
 

Survey shows huge bird population drop in
Europe and the UK over past 40 years
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Figure 1. (a) Estimated total number of breeding individuals of native breeding
bird species (millions) in the EU from 1980 to 2017, with shaded 95% credible
intervals for the Bayesian model (dark gray) and 95% confidence intervals for
the imputed model (light gray). (b) Overall net change with 95% credible
intervals (green shading) and total increase among species with positive trends
and total decrease among species with negative trends (blue shading). (c)
Frequency distribution of species’ log-transformed average annual rate of
change. The dashed vertical line indicates the median value of the distribution.
Credit: DOI: 10.1002/ece3.8282
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A team of researchers affiliated with multiple institutions in the U.K.
and one in the Czech Republic has found huge losses in bird numbers in
the U.K. and Europe over the past 40 years. In their paper published in
the journal Ecology and Evolution, the group describes their analysis of
database data on bird survey numbers across Europe and the U.K.

Two years ago, a team of researchers in the U.S. and Canada found that
the population of birds in North America was approximately three
billion less today than in the 1970s—marking not just a reduction in bird
numbers but a reduction in bird diversity. In this new effort, the
researchers took a similar look at bird numbers in Europe and the U.K.
using bird census data going back to the 1980s.

The researchers found that like North America, Europe and the U.K
have seen huge bird population drops in general. Overall they found
there were approximately 600 million fewer birds today than there were
forty years ago. They also found that some species have been hit harder
than others. There were 247 million fewer house sparrows in Europe, for
example (halving their population), while there were 97 million fewer
yellow wagtails, 75 million fewer starlings and 68 million fewer skylarks.

It is not known why there are fewer birds but most in the field suspect
that the shrinking numbers are due to human encroachment, the
abundance of house cats, loss of food resources due to insecticide use
and the introduction of harmful elements into the environment, such as
pollution.

The data showed that losses have occurred across virtually all varieties of
birds, including both long distance migraters and shorebirds. But it also
showed that not all species saw decreases and in fact some saw increases,
including chiffchaff, blackcap, blackbird, goldfinch, wren, woodpigeon,
blue tit and robin. And some, such as the peregrine falcon, have seen
their populations double. Most such increases were due to conservation
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and protection efforts, they claim.

They conclude by noting that as with birds in North America, the decline
in so many populations represents a blow against bird diversity in Europe
and the U.K. Common birds, they note are becoming less and less
common—and if something is not done, hundreds of species could
disappear completely.

  More information: Fiona Burns et al, Abundance decline in the
avifauna of the European Union reveals cross‐continental similarities in
biodiversity change, Ecology and Evolution (2021). DOI:
10.1002/ece3.8282
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