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Britain’s House Sparrows: Our Endangered Little Darlings

Look out the window to your back garden one day, and see if you can spot a perky, little bird – somewhat dishevelled – looking - coloured mostly in brown tones, with a few streaks of black, and a few white wing feathers – and you have seen a male house sparrow.  And if you see the same type of bird, but mainly a sandy brown, you have just seen the female. 

House sparrows are very sociable and expressive birds, with a wide range of chirping and chattering sounds.  As for food, adults eats seeds, using their sturdy little beaks – while the young are fed insects by their parents. 

Their nesting sites are usually found under eaves, in ivy and creepers, within holes in buildings, and in sea cliffs. They can raise three broods per season, and usually lay between 3 and 5 eggs per brood. The eggs are incubated for 11 to 14 days, and fledge - or flutter - from the nest after 11 to 19 days. Parents will feed their fledglings for up to two weeks outside the nest, and then the young become independent. 
It seems quite simple, except for one thing…Our house sparrows are disappearing.

In just 10 years, between 1990 and 2000, the sparrow population here in the UK has dropped by 50%, or half.  Although there are several ideas, as to why this has happened, no one particular reason has been decided upon.  Possible causes include: the increase in predators (i.e.cats and Sparrowhawks); housing developments replacing empty, bird habitats; the decline in food supply (i.e. more efficient grain harvesting with less grain spillage); the common use of garden pesticides, which results in fewer insects, which the young are fed -  i.e. aphids, weevils, grasshoppers, and caterpillars; less feeding and nesting sites with the sealing of grain storage barns; decreased birds in the suburban and urban areas; toxic additives in unleaded petrol; and fewer nesting sites in newer, modern buildings; and so forth…

How do we help?   

Sparrows love backyard gardens, so:  Put food out all year long, using either feeders with several feeding ports, or put adequate food out on the ground. Remember to build the feeders, or place them, in such a way that predators can’t attack the feeding birds.  Clean up uneaten food or spilled grain to prevent the transmission of disease. Plant thick bushes in your garden, for the birds to perch and rest in. When building birdhouses for sparrows, remember they are social birds, so build a nest box with several ‘homes’.  Entrance holes should be 32mm in diameter, and the new boxes should be put up before Christmas. Provide water, all year long, for drinking and bathing – and some fine soil for ‘dust-bathing’.

For further information, see the BTO website at http://www.bto.org.                                                    

THEY NEED YOUR HELP!
