
Warblers on Holt Island 2021 

The year 2021 has been a very difficult year for most birds including the warblers. First the floods for 
six weeks through January and February meant that the vegetation was late starting to grow, which 
in turn delayed the insects so there was little food available in early spring. The prolonged flood 
affected the numbers of insects as many hibernating in the ground were drowned. To compound 
things the spring was a very cold one which slowed growth even further. 

Later on in the year it was wetter than usual so plants were rampant but did not produce a lot of 
flowers, so the amount of pollen and nectar available was down - so much so that the bees did not 
produce any significant amount of honey on Holt Island this year. 

The numbers of warblers arriving here were similar to last year’s for most species except Willow 
Warbler and Sedge Warbler which were almost absent; something may have happened in the 
wintering grounds or on migration.  

Species New 
Birds 

New 
Juveniles 

New 
Adults 

Re-trap 
Birds 

Re-trap 
Juveniles 

Re-trap 
Adults 

Total 

Cetti’s Warbler 2 1  5 1 3 7 

Sedge Warbler    1  1 1 

Reed Warbler 55 18 37 43 3 40 98 

Garden Warbler 6  6 4  4 10 

Blackcap 45 17 28 23 1 22 68 

Lesser Whitethroat 1  1    1 

Chiffchaff 26 16 10 9  9 34 

Total 134 52 82 84 5 79 220 

 

The totals of warblers caught in 2021 were down by about 28% in spite of a similar effort being put 
in to catch them. The reduction was almost entirely due to fewer juveniles being caught. The main 
reed bed did not have as many pairs of Reed Warblers as last year and it had no Sedge Warblers. The 
reed bed along the back water by contrast had more pairs of Reed Warblers. 

Cetti’s Warbler: A pair of Cetti’s Warblers over wintered in 2020/21 but left the Island in early April.  
In September and October a new bird was caught and two were heard singing. A further new bird 
was caught in December, so the pattern seems to be repeating. 

     

Cetti’s Warbler      Reed Warbler (juvenile)        Garden Warbler 
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Sedge Warbler: from five or six breeding pairs last year there were none this year. One of last year’s 
birds was re-trapped this year.  We think something must have happened to the Sedge Warblers 
either over winter or during the migrations.  

Reed Warblers: Similar numbers of adult birds were caught this year as they were last year but the 
number of juveniles was much lower, particularly of those breeding on Holt Island. Similarly the 
numbers of passage birds (those passing through the Island as they make their way south along the 
river).   

We did have an interesting recovery of a juvenile bird ringed on the Island in mid-August which was 
killed by a cat in Eastbourne (East Sussex) on 30th September. 

The main reed bed no longer holds the same number of pairs of Reed Warblers as it used to as the 
reed bed is becoming choked with bindweed and other plants as the ground is becoming more solid. 
The reed bed along the Back Water is becoming more important to these birds as the reed bed is 
more open and only contains reeds.    

One Reed Warbler was caught 0n 25th October, a very late date! It was a juvenile and weighed 19.4 
gm. Their normal weight is 11 – 12 gm so it had put on a third of its normal weight in fat, laid down 
under the skin to fuel its flight to Africa. 

Garden Warbler: Similar to last year, a number of adults were caught including pairs but no 
juveniles.  

Lesser Whitethroat: These have only been caught on passage going along the river, this was the 
same this year. 

Blackcap: The numbers of adults Blackcaps was about the same as last year but the number of 
juveniles was down to about 70% on those caught last year. In December five juvenile birds were 
caught, probably passing through. In recent years with global warming this species now winters in 
Europe and southern England so these may be not travelling so far. 

     

Female Blackcap    Lesser Whitethroat       Chiffchaff 

Chiffchaff: Very similar to last year, both in the number of adults and juveniles that were caught, but 
with more being re-trapped. A lot of these birds either stay all year round or move further south in 
Britain and the near continent to over winter (France and Spain). We have caught Chiffchaff most 
months of the year and they seem to have had a good breeding season in 2021. Of all the warblers 
this species did best. 
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One juvenile Chiffchaff was ringed on the Island in mid-July and controlled in mid-September at 
Beachy Head in East Sussex, by the ringing group there, it was released to continue on its migration 
south.  

Summary: This year has been very disappointing for warblers, as it has across most of the local area, 
with no Willow Warblers, Whitethroat and only one Sedge Warbler. Although similar numbers of 
adults returned, there was a very poor breeding season with numbers of juvenile Reed Warblers, 
and Garden Warblers down significantly. The numbers of Chiffchaffs however increased slightly. Was 
this simply a result of poor conditions for the breeding season or could this have anything to do with 
the increase disturbance on the river and the Island this year?   It is important to keep the balance of 
the uses of the Island with the need to protect the wildlife. 


