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Breeding
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noted that they appear almost simultaneously in the Cotswold Water 
Park and the Severn Vale, but take a few more days to be seen on the 
higher dip-slope. Autumn passage starts in early August and tends 
to peak around the Bank Holiday (possibly an observer effect!), and 
few are seen after mid-September; the latest one recorded in the 
county was on October 21st 1987. While eastern English counties 
sometimes receive falls of continental passage migrants, they do not 
reach Gloucestershire to any noticeable degree.

Redstarts ringed in Gloucestershire have been recovered on 
passage in France (four), Spain (four), Portugal and Morocco. Six of 
these ten recoveries were in south-west France and northern Iberia, 
areas where they are likely to pause to refuel on migration.

2007–11 Atlas fieldwork Gloucestershire trends UK population trends

Number of tetrads in which recorded (max 683) Occupied 10 km squares (max 26) % of tetrads in which 
recorded (1st hour of TTV)

UK conservation status: 
Amber 1

Total Confirmed Probable Possible Present 1968–71 1981–84 1988–91 2007–11 1988–91 2008–11 Long term Short term

Breeding 200 49 25 83 43 26 20 23 10.7 6.3 +27% +7%

Winter 0 0 0 – –

Sponsored by Simon Barker, Vic Polley, and the North Cotswold Ornithological Society

Redstart (Common Redstart)
Phoenicurus phoenicurus

One of Britain’s most handsome songbirds, the Redstart breeds 
throughout most of Europe, in parts of North Africa and the Middle 
East and eastwards to Lake Baikal in Siberia. It is a long-distance 
migrant, wintering in the Sahel savannah zone, south of the Sahara. 
Redstarts need cavities in trees or stone walls in which to nest, and 
scrub or low trees for feeding. They breed in a fairly wide range of 
habitats, particularly open, mature oak woodland but also including 
parkland, heath, well-wooded farmland and tree-lined river valleys. 
They feed on invertebrates, which they pick off the ground, catch in 
the tree canopy or even pluck out of the air like a flycatcher.

The European population is estimated to be between 2.1 and 
4 million pairs. There was a marked decline in numbers on the 
Continent in the 1960s and 1970s, with the loss of mature woodland 
in its breeding range and degradation of its wintering habitat 
suggested as longer-term causes. The Redstart is also one of the 
species that has suffered worst from droughts in the Sahel, particu-
larly the severe one in 1968. Since then there has been an overall 
moderate recovery.

In Britain, their distribution has undergone slow but significant 
changes since the end of the nineteenth century, when they bred 
in every county. There has been a major withdrawal from eastern, 
central and southern areas, while populations appear to be thriving 
in the more upland and western regions that have always been 
the species’ heartland. There was a 20% decline in the number of 
occupied 10 km squares between the 1968–72 and 1988–91 Breeding 

Atlases, no doubt due at least in part to the 1968 Sahel drought, but 
more recently there has been an erratic recovery and there are now 
estimated to be about 100,000 pairs in the country.

Swaine noted that Redstarts bred ‘throughout the county’ and 
that the decline recorded in much of southern and eastern England 
prior to 1940 had not affected Gloucestershire until much later. 
However there appeared to have been a considerable decline in the 
Thames Area and possibly the Cotswolds just prior to 1980. The 
maps show that Redstarts were recorded quite widely in the county 
during the current atlas fieldwork, although breeding records were 
concentrated in the three very different areas that have been the 
strongholds here in recent years: the sheep-rearing country of 
the high wold east of the Cotswold scarp, with its stone walls and 
scattered bushes (2003–07 Cotswolds Atlas); the Forest of Dean with 
its mature oaks; and the floodplain of the Severn near Ashleworth 
with its willow pollards, where populations are probably at their 
highest density in the county albeit in a small area. Redstarts were 
present in some numbers in all three of these main areas during the 
current survey. In the area covered by the Cotswolds Atlases there 
was a moderate fall in tetrad occupancy between the mid-1980s and 
the mid-2000s, particularly noticeable in the Stour Valley in the 
north-east, but since then there has been a strong increase, from 58 
tetrads with some form of breeding evidence in 2003–07 to 90 in 
the current survey. At present the prospects in our county for this 
delightful visitor appear to be good, although there is less cause for 
optimism elsewhere in this region of England.

The first Redstarts arrive in Gloucestershire fairly consistently in 
the first week in April (earliest date March 29th 1989), with few years 
seeing them more than a week earlier or later than average. Swaine 
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