grine flying above while being 

mobbed by these birds. Peregrine 

falcons have nested for ~25 years 

on the Tobacco warehouse but 

have failed for four successive 

seasons now on the Anglican Ca-

thedral. Raven breed periodically 

on the Anglican cathedral, which 

mimics the crags of their more 

typical nest sites, and are identi-

fied by their large size, deep croak 

call and wedge-shaped tail.  

Further afield, Liverpool’s exten-

sive parklands are brilliant places 

to see birds in the winter. Sefton 

Park in the south of the city sup-

ports exotic escapee species such 

as the ring-necked parakeet. 

Left: Kingfisher, Alcedo atthis;  (photograph courtesy Steve Jennings),  

Right: (Woodcock, Scolopax rusticola photograph C. Larsen)          

Blue form of ring necked parakeet, Sefton Park (Photograph courtesy Marc Gannon) 
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There are up to twenty-five of 

these bright green birds and 

amongst them are now three blue 

forms. Kingfisher is a regular win-

ter visitor and can be seen at the 

Fairy Glen by the Iron Bridge and 

dabchick feed within a couple of 

meters of the shore near the ice 

cream parlour. Water rail skulk 

amongst the tree roots and vege-

tation on the island on the boating 

lake and are easiest to see when 

the lake is frozen, or located by 

their high-pitched squeals. 

The change of season sees a 

change in inhabitants with sum-

mer breeders moving into our 

cities and parks and our winter 

residents moving to their summer 

breeding habitats. If you see any 

birds that you would like to identi-

fy or want to know more about, or 

have any sightings that you would 

like us to record, please get in 

touch. C.Larsen@liverpool.ac.uk. 

 

Peregrine falcon, Falco peregrinus, Anglican Cathedral (photograph courtesy Steve 

Jennings) 


