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SNCP 2021 REPORT: A GAME OF TWO HALVES  

It is usual to write a bird report at the end of the year, but this tends to make the task something of a 
chore to complete in time for my self-imposed target of having it ready for the first day of the new year. 
I decided to split the year in half and write it in two episodes. Hence, a game of two halves. 

The first half started with great promise in early January with a 
Short-eared Owl drifting over on the 9th, only seen on three days 
since 2012. This was quickly followed up the very next day by four 
Red-crested Pochard making a colourfully dramatic appearance 
on the lake. This species has been recorded just twice before – a 
male in April 2019 and a juvenile in August 2020.  

 

                                                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sadly, the early promise fizzled out and I had to wait until the 29th of March to see something out of the 
ordinary (though the ordinary at South Norwood Country Park is pretty good) when a male Mandarin 
turned up in the wetlands pool, before transferring to the lake for a short visit. 
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Wheatears have been very hard to find in SNCP over the last five years with only three sightings but 2021 
was something of a bumper year. I managed to miss seeing the females that others saw but did catch up 
with a male on April 19th and 24th (pictured above). As ever, the Arena and its adjoining fields were their 
favoured locations. 

The next surprise slowly revealed itself through the swirling early morning fog on April 23rd. I was standing 
on platform 2 and could just about make out a small group of pale-bellied birds on the edge of the island 
but at this point I was unable to say for absolute certainty what they were. Suddenly they flew and 
disappeared in the fog. Uncertain whether they had flown off or shifted to another part of the lake, I 
spent the next largely frustrating thirty minutes moving around various platforms and peering through 
the gradually dispersing fog until I spotted four birds along the platform 4 side of the lake and could now 
identify them as Green Sandpipers, a record count of this species for the park and the borough. 

 

The top bird of the year made an appearance quite near the end of the first half. On a very sunny morning 
along the short path to platform 2 on May 24th I could hear a warbler begin to sing from the coppiced 
willow next to the path. What a song it sang, full of varied notes reminiscent of so many other birds and 
not only other warblers. It is so difficult to name one’s favourite birdsong but for me the Marsh Warbler 
would always be contender for the top slot and that is what I was listening to. It never seems to run out 
of invention. Try as I may it was impossible to see any detail on the bird, just its silhouette through the 
willow foliage with the bright sunlight behind it but it was clearly of the right proportions. It seemed that 
its song would never end but perhaps through jealousy it was interrupted, first by a male Blackcap and 
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then what I think was a Reed Warbler that flew vigorously into the same willow. I hung around the area 
for ages hoping for a reprise and a chance of a photo, but my luck had run out.  

The final highlight of the first half will appear to be 
somewhat mundane compared to those 
mentioned above but perhaps not within the 
context of the decline of former breeding species 
on this and many other sites. When I came across 
a pair of Linnets on the scrub path on June 6th it 
was my first sighting since May 2018. Back in 2010 
and 2011, for instance, they could be seen, 
sometimes in flocks of between 10-20, 
throughout January to July and there would be 
one or two breeding pairs somewhere on site.  

By the end of June, it was time to reflect on what else, apart from the standout performers above, was 
worthy of mention. The brood of eight Mute Swan cygnets drew a great deal of attention, particularly as 
two of the cygnets were of the ‘Polish’ variant with their white appearance. Whilst they were small it was 
always a delight to see them clambering onto their mother’s back. All seemed to be going well until their 
sixth week when two perished within six days of each other in mid-June, probably through disease. The 
male was certainly responsible for the slaughter of three broods of Greylag, because that is what swans 
do but I’m not convinced about the lurid tales of it killing its own young that were told at the time. 
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When the Kestrels use the nesting box close to platform 1, they also attract great interest and provide 
photo opportunities when they are just about big enough to peer out  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Or some weeks later when they struggle to clamber their way back to the box after their first venture 
into the outside world. 
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During winter and early spring there were good counts of Teal (up to 8) and Snipe (up to 9) and they were 
ever present until the end of March. That most excellent bird, the Water Rail, again showed well 
throughout the first three months before making a final appearance on April 1st.  After two poor years, 
this spring brought a vast improvement in the showing of the Willow Warbler and provided at least 15 
occasions between late March and late April when one could listen to their endearing little song. 
Whitethroats, Blackcaps and Chiffchaffs arrived in large number to set up breeding territories throughout 
the park, adding enormously to the atmosphere of sunny spring mornings in the park. 

Hirrundines once again put in a sorry performance this spring, with the House Martin not even bothering 
to turn up at all.  

 A quick mention of the Swift. We do not seem to attract large numbers to the site, but they can usually 
be relied on to provide their dizzying displays throughout late spring through to early autumn. However, 
at just gone 6am on June 22nd, I saw them as never before. Instead of their customary zigzagging 
intersecting of the sky, this flock of 28 birds were all flying in one direction like a squadron of military 
aircraft heading on an easterly mission. It certainly made counting them very easy for a change, but it 
was a little strange too.  

The final comment on the first half must go to an intruder on the pitch. On May 28th I heard a sound 
coming from the lake I usually only identify with the Kent marshes, places like Cliffe and Oare, and initially 
it threw me. I returned to the same part of the lake a little later, met a fellow birder and together we 
listened to the same sounds that I had heard earlier. We agreed that it was indeed a marsh frog. I later 
had it confirmed that this was a first for the site and a first anywhere in the borough. It moved around 
the southern edge of the lake, but it was still firmly in residence as June ended. 

In a good year I might expect to have recorded 90 species going into the second half but this year I was a 
long way short on 81. July provided three more species with a Hobby seen on the 20th and 28th, but it was 
the two Oystercatchers that flew around the lake on July 25th that was much more noteworthy as they 
had only been seen on six occasions in the park’s history. Because the water level was so high and the 
island so overgrown, they could find nowhere to land and flew off calling. Common Sandpipers and Grey 
Wagtails encountered the same unhelpful conditions and although they were seen a few times in the 
summer months, they tended to flit through, which is why clearing the vegetation from the edges of the 
island and exposing its banks is such an urgent job. 

The daily interest during July centred on the two pairs of nesting Little Grebes and the regular and visually 
dramatic visits of Kingfishers. The pair nesting 
on the edge of the island opposite to platform 
1 produced four young on the 11th and the pair 
nesting in the big reed bed produced three 
young on 29th July. Whenever one pair of adult 
birds encountered the other pair, usually in 
front of platform 3, there would be a fight. The 
reed bed family soon became a one parent 
family, but the island family stayed together, 
frequently being responsible for the 
upbringing of two young each. Only one of the 
reed bed family made it to maturity but the island family had more success with three. 2021 was the best 
year yet for Little Grebe on this site. 

The Kingfisher also had a very good year and although there is no evidence that they bred on site, 
certainly not around the lake, they must have been quite close by as a pair with a youngster were seen 
together on July 23rd. I had only seen them twice in the first six months but by the end of the year I had 
recorded them over fifty times, something I had never achieved in any year previously. 

On July 25th I heard the marsh frog for the last time after nearly two months residence. I hope it decided 
to return to the Kent marshes rather than disappearing down the throat of a heron.  
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The only bird of any note during the two weeks of August that I was around was a Peregrine on the 14th, 
one of six sightings during the year. It was a time to see the last Swallow and Swift of the summer. 

With September comes the expectation of autumn migration and the chance to record something 
different. It began by welcoming back two of my favourites, the Water Rail and Teal on the 2nd. It was a 
productive month for Sparrowhawks with a pair present. There was also a young one, but I could not say 
it was theirs as I saw no interaction.  

On the 22nd something different was about. A Tawny Owl was calling repeatedly from a tree close to 
platform 1 and a male Gadwall was on the water. Two species that I might have expected to cross off my 
list much earlier had it been a better year, but I was very grateful, nonetheless.  

Into October and at last a bit of pace. On the 4th my first Great Black-backed Gull of the year flying 
through. On the same morning there was a small group of four Sand Martins over Moat Field where, for 
the third successive day, a Stonechat was perched. Ten days later, the chat I really wanted, the first 
Whinchat of the year perched up in screening station field. The next day was a year high count of eleven 
Egyptian Goose. On the 18th the return of a favourite, the Cetti’s Warbler. Our very first one had departed 
in June 2017 after a residence of eighteen months and had been frequently missed since then. To hear 
its explosive song once again was exhilarating. On the 22nd a Common Gull was on the Arena football 
pitch, the first since March. This venue was to prove productive for not only four species of gull but also 
for Pied Wagtails during the month. The 24th was especially busy for birds going over with a count of 526 
Starling and 24 Redwing heading west. The final species of note was a Meadow Pipit taking off from Moat 
Field on the 27th. 

November began and ended with stormy weather but in 
between we enjoyed many warmish, dry and sunny mornings 
and avian interest was maintained throughout. Being solely 
an early morning patch watcher means that spotting the large 
raptors is made much more difficult as they tend to favour the 
thermals that form later in the day. On successive Thursdays 
in the second half of the month I could record, at long last, 
the two main ones – a Common Buzzard low over the scrub 
and a Red Kite rather higher over the lake.  

November also provided a chance to log two record counts. 
While scanning the Arena pitch for gulls on the 13th, I noticed an 
inordinately large number of Collared Doves quite close 
together by the side of the running track. Several counts and 
recounts later I settled on a total of 31. This record was broken 
again just a month later. Of arguably more importance was the 
count of seven Gadwall I saw close to the island on the 22nd.                                                                                                      

November also brought two more returning winter birds, both 
on the 5th, a Snipe showing well in the big reed bed and a flock 
of twelve Fieldfare heading west.  

 

There was hardly a day during the month that lacked a point of interest:  the ‘kewick’ of a Tawny Owl 
shortly before dawn; the daily, explosive song of the Cetti’s Warbler between 6.45–7.15am; the dazzling 
flash of the Kingfisher over the lake or through the wetlands; the unhurried passage of a Little Egret 
overhead.  

When the temperature plummeted overnight, the lake was 70% frozen at dawn on 29th November. These 
sorts of conditions often result in a mass departure of waterfowl but that was not the case on this 
morning. The biggest surprise was the flock of 22 Shoveler feeding in the 30% of unfrozen water. Whilst 
flocks of 35 used to winter here in the past, their numbers have declined significantly in recent years. Not 
since December 2018 had we seen a flock of this size. 

Two of the seven Gadwall. 
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Going into the final month of the year, I was still looking for one more new species just to equal my lowest 
ever yearly species count, which was 92. I was not kept waiting for too long. On the 6th I found three 
Lesser Redpoll feeding in the scrub behind the big ash tree and managed to get a somewhat blurry image 
of one. The next day there were four in the lake end of Moat Field.  

The 6th of December turned out to be quite a special day for the range of species on site, especially at a 
non-migratory time of year. The day started as usual with arrival on platform 2 in the dark but with the 
sky beginning to lighten on the horizon behind me, not that there is ever total darkness, what with 
streetlights, security lights around the five-a-side pitches and moonlight. As I did a preliminary scan of 
the water the call of an Egyptian Goose came from the other side of the island. The white on the Shoveler 
really stands out against the water as it performs its circular feeding pattern, and it was clear that it was 
a double figure count. Looking toward the big reed the Mute Swans were clearly visible as they slept close 
to the fence. At about 7.20am the Cetti’s Warbler sang out from the bank to my left, always a contender 
for bird of the day.  

As soon as it was added to my daily list, I set off to the wetland pool and Moat Field. Gently approaching 
the pool directly beneath the willows, I could make out in the half-light the shapes of various birds, three 
of which were Water Rails. Over the last few years this is by far the best spot to see them first thing in 
the morning, but I had never seen three together anywhere. Very special. At the back of the pool were 
five Teal that favour the wetlands, which can mean they are elusive when not in the main pool. While 
looking at the Teal I was aware of a Redwing perched in the clump of trees above them and repeatedly 
calling. 

Providing one has not been beaten to it by a very early dog walker, a walk along the wetland path can 
result in putting up a Snipe at this time of year and so it proved on that morning. A sudden squawk and 
one took off from Moat Field, its bright white underbelly clearly visible as it arced away. Turning around 
and returning to the lake a Cormorant flew over heading southeast and a Jackdaw helpfully called out a 
couple of times as it flew out of the corvid roost close to Elmers End Station.  

Returning to the lake and from the vantage point of platform 4 were two Little Grebes together by the 
chestnut fence around the big red bed. I added a further Cormorant and pair of Egyptian Goose to my list 
and headed for the Arena. 

The only species of note I saw on my way there was a male Kestrel hovering over the cemetery field. 
Once again, the scrub area drew a blank but at least there were two Common Gulls on the Arena pitch 
and plenty of Collared Doves around the running track and perched in surrounding trees.  

On the way out of the park via Moat Field was 
when I came across the ultimate bird of the day, 
the three Redpolls mentioned earlier. I was to see 
a flock of up to nine several more times around 
Moat Field/wetlands later in the month.  The final 
good fortune of an already eventful morning came 
right at the end of the visit when a Little Egret flew 
very low over the lake. 

It was with huge relief that I finally found my first 
Bullfinch of the year on December 14th. This is yet 
another species that might be going the way of the 
Linnet, Reed Bunting etc.                                                          

My Bullfinch record of days per year seen goes: 2017: 83   2018: 64   2019: 23   2020: 8   2021:1. 
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A bird that is a scarce visitor is the Wigeon, so it was a joy to find two pairs on the lake on the 18th. I have 
only recorded it on eight occasions in 14 years. They are very nervous and never stay long if people are 
around, which, of course, they are. 

In the last two weeks of the year there were three significant counts. On the 17th was a count of 34 
Collared Doves, a site record: a personal high count of 10 Teal on the 20th and the highest count of 
Shoveler (30) in three years on the 25th. 

Since its arrival on October 18th until the 19th of December the Cetti’s Warbler could be heard around the 
lake in the first 30 minutes of daylight each day but in the last two weeks of the year it stopped being 
predictable. It had gone quiet. But on December 22nd while approaching the bend in the path around 
Moat Field I heard what sounded like the Cetti’s’ one note call. I waited and heard it call twice more and 
then caught a glimpse of it flitting through the vegetation around the flooded tree. Two days later it sang 
out, albeit rather weakly, from a bit of scrub close to The Big Ash Tree. Approaching that same bit of scrub 
three days later I was treated to very close up views of it. There is a huge amount of luck in bird watching, 
like being in just the right place at the right time, because it made no sound to betray its presence.  

At the end of September with only 85 species in the bag, things were looking very bleak. Relegation was 
a distinct possibility. But three highly enjoyable months later there was reason to be satisfied. No 
silverware, but at least the ignominy of the worst ever final species total had been avoided. (See chart 
for details). In the end, though, numbers do not tell the whole story. They cannot capture the changing 
weather that seasons bring, or the many valued encounters with familiar faces and the sheer pleasure of 
being close to nature. So, whatever the number – I’ll be back for more.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TOP TEN BIRDS OF 2021 

1 Marsh Warbler 

2 Oystercatcher 

3 Short-eared Owl 

4 Red-crested Pochard 

5 Cetti’s Warbler 

6 Green Sandpiper 

7 Wigeon 

8 Wheatear 

9 Sedge Warbler 

10 Mandarin 
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COMICAL BIRD OF THE YEAR 

 

 

HUNGRIEST OF THE YEAR 
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Some Grim Observations  

Since South Norwood Country Park officially became a nature reserve in 1989 a careful and authenticated 
record of all bird species has been kept, that is, until 2013 when the Senior Warden, Dave Dack, retired. 
Every year between 100 and 119 species were recorded. Since 2014 there has not been an official record 
published during a time of privatisation and a diminishing warden presence. The park was taken back 
under control of Croydon Council just before it effectively went into administration which resulted in the 
final warden being laid off in autumn 2019. In the absence of an official record, beyond the one gleaned 
from sightings posted on the invaluable Croydon Birders website, I have written personal reports/diaries 
annually since 2014. During that time, I did manage to achieve that 100 target a few times, most recently 
in 2018, yet despite increased visits forced on me by the pandemic, I have failed to reach that target in 
the last couple of years.  

The reasons behind this are complicated and go well beyond my own failings as a birder! It is a fact that 
all species have declined more rapidly worldwide in recent years in response to habitat loss. Global 
warming has also added to that. In addition, we have further local factors like a bankrupt council unable 
to provide full time wardens or any resources for the maintenance of fencing, paths or habitat 
enhancement work which was done in happier times. Add to this damaging cocktail the fact that human 
footfall in this nature reserve has exploded in the last two years owing to pandemic lockdowns and it is 
not too hard to see why we are struggling to see the variety of bird species once reported from this site. 

Was it not for the superb work of The Friends of South Norwood Country Park, the Croydon Volunteers 
(among their number are included two excellent former wardens) and others, one can only imagine what 
a terrible state the park would have fallen into? Continued underfunding from Central Government has 
forced Croydon Council to impose further massive cuts in its spending next year so it seems only through 
volunteer groups and self-help will we be able to maintain this unique park for some time to come. 

The summary below based on of my own data, charts the rapid and sad demise of the Reed Bunting in 
SNCP. Between 1970 and 2007 there was a national decline of 31%.  Since then, there has been a partial 
recovery of numbers which makes their decline on this site, where the habitat has not radically changed 
over the years, harder to understand. I remember seeing two males in the wetlands in 2018 with beaks 
stuffed with insects to take back to their respective nests. Could it be that these insects, whatever they 
were, are a casualty of a worldwide decline of many, many insect species, thus making the site unsuitable 
for breeding? But, then again, it might be just a couple of lean years before the Reed Bunting returns to 
breed. Let’s hope that is the case. 

A worrying feature of my sightings this year are the number of species, seen multiple times per year in 
times gone by, but seen only once in 2021 – Skylark, House Martin, Sedge Warbler, Nuthatch, Whinchat 
and Bullfinch. For the first time ever, I failed to record Pochard this year so it would not take much for 
one or more of the above species to join it on an unenviable list. 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date Number of Days Seen Breeding 

2014 147 yes 

2015 96 yes 

2016 89 yes 

2017 102 yes 

2018 81 yes (2 pairs) 

2019 43 ? 

2020 5 no 

2021 2 no 
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 Species 2021 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec 
High 

Count 
Times 

Recorded 

1 Mute Swan X X X X X X X X X X X X 10 293 

2 Greylag Goose X X X X X X X X X X X X 60 219 

3 Canada Goose X X X X X X X X X X X X 135 R 

4 Egyptian Goose X X X X X X X X X X X X 11 257 

5 Mandarin     X           X       1 2 

6 Wigeon                       X 4 1 

7 Gadwall                 X   X   7 2 

8 Teal X X X           X   X X 10 79 

9 Mallard X X X X X X X X X X X X 38 R 

10 Shoveler X X X         X X X X X 30 124 

11 Red-crested Pochard X                       4 1 

12 Tufted Duck X X X X X X X X X X X X 30 R 

13 Pheasant X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

14 Cormorant X X X X X X X X X X X X 8 126 

15 Little Egret X X X X   X X   X X X X 2 41 

16 Grey Heron X X X X X X X X X X X X 4 R 

17 Little Grebe   X X X X X X X X X X X 4 248 

18 Great Crested Grebe     X X   X X     X     2 23 

19 Red Kite                     X   1 1 

20 Sparrowhawk X X X   X X   X X X X   2 24 

21 Common Buzzard                     X   1 1 

22 Water Rail X X X X         X X X X 7 155 

23 Moorhen X X X X X X X X X X X X 17 R 

24 Oystercatcher             X           2 1 

25 Coot X X X X X X X X X X X X 24 R 

26 Common Sandpiper         X   X X         1 4 

27 Green Sandpiper       X       X         4 2 

28 Snipe X X X X             X X 9 44 

29 Black-headed Gull X X X X X X X X X X X X 90 R 

30 Common Gull X X X             X X X 4 56 

31 Lesser Black-backed Gull X X X X X X X X X X X X 5 147 

32 Herring Gull X X X X X X X X X X X X 17 R 

33 Great Black-backed Gull                   X     1 1 

34 Feral Pigeon X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

35 Stock Dove X X X X X X X X X X X X 10 267 

36 Woodpigeon X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

37 Collared Dove X X X X X X X X X X X X 34 288 

38 Tawny Owl                 X   X   1 5 

39 Short-eared Owl X                       1 1 

40 Swift         X X X X         28 60 

41 Kingfisher     X     X X X X X X X 3 56 

42 Green Woodpecker X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

43 Gt Spotted Woodpecker X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

44 Kestrel X X X X X X X X X X X X 3 172 

45 Hobby             X   X       1 3 

46 Peregrine X       X     X   X     1 6 

47 Ring-necked Parakeet X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

48 Magpie X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

49 Jay X X X X X X X X X X X X 6 R 

50 Jackdaw X X X X X X     X X X X 9 65 

51 Carrion Crow X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

52 Goldcrest X X X X X         X X X 3 38 

53 Blue Tit X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

54 Great Tit X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

55 Coal Tit X X X X X X X X X X X X 3 69 

56 Skylark       X                 1 1 

57 Sand Martin       X           X     4 3 

58 Swallow       X X X X X         4 7 

59 House Martin                   X     1 1 
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  Species 2021 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec 
High 

Count 
Times 

Recorded 

60 Long-tailed Tit X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

61 Cetti's Warbler                   X X X 1 53 

62 Chiffchaff X X X X X X X X X X X X 20+ 204 

63 Willow Warbler     X X         X       2 19 

64 Blackcap     X X X X X X X       20+ 157 

65 Lesser Whitethroat       X X X             1 18 

66 Whitethroat       X X X X X X       27 139 

67 Sedge Warbler       X                 1 1 

68 Marsh Warbler         X               1 1 

69 Reed Warbler       X X X X X X       9 92 

70 Nuthatch X                       1 1 

71 Wren X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

72 Starling X X X X X X X X X X X X 526 R 

73 Blackbird X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

74 Fieldfare X X X               X X 29 28 

75 Song Thrush X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

76 Redwing X X X X           X X X 55 108 

77 Mistle Thrush X X X X   X           X 2 17 

78 Robin X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

79 Wheatear       X                 1 2 

80 Whinchat                   X     1 1 

81 Stonechat X X               X     2 12 

82 Dunnock X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

83 House Sparrow X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

84 Grey Wagtail X           X     X X X 1 8 

85 Pied Wagtail X   X X X         X X X 3 15 

86 Meadow Pipit   X X             X     2 3 

87 Chaffinch X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

88 Bullfinch                       X 1 1 

89 Greenfinch X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

90 Linnet           X             2 1 

91 Lesser Redpoll                       X 9 6 

92 Goldfinch X X X X X X X X X X X X   R 

93 Siskin X X X             X X X 20 74 

94 Reed Bunting     X       X           1 2 

 Monthly Species Count 60 56 62 61 54 54 54 52 56 62 61 60      
 
NOTES:     
X = recorded that month 
R = seen daily/near daily 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


