Bird Survey Protocol

In this proposed survey protocol, I will explain how I plan to conduct a survey on changes in bird populations in Bushy Park, Richmond-upon-Thames. Bushy Park is the second biggest park in London, with Richmond Park being the first. It’s a Royal Park with lots of history, being Henry VIII’s local park when he was king, living in Hampton Court Palace. The Park has a wide range of biodiversity; ranging from deer, rabbits and aquatic life, as there are several bodies of water in the park (The Royal Parks, N/A). The reason I’m conducting this survey in Bushy Park, is to assess the impact of the expansion of the ULEZ congestion charge to Greater London, and whether it has impacted bird population sizes. It’s important to carry out this research as it can be a way to measure the success of the ULEZ expansion and in addition provide some insight into the range of bird biodiversity that is present in the park.

What is ULEZ? ULEZ stands for ultra low emission zone and is an initiative set up by ‘Transport For London’ to try and improve London’s air quality (Transport For London, N/A). In its initial stages, it only applied to central and inner London, but since August 2023 it has expanded to all London boroughs. Why does ULEZ improve air quality? Drivers that drive vehicles which don’t meet certain emission standards need to pay a daily charge to drive in ULEZ (London Assembly, N/A). This encourages drivers to replace their old vehicle with a new one which is ULEZ compliant, which therefore decreases air pollution. Has the initiative been a success? The answer is a definite yes, with nitrogen dioxide levels decreasing by 18.4% in 2019 (Fichera, 2023), to name just one positive outcome of ULEZ as an example.

I wanted to find out whether there was a correlation between ULEZ being implemented in Greater London with an increase in bird populations in Bushy Park, as a result of better air quality. Why would I hypothesise there to be a positive correlation between these two factors? It has long been known that air pollution and quality have an impact on bird behaviour. “For example, estimates from a research paper conducted in the US, implied that air quality improvements over the last four decades have halted the decline in bird populations, preventing the loss of around 1.5 billion birds (Eusebi, 2023).” This makes sense as birds typically have a sensitive respiratory system which makes them more vulnerable to the effects of air pollution.

The overall aim of the research is to gather data on bird populations in Bushy Park, to then compare with bird population data before ULEZ was introduced, or alternatively repeat the survey over a course of a year to track possible population changes. Here are my 3 research questions which I plan to answer:

What is the total bird population in August 2023?

Has the population size changed?

If there has been an increase in the population, does this correlate to the ULEZ expansion?




The survey method I will be using is a point count survey method. “A point count consists of standing in a specific location and counting birds.” (Florida Monitoring Program: Point Count Method To Survey Birds, N/A). It is a very straightforward survey method with the clue being in the name. Every time you spot a bird, within a given radius, you make a note of it in a data sheet. The surveyed area should be as big as possible to maximise data collection. However, if it’s too big, the human eye won’t be able to see the birds, so there has to be a limit on the radius size. It is suggested a radius of 20 metres is best for most surveys and habitats. Which location should I choose to create my radius though? After all, Bushy Park is 1,100 acres (The Friends of Bushy and Home Parks, N/A). There has to be a rational way to narrow down the choice as to where to set up the survey. One way to aid in deciding is making sure that the radius is 100% surveyable. For example, a poor choice of survey area would be a back garden with a tall fence, making it impossible to spot birds on the other side of it. This type of survey area would lead to many missed birds, leading to gaps in the data gathered. After the location has been chosen, there are various other factors which affect the accuracy of the survey. Some necessary next steps are making a note of weather conditions, as this can affect presence of birds, avoiding wearing bright colours as they can attract birds and the radius perimeter should be clearly marked with flags, to make sure birds aren’t counted outside of the area. Furthermore, it is good practice to know what species of birds typically live in the habitat, as this will help in identifying them. Birds that have been spotted frequently in Bushy Park are Woodpeckers, Kestrel, Tawny Owl, Waterfowl, Kingfisher, Skylark, Reed Bunting, Meadow Pipit, Stonechat, Ring Necked Parakeet, Reed Bunting and Little Owls (London Bird Club Wiki, N/A). It’s critical to know what each bird looks like to correctly spot them. I practice this by looking at images of each species repeatedly and then testing myself to see if I can identify each species based on their picture. Any other birds not mentioned in the list of species I just wrote, will be noted as ‘Other’. By point counting each individual species instead of counting every single bird, I’m able to spot trends within different species rather than the population as a whole, once I display the data in graphs. Say I didn’t do a point count by species and instead did a point count for every single bird and put them all under one category. There may not be a change in the population, or perhaps only a very slight one, which isn’t worth analysing as much. However, if I do a point count per species, there’s more opportunity for fluctuations in population numbers which could lead to more changes in data to analyse. The next step is to decide on a time frame for which I am to perform my point count. Naturally I can’t spend all day doing the survey as fatigue would set in which could potentially lead to more errors. I’ve decided on a time frame of 60 minutes, which I believe to be a good middle ground between enough time to gather a significant amount of data, but not too long to where focus levels would dip. In addition to spotting birds with my eyes, I could also do a point count by listening to bird sounds and calls (Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas, 2017). It is more challenging to count birds by listening to their calls and will require further learning to memorise specific bird calls. That being said, with the radius only being 20 metres, a lot of birds in the park won’t be spotted, making it more challenging to reach conclusions based on the data. That being said, I won’t be doing a point count based on bird calls, as I don’t trust my skills in recognising bird species based on their calls, and I want this survey to be as accurate as possible. The reason I mentioned it is because it is an avenue that I believe should be taken into consideration for future surveys, being conducted in regard to the research aim. 




I’ve chosen this survey method as I believe it is the most appropriate one to use for the type of survey I’m conducting. This is because it is a very cheap survey method, and with GPS technology it is now possible to repeat the survey in the exact same spot, which will be invaluable in helping to direct future surveys. The biggest drawback of this method is that the accuracy of the data gathered is very much dependent on the skill of the observer, as issues with noticing the birds can occur, which can skew the data. My strategy to mitigate this will be to practice point counts in other parks, to practice my skills in spotting birds and collecting data. Why have I not used other methods? For example, a similar survey method is indirect counts. This is a method where surveyors try and find traces of birds such as nests and droppings (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, N/A). I didn’t use this method because I find point counts to be a more accurate method and it takes the same amount of time and resources. Moreover, if I was to measure scats (droppings), it can be difficult to identify which species the scats came from. 

The type of data I will be collecting are counts of different species of birds within a given time frame. I intend to display this data by creating a datasheet with the results displayed on it, then if I am able to gather previous data or for future repeated surveys, I will display the results in a graph. The graph will allow the reader to clearly see if there is a correlation between the expansion of the ULEZ zone and a change in bird populations. Why am I deciding to use a graph and not another method of displaying my data? Graphs are a great visual tool as they can highlight patterns and trends within data fairly easily, and they are quick to produce (Statistics Canada, 2021). If I was just to publish multiple datasheets without any graphs, then it would be very difficult for the reader to detect any trends between data sets, which might deter them from reading the paper further or taking the survey results seriously. Once I have displayed the data, the next step is to analyse it. I intend to analyse it by using inferential analysis. Inferential analysis is a simple method of analysing data whereby you analyse data to try and discover patterns and trends (Monkey Learn, 2022). I plan to try and find previous data on bird population numbers in Bushy Park to compare data and see if there are any differences in bird populations. If previous data on this topic isn’t available, then the only way to carry out the research aim would be to repeat the survey over an extended period of time, for example over a year, every 1-3 months, to measure and track any population changes. 


















Here is an example datasheet:

Weather – Overcast

Date – 13/9/2023

Time of spotting – 5-6pm

Observer’s name – Luca Burgess

	Bird Species
	Number of birds

	Woodpeckers
	3

	Kestrel
	0

	Tawny Owl
	5

	Waterfowl
	12

	Kingfisher
	2

	Skylark
	0

	Reed Bunting
	5

	Meadow Pipit
	5

	Stonechat
	8

	Ring Necked Parakeet
	1

	Reed Bunting
	15

	Little Owls
	4

	Other
	9
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