
Nightjars in the Forest of Dean 

In the March 2020 issue we gave an account of our 2019 Nightjar (Caprimulgus europeaus) surveying 

activity in the Forest of Dean; this provides an update on our activity during the 2020 season. Of 

course, there were difficulties with fieldwork this year, for instance we were not able to undertake 

any ringing activity until June 25th. 

Grant support from GNS enabled the purchase of a further 22 AudioMoth recording devices, following 

our successful trial of them last season.  We began deploying these on June 14th/15th and left them in 

situ for 10 – 14 days. We selected 29 sites that we either knew to have been used by Nightjar 

previously, or where the habitat appeared suitable for nesting but where we had no previous records 

of birds. 

8 of the 16 devices in the first tranche successfully recorded on all nights. Of the remainder, 5 

produced partial results with files created on some nights but not all, while the other 3 devices failed 

to produce any recordings. The failures have been due to a mixture of human error (for example 

accidentally dislodging the memory card when situating the recorder), moisture ingress or possible 

issues with the firmware. The second tranche of recording started on July 2nd. There is often a period 

of increased song associated with second brood attempts, so although the season is well advanced, it 

is reasonable to anticipate detection of birds in this way. 8 of the 10 devices produced a full set of 

recordings.  In total, of 493 ‘device nights’, files were successfully created on 360 (73%) nights. 

 

We subdivided some of the larger sites aiming to maximise coverage. Leaving this aside (and avoiding 

a precise definition of ‘a site’), we left recorders at 28 sites. Nightjars were detected at 19 of these.  

On the sites that were occupied, Nightjars were detected on 69% of the recordings.  During the 

recording periods there were some evenings when there was heavy or persistent rainfall, conditions 

in which it is much less likely for Nightjar activity to be observed.  



This year we also placed an AudioMoth at a nest site, carefully concealed in nearby foliage. We had 

already obtained recordings of female nightjar vocalisations from a nest camera in 2019, but this year 

we successfully recorded the vocal interaction between male and female during nest relief. Normally 

one would of course associate the Nightjar’s churring song with the male of the species, however, in 

response to a flight call from the male, the female gives a short burst of churring, 3.7s in length, with 

a pulse rate of 24/s. This value would be at the extreme low end of male major pulse rates. No minor 

phrase occurs – perhaps because the churring is never long enough to warrant the bird taking a breath.   

The second burst is slightly longer at 12.6s and occurs when the male arrives at the nest and has a 

different character, being slower (around 18/s) and comprising double pulses. It is more akin to what 

we call ‘purring’, a low key interaction sound made from the ground, but raspier in tone. Stulcken 

(1962) describes the female churring at nest relief and Glutz & Bauer (1980) refer to a ‘brief and 

subdued variant’ given by the female at the nest, so this behaviour has been long established, if not 

well known. 



 

MG ringed nine birds, 5 males, 2 females and 2 nestlings. None of the birds had been caught previously, 

although one of the males was re-trapped, during an evening when 4 males and a female were caught 

at one site.  Three of the males and one female were radio-tagged. On his journey home one evening 

MG saw his first English Pine marten (Martes martes) crossing the road ahead of him. On a separate 

evening, BL had the same experience just a couple of minutes from home. 



This year we contributed towards a national genetics study which aims to characterise the current 

levels of genetic diversity and levels of genetic structuring among spacially fragmented groups within 

the UK population, as well as various aspects of breeding behaviour. For our project this meant taking 

buccal swabs from each Nightjar that was caught. 

As in 2019, we were able to combine song analysis, ringing, telemetry and observation to build a 

detailed picture of occupancy. In one area which we spent a lot of time studying this season there are 

3 sites within a radius of 0.6 Km, one of these a recently felled compartment, previously unused by 

Nightjars. In total, 5 males and 2 females were known to be using these sites. Birds were first seen on 

the new clearfell on June 13th, initially an unpaired male and subsequently another male and a female, 

during 10 other visits, last on August 26th.  

Two males were caught on July 12, 750m away. One of these birds was subsequently tracked at the 

new clearfell on six occasions. At the site where they were originally caught, the two radio tagged 

birds were detected together on four evenings, with one spending time at both sites. A third male 

sometimes sang at the lower site and on July 28th/29th 4 different males were seen, heard or detected. 

The third of these sites, roughly equidistant with the other two, had a nesting pair, which successfully 

fledged two young. This site was also regularly visited by other birds from this cluster of territories. 

One bird was recorded to have visited from 9km away from where we had previously radio-tagged it 

on the other side of the forest.  

 

Not all visitors to that nest were avian, as highlighted by a trail camera left to monitor the nest. While 

the female was still incubating her two eggs, a young Roe deer (Capreolus capreolus) stepped into the 

nest, and remained stood in it as it nibbled away vegetation around it. On another morning, an adult 



Roe buck did exactly the same thing, and not content with doing it once, he did it again in the afternoon 

on his return route. 

At one unsuccessful nest a Wood Mouse (Apodemus sylvaticus) and a Common Shrew (Sorex 

araneus) both made repeated visits when the female Nightjar left the eggs unattended to feed at night. 

The Wood Mouse in particular looked like it was going to succeed in penetrating the eggs, but in the 

end it was a larger, probably avian, predator that caused the nest to fail. After losing one egg to a 

predator that now knew the location of a second, and the torrential rain that fell very soon afterwards, 

the female deserted the nest that evening, early enough in the season to have another attempt.  

Song analysis and AudioMoth data were able to show that a male recorded at site CC in 2019 returned 

this year and was recorded on May 25 on one of our early fieldwork evenings.                                                        

Later in the season, AudioMoths were deployed at Site CC and the nearby site M, a newish clearfell. 

The same individual was then recorded at the site M, 1Km away on several days. Recordings from 

both sites dovetail on all days, with bird at either one site, or singing at both, site CC first then at site 

M. We think this male was unmated, but have hopes for these sites in future once breeding takes 

place, as there is plenty of suitable habitat here and it has a history of nightjar back to the 1950’s. 

As you might expect, we are already making plans for the upcoming season and look forward to the 

return of the Nightjars in the Forest of Dean in 2021. 

Ben Locke & Hugh Manistre 
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