NOA SPONSORED BIRDWATCH 2020—THE DIRECTORS CUT
This year’s sponsored birdwatch took place in some difficult circumstances, with the Coronavirus restrictions already severely
limiting Christmas activities for almost everyone and a shift for Norfolk to Tier 4, scheduled for Boxing Day, meaning the event
took place on the last day of the year that it could have been possible. Nature reserves were expecting to shut down their
facilities and extreme winter weather was causing flooding locally. There was more to worry over than the annual target of
100 species on Christmas Eve, but it seemed a good way to observe what normality could still be retrieved in such strange
times.
My own expectations were low, with forecast north winds looking potentially helpful until we realised they were going to hit
about 25 mph and contain wintery showers throughout the day. There had been some good seabirds at Holme and Titchwell
in the days running up to the birdwatch, with Red-necked and Slavonian Grebe, Great Northern Diver and Long-tailed Duck
among the better species recorded. There had also been some unusual geese in the area with White-fronted and Pale-bellied
Brent Goose, as well as Todd’s Canada Goose, recorded at Holme in the past 10 days, and Bean Geese seen not too far away.
But with such rough conditions the problems of sand-blast, scope-shake and the eye-watering nature of icy blast expected by
the increasingly elderly warden and team were likely to make this one of the most challenging birdwatches we’d faced yet.
The evening of the 23rd deteriorated rapidly with the wind howling around the eaves and the constant spray of partially frozen
rain against the windows. ‘Oh dear. I suppose we can’t get 100 every year!’ very much captured the mood.I mercifully woke at
5.30, an hour before my alarm, giving me the chance to get ready in very good time. I stuck my head straight out of the bathroom window, which historically has produced many Tawny Owl records, but it was incredibly difficult to hear anything with
the wind screaming through the cracks in the window frames. I half expected a ‘Wuthering Heights’ style clammy hand to
emerge from the darkness and start breaking in! The third time I braved the icy blast I heard the distant sound of Mallard and
consoled myself that we’d at least raised £10 before I’d even made it out the door.
The village hides are normally our starting point but they’ve been closed throughout the pandemic and we needed to take a
slightly different route. I got outside before 7am and tried to walk along Marsh Lane. I was beaten back indoors by the freezing wind and darkness a couple of times, I just couldn’t hear anything except the possible sounds of very distant Pink-feet, and
I definitely couldn’t see. But it was clearing to the east so I could see a bit in the dawn light soon after, and was well rewarded
on my third attempt to get started, with a full clear hoot from the Tawnies on the neighbouring NWT reserve. Wandering
slowly along the flooded trackway (wellies essential) I heard or saw Magpie, Moorhen, Woodpigeon, Greylag and Pink-foot
before Roger and Irene arrived. We had a quick chat as a Blackbird landed on the gravel right next to us in the artificial lighting
of the caravan park.
It wasn’t going to be easy this time; social distancing requiring us not to share scopes or stand too close, we could only shout
directions to each other above the wind and it really did make the day difficult. But we added further species along Marsh
Lane; 6 Marsh Harriers came up out of the roost, 2 Buzzards, a Little Egret and then the Great White Egret making a B-line for
the centre of Holme Marshes, a Grey Heron, Bullfinches calling in the hedges, Wren, Robin, Dunnock, Lapwings, Starlings, lots
of Black-headed and Common Gulls, Pheasant, a single Stock Dove, flock of Long-tailed Tits on the corner, Pied Wagtail, Jackdaws on the church as we headed back to the cars, Curlew passing over and couple of Linnets. We headed for the Golf Course,
and on our way through the village, a Barn Owl – not a common sight this winter and particularly not on a day like this – had
the immense generosity to sit on a fence post near to Park Piece. We added House Sparrow at the start of the Golf Course,
and as we walked across we totally failed to find a Grey Partridge. But who could blame them.
It had been raining on and off; squally and freezing showers,
and on the dunes at the Golf Course crossing there was no shelter at all. It wasn’t possible to see what was on the beach or the
sea half the time because the wind was so strong and my eyes
were watering buckets. We did pick up Fulmar, Red-throated
Diver, Cormorant, Oystercatcher, Sanderling, Turnstone, a flock
of Skylarks, but the visibility was terrible and we were getting
wet. This is normally an important chance to add lots of common shorebird and seabird species, but it wasn’t going to work
this year and we retreated to the vehicles as another monstrous
shower took hold, and headed along Broadwater Road, which
was more puddles than gravel. Passing Redwell Marsh two
Mute Swans were on the ditch near the footpath.
Roger at the attempted seawatch off Holme Golf Course

When we arrived, the parking area near the NWT entrance gate was under 6 inches of water and we waited in our vehicles for
the rain to ease. Up on the sea wall we were back in the teeth of the wind but found Wigeon, Teal, Redshank, and Brent Geese.
At Gore Point we stopped to count on the beach and sea again, but there was little new to add here except a Dunlin and numerous Bar-tailed Godwits. Another heavy shower was approaching and we decided to head for the Observatory – an oasis in a
northerly blast – in the hope it would be protecting some small birds as well as give us an opportunity to go through the marsh
birds without the buffeting offered elsewhere.
We were well rewarded here. Among the huge flocks of Wigeon on the Broadwater were Gadwall, Tufted Duck, Roger found
Pochard, and I looked up to see a pair of Goosander (something I missed here last year) cutting off their usual corner and flying
south of the lagoon. We also picked up Little Grebe, 6 Canada Geese, Irene found a Shelduck, 3 Water Rails and a Cetti’s Warbler called out to help us, Black-tailed Godwit and Ruff were among the huge mixed flocks on the marsh, hundreds of Lapwings
and Golden Plover with Starlings and Curlew were among them. All the time streams of small gulls were passing eastwards in
the high winds. We had squeezed about as much out of the sodden vista as we could, and reluctantly went to try another look
at the sea, this time heading for the west end of the pines at the NWT access point. Here we could see almost nothing, but a
Great Skua passed close inshore visible between the aggressive looking grey and white water.
The rain set in again and we were beginning to consider our strategy. Awareness that the coastal habitats were not able to
deliver in these conditions forced us to think of where else we might make up ground. Ringstead is a usual destination in
search of farmland birds but it seemed important to get some woodland birds this year too. The Downs can be good but involved a fairly long diversion, so I suggested we headed to Old Hunstanton to peek into the grounds of Hunstanton Park – normally open to the public on a Thursday. Having surveyed this area regularly over the past 2 years it was worth a look for some
of the species found here which are rarely seen away from its rather special parkland habitats.
On the way out of Holme village a Collared Dove flew
over near the duck pond, and in Old Hunstanton churchyard we were able to add Goldfinch and Jay, before
walking a short way inside the gates to the park at the
end of Church Road. This proved an excellent move. A
flock of Blue and Great Tits contained Coal and Marsh
Tit, Treecreeper, 2 Redwings, Great Spotted Woodpecker, and a Siskin flew over. A flock of Feral Pigeons made
an appearance too. This only took about 10 minutes and
we were beginning to gain some ground, so our next
move was to head for a spot near Courtyard Farm
where a large mixed flock of Yellowhammers and Reed
Buntings in game cover had been associating with up to
four Tree Sparrows. We quickly found a covey of Redlegged Partridge, and the bunting flock was really something. We were glad to see so many farmland birds in
one place and it was an impressive sight, but the Tree Sparrows didn’t grace us with their presence, neither did Fieldfare have
the decency to appear here and so we continued along the Burnham road to try for Corn Bunting, but besides an encouraging
looking leaf, Kestrel was the only species we could add.
Our next move was to try for some of the unusual geese which though seen at times on the marshes at Holme, had mainly
been reported between Thornham and Choseley. An impressive flock of Pink-feet was on the fields here but we couldn’t produce anything else, and decided to head for Drove Orchards to pick up Fieldfare as we couldn’t be confident of getting them
anywhere else now. The car park here was packed but it was
worth braving the crowds as a large group of Fieldfares were in
the trees behind the shop. We then headed straight for Thornham Harbour to enjoy a packed lunch while we looked for the
Twite.
Thornham was good - though not for the Twite sadly. Roger
found a Red Kite drifting over behind the village. There was a
pair of Stonechats along the trackway opposite the sluice, a
Rock Pipit came down here, and in the channel Irene found a
Spotted Redshank. Even more incredible was the presence of
two RINGED PLOVERS in the distance on the beach. Grey Plover
was added too, and in the mouth of the channel four Redbreasted Mergansers were floating in the relative calm away
from the crashing waves behind them.

Irene, Roger and Sophie lunching and birding at Thornham Harbour, and below, the flooded marshes from Thornham Sea Wall.
We made the final break for Titchwell, having received
intelligence that the hides had already been closed. This
wasn’t a big surprise and we’d foreseen we might need
to do the birdwatch without access to any hide facilities
– and we never used any. Closure of the toilets at Titchwell had featured less in our plans, but we’re a hardy
breed and before we knew it we were at the feeding
station where Irene found a Brambling. Quickly heading
out onto the sea wall I managed to miss a Bearded Tit
seen by Roger and Irene – being rather too socially distanced at just the wrong moment. However, we were
able to add some important species further on – a single Avocet was with the Lapwing flock, though water
levels were extremely high and limiting the numbers of
waders on view. A roost of gulls was already building up
containing a lovely adult Lesser Black-backed Gull. Two
Water Pipits flew from the far southern corner of the
fresh marsh over the walkway to Parrinder hide. As we headed seaward we also picked up Knot, Pintail, a Kingfisher right at
the back of the sueda bushes, and then it was time for a last final push to get some seabirds.
Conditions really weren’t much better; although it did stop raining, the sand rather took over and the wind continued very
strong. The tide was high at 2.30pm and we had the feeling of standing below sea level looking up at the foaming waves and
spray. First very distant and then moving closer, flocks of shearing Kittiwakes passed through at dramatic speed. Roger had an
Auk sp, probably a Razorbill but I never found it – hearing each other in these conditions was a real practical problem. Great
Crested Grebe also passed me by unseen more than once to my frustration. However, some other seabirds were just visible,
including a female Goldeneye sitting on the sea, and viewable about 1% of the time – I only saw it for a moment but this is the
day when that’s all that’s needed. A few Gannets began to pass at high speed, heading east as the Kittiwakes headed west,
and parties of Great Skuas were also moving west. A huge diver rose above the level of the waves and flew eastwards, seen
also by Roger, so we did manage the Great Northern Diver in the end! Three Common Scoters flew east along the skyline and
we tried a little longer for another Great Crested Grebe but scan after scan revealed only more and ever faster moving Kittiwakes!
Curiously for this stage of the day I had not totted up the
day total, which eventually becomes essential as we have
to know what to prioritise. Unbelievably we had managed
to reach 99! We decided to withdraw from the delights of
the seawatch, which had really been rather exciting, and
try and find a simple final species to get us to the 100 we
were after. A Med Gull or Egyptian Goose would do it, we
hadn’t even found a Greenfinch today which seemed bizarre, but there were plenty of things to keep looking for so
we withdrew to sit on the benches and see what gulls and
raptors would come in to roost. It was then I realised I hadn’t written down our Water Pipits! 100 had been reached
after all!
Left: Hide closures at Titchwell

As we walked inland another big shower came in off the
sea, eventually blotting out the sun, and it became even
colder, so Roger decided to call it a day. Fair enough in
these very bitter conditions. Irene and I lingered and
chatted as we watched the harriers coming in to roost,
hoping for a Hen Harrier, but in the end we never did see
another species. We only realised as the day came to a
close that Great White Egret wasn’t on the list either!
101! We hoped for a late Woodcock to come out of the
scrub on our way back to the car parks, but that was our
limit this time and we had to admit we’d had far more
than we expected on a tough but very rewarding day.
I’d really like to thank Irene and Roger for their help this
year, it wasn’t an easy day; nothing was working normally
and the weather really wasn’t kind. I’d also like to thank
my Mum for preparing fab homemade sausage sarnies and mince pies for the three of us. With everything that’s going on
around us it can be hard to remember that the wildlife doesn’t face restrictions or know anything of the problems we face, and
it can be nice to remember what life is like when we look beyond them. It’s good to know that some things don’t change, and
some things can’t be spoiled, even at Christmas.
I’d like to wish you all a very safe and Happy Christmas and New Year, and thankyou so much for your support.

Sunset at Titchwell

