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Conclusions 
The data I have gathered over the last ten years provide a picture of an area of green belt 
arable land on the outskirts of the city of Cambridge that supports important breeding 
populations of threatened farmland birds, as well as mammals, plants, butterflies and other 
invertebrates. 

1 Over the period of my study the site has supported exceptional populations of grey 
partridge and corn bunting (species that have declined by around 90% since 1970) and 
the site may well be among the best in Cambridgeshire for both species.  

2 Other red list farmland species also thrive in the area, notably yellow wagtail, linnet, 
skylark and yellowhammer. The area also supports good populations of water vole and 
brown hare, as well as plants and invertebrates. 

3 Habitat variety and land management contribute to the richness of the area. The 
combination of arable crops with grassy hedgerow bottoms and margins benefit grey 
partridge, skylark, corn bunting and yellow wagtail; the ditches benefit yellowhammer 
and reed bunting, as well as water vole, while hedges are well used by linnet, 
yellowhammer, whitethroat and dunnock, and by grey partridge for cover. In particular, 
hedges which are around 2 metres high with slightly raised bottoms (such as that 
between ) provide excellent nesting habitat for grey partridge in particular 
and must be conserved. 

4 Development and infrastructure work has resulted in lost farmland habitat and some 
habitat fragmentation. This has not yet reduced significantly populations of red list 
birds, but may well have led to a concentration of birds in the relatively undisturbed 
areas, and I will continue to assess the longer-term impact.  

5 Proposed further construction and infrastructure development would place real 
pressure on populations. If this were to go ahead, considerable, and urgent, new habitat 
creation would be needed in adjoining fields to provide a refuge for displaced wildlife. 

6 The area provides an important green space and area for walking, cycling and relaxation 
for local residents who are clearly able to co-exist with nature; the land also forms part of 
the area covered by the local councils’ Strategic Green Infrastructure Initiative 3. 

John Meed, November 2021 

 

John Meed is a researcher, writer and musician who lives in south Cambridge. He 
conducts regular surveys on behalf of the BTO and RSPB. His forthcoming book A haven 
for farmland birds provides much more detail about the ecology, behaviour and social lives 
of the birds he has studied in this area. 

See: http://johnmeed.net/john-meed/nine-wells/ 
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Appendix 1: The area covered 

 
Looking towards White Hill 

 
The Nine Wells LNR from White Hill 

 
Mature hedge and permissive path 

 
Cycle path and flower-rich margin 

 
Grey partridge , autumn 2020 

 
Yellowhammer on hedge, 2020  
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Appendix 2: Species recorded (2012–21)  
This list shows the 93 bird species recorded over the last 10 years, organised in order of 20 
red list birds, 27 amber list birds, and 46 green list species. The numbers show the number of 
breeding pairs/territories (except n/c where not counted); (S) denotes summer visitor, (W) 
winter visitor, (P) passage migrant and italic = not recorded in 2021. 

Species  Species  Species  Species  

Black-headed gull  Golden plover W Long-tailed tit 5 Siskin W 

Blackbird 12 Goldfinch 5 Magpie c7 Skylark 52 

Blackcap 7 (S) Great black-back gull W Mallard 3 Snipe W 

Blue tit c10 Gt spot woodpecker 1 Marsh harrier  Song thrush 5 

Bullfinch 1? Great tit c10 Meadow pipit W Sparrowhawk  

Buzzard 1 Green woodpecker 2 Merlin W Starling 2 

Canada goose W Greenfinch 4 Mistle thrush 2 Stock dove 3 

Carrion crow n/c Grey heron  Moorhen 3 Stonechat W 

Chaffinch 1? Grey partridge 18 Mute swan  Swallow 2 

Chiffchaff 5 (S) Greylag goose  Peregrine  Swift S 

Coal tit 1 Herring gull W Pheasant 3 Tawny owl 1? 

Collared dove 1 Hobby P Pied wagtail 2 Tree pipit P 

Common gull W House martin 4 (S) Raven  Turtle dove P 

Common tern S House sparrow  Red kite  Wheatear P 

Cormorant  Jack snipe  Red-legged partridge 5 Whinchat P 

Corn bunting 11 Jackdaw n/c Redstart P Whitethroat 18 

Crane  Jay 2 Redwing W Willow warbler P 

Cuckoo  Kestrel  Reed bunting 5 Wood pigeon n/c 

Dunnock 20 Kingfisher W Reed warbler 2 Wren 15 

Egyptian goose  Lapwing  Ring ouzel P Yellow wagtail 3 

Feral pigeon R Lesser black-back gull W Robin 27 Yellowhammer 11 

Fieldfare W Lesser whitethroat 3 Rook    

Garden warbler 3 (S) Linnet 16 Sand martin P   

Goldcrest 1 Little egret W Sedge warbler P   

This table shows the 25 butterfly species and 14 dragonfly/damselfly species recorded: 

Butterflies    

Brimstone Green-veined white Orange tip Small skipper 

Brown argus Grizzled skipper Painted lady Small tortoiseshell 

Clouded yellow Holly blue Peacock Small white 

Comma Large skipper Red admiral Speckled wood 

Common blue Large white Ringlet  

Essex skipper Marbled white Small copper  

Gatekeeper Meadow brown Small heath  

Dragonflies    

Azure damselfy Brown hawker Large red damselfly Southern hawker 

Banded demoiselle Common darter Migrant hawker Willow emerald 

Black-tailed skimmer Emperor Ruddy darter  

Broad-bodied chaser Four-spotted chaser Small red-eyed damselfly  
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Appendix 3: Evidence of breeding populations 
This table shows breeding signs recorded in 2021 for the red and amber list species on the 
site: 

Species Estimated pairs* Breeding signs 
Skylark  52 (57) Singing males; pairs; fledged young 

Yellowhammer 11 (15) Singing males; pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Linnet 16 (15) Singing males; pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Grey partridge  18 (15) Courtship behaviour; pairs; fledged young 

Corn bunting 11 (10) Singing males; pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Yellow wagtail 3   (2) Singing males; pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Song thrush  5   (2) Singing males 

Starling  2   (2) Pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Cuckoo ?   (?) Probably laid eggs in 2019 

Mistle thrush 2   (?) Singing male; breeding uncertain 

Dunnock 20 (15) Singing males; pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Green woodpecker 2   (2) Pairs 

Mallard 3   (2) Pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Reed bunting 5   (6) Singing males; pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Stock dove 3   (1) Pair 

Swallow 2   (2) Singing males; pairs; nest sites; fledged young 

Bullfinch 1?   (1?) Recorded; breeding uncertain 

Tawny owl 1?   (1?) Recorded: fledged young in 2017 

* Figures in brackets show estimates for 2020 







  

 19 

Appendix 5: Farmland bird indicator species 
This table shows the 19 species on the UK Farmland Bird Indicator; the second column 
shows which I recorded on the site in 2021; the second column shows which bred on the site; 
and the final column shows the percentage change in their national populations for the 
period 1970-2018: 

Species Present? Breeding? Per cent change** 
Turtle dove (2019*) – -98% 

Grey partridge  x x -93% 

Tree sparrow – – -90% 

Corn bunting x x -89% 

Starling  x x -82% 

Yellow wagtail x x -68% 

Lapwing x – -64% 

Greenfinch x x -64% 

Yellowhammer x x -60% 

Skylark x x -56% 

Linnet x x -56% 

Kestrel x – -48% 

Reed bunting x x -28% 

Whitethroat x x -13% 

Rook x – +5% 

Woodpigeon x x +121% 

Stock dove x x +127% 

Jackdaw x x +157% 

Goldfinch x x +197% 

* A juvenile turtle dove passed through on migration in 2019. 

** Source: Burns F, Eaton MA, Balmer DE, Banks A, Caldow R, Donelan JL, Douse A, Duigan 
C, Foster S, Frost T, Grice PV, Hall C, Hanmer HJ, Harris SJ, Johnstone I, Lindley P, 
McCulloch N, Noble DG, Risely K, Robinson RA, Wotton S (2020) The state of the UK’s birds 
2020. The RSPB, BTO, WWT, DAERA, JNCC, NatureScot, NE and NRW, Sandy, 
Bedfordshire 

 

 




