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Nightingale  
Luscinia megarhynchos 

Species Action Plan 
 
1. Introduction 
The nightingale is on the UK Red Data Book of Birds Amber List and the Species 
of Conservation Concern List.  It has undergone a severe decline in numbers in 
Worcestershire to the extent that breeding can no longer be confirmed.  It is 
therefore a species of particular conservation concern to the county. 
 
2. Current Status 
2.1 Ecology and habitat requirements 
Nationally, nightingales reach their greatest densities in wet woodland or willow 
(Salix sp.) scrub by gravel pits although the latter habitat is very limited in extent 
in Worcestershire.  Nightingales are also found in coppiced habitats, roadside 
spinneys, big hedgerows with scrubby bases and scrub.  By far the most 
important habitat type for nightingales identified within Worcestershire is one of 
scrub with no standards or spaced standard trees.  This provides for an open 
canopy and the presence of a very dense undergrowth layer in the form of scrub 
or coppice with access to leaf litter and bare ground beneath this for invertebrate 
foraging (Hudson, 1979). This type of habitat is generally not stable in the long 
term and without management sites can rapidly become unsuitable as the shrub 
layer grows up or is shaded out.   
 
Henderson and Bayes (1989) found that in suitable dense scrub habitats 
nightingale could breed successfully in very small territories.  Males tend to be 
faithful to sites and this may mean that birds are poorly equipped to adapt and 
respond to habitat or climatic changes by moving to more suitable areas unless 
these areas are close.  It may also mean that older, more experienced birds will 
typically occupy habitat that has become less suitable due to lack of 
management, resulting in these birds either not pairing or being less successful in 
nesting.  It is thought that the loss of nightingales as a breeding species in 
Worcestershire is likely to be due to range contraction through climate change 
rather than habitat loss through direct destruction.  In recent years records of 
singing males at several sites have indicated that the birds were in song for long 
periods and this could indicate the inability to find mates. 
 
2.2 Population and distribution  
The nightingale is a summer visitor to mainly southeast England after over-
wintering in Africa.  There has been a national contraction in the species’ range 
with an estimated loss of 30% of occupied 10 km squares.  This loss has been 
most marked on the northern and western limits. Worcestershire has always 
been on the very edge of this range and so has correspondingly suffered a very 
marked decline in numbers.  
 
A survey in Worcestershire in 1976 by Hudson recorded 92 males, then 2.8% of 
the national total.  At this time nightingales were also found in the west of the 
county at Ravenshill Wood and the Knapp and Papermill.  A survey in 1980 found 
a patchy increase in the overall English population but in Worcestershire 
numbers had declined to 66 singing males, 1.4% of the national population.  A 
further, informal, survey of Worcestershire in 1998 found this decline had 
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continued with only 40 males recorded. Trench Wood had previously had the 
highest population of singing males but nightingales were found to be absent 
completely during the 1998 survey as the wood had undergone large changes in 
management making the habitat unsuitable for scrub warblers.  However, this 
decline was matched by a general decrease of suitable habitat throughout 
Worcestershire and adjacent counties at the same time. 
 
In 1998 Langdale Wood had become the most important site in Worcestershire 
for nightingales with 12 or 13 males.  Other traditional nightingale sites, such as 
Old Hills, had seen significant alterations in habitat and although odd individuals 
still appeared in the north of the county, with records from Upton Warren, 
Redditch and near Pepper Wood, the species was by then predominantly 
confined to the south. The 1998 survey also recorded 7-8 singing males at 
Severn Trent Water’s settling beds in Strensham.  The majority of these birds 
were singing from trees less than 10 years old that had been densely planted to 
screen the treatment works and which had plenty of bare ground beneath them.  
Previous surveys had recorded 1-2 birds at the nearby Strensham Islands SSSI, 
demonstrating that nightingales are able to occupy new areas of habitat when 
these are within their existing range. 
 
Currently, the monitoring of nightingales in Worcestershire relies on the reporting 
of ad hoc records of singing males.  These records tend to be scattered and 
appear almost random in their distribution, with the occasional male dropping in 
and singing for a short period before moving on.  Most records are from the south 
east of Worcestershire near Croome and around Malvern. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Records for nightingale in Worcestershire  to 2007.  Records pre-1979 are 
shown blue, 1980-1999 shown green and 2000-2007 sho wn red.   Data provided by 
Worcestershire Biological Records Centre. 
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2.3 Legislation  
The nightingale is listed in Appendix II of the Bern Convention and given 
protection under the EC Birds Directive.   
 
2.4 Summary of important sites 
Based on recent recording, important sites within the county include: 
Langdale Wood 
Strensham Mill 
Defford Airfield 
Croome Park and Lickmoor Coppice 
 
The highest density of birds in Worcestershire in the 1976 and 1980 surveys was 
in SO95 in the remnant woodlands of the Feckenham Forest.  Of these, areas of 
Roundhill, Trench and Goosehill Woods, originally ancient woodlands, had 
previously been clear felled and re-planted with hardwoods by Harris Brush 
Manufacturers.  This re-planting was largely a failure and other hardwoods such 
as Betula pendula birch, Fraxinus excelsior ash and Acer campestre field maple 
had regenerated naturally producing large areas of scrub ideal for species such 
as nightingale, Phylloscopus trochilus willow warbler and Sylvia borin garden 
warbler.  In contrast, by 1999 changes in management resulted in none of these 
woodlands having any breeding pairs of nightingale.  The other woods in the 
SO95 area, Grafton Wood, Upper and Lower Kites Wood, Bossil Wood and 
Rabbit Wood, are coppiced Corylus avellana hazel, ash and field maple with 
Quercus rober pedunculate oak standards.  By 1999 the coppice work in these 
woods had long ceased making them unsuitable for nightingales.  However, in 
the last 5 years coppice working has been restarted in all these woodlands, which 
may increase their future suitability.  
 
With the species’ apparent change in habitat preference (see below for details of 
the 1999 BTO survey) the best chance for re-colonisation of any of these 
woodlands may be if conifer plantations are clear felled and natural regeneration 
is allowed to take place.  This is planned for Grafton Wood, which has two large 
areas of conifer adjacent to the areas currently coppiced. 
 
3. Current factors affecting the species  

· Nightingales are sensitive to climatic changes, in particular cold, wet 
springs that result in a reduction of available invertebrates. 

 
· Loss of coppicing as a woodland management technique, although over 

the last decade there has been a revival of coppice management within 
many woodlands in Worcestershire. 

 
· Agricultural intensification, in particular the past losses of small 

woodlands, wet scrubby corners and thick hedgerows, the effects of land 
drainage and the loss of invertebrates through spraying.  Recent changes 
in farming policy and practices means that in many cases these factors 
are no longer the issue of concern they once were but there is not yet 
sufficient data to predict the effects of this on the nightingale population. 

 
· Wide scale scrub clearance and intensive management of hedges. 
 
· Scrub clearance as part of conservation management for other species is 

inadvertently detrimental to nightingales. 
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· The grazing of the lower shrub layer by deer may affect nightingales by 
the destruction of invertebrate food plants and prevention of coppice and 
scrub growth / re-growth. 

 
· Disturbance by humans and dogs on heavily used recreational woodland 

sites. 
 

· The close spacing of standard trees and the consequent shading of the 
woodland understory prevents development of dense coppice or scrub.   

 
4. Current Action 
4.1 Local protection  
There are no sites in Worcestershire protected specifically because of their 
suitability for attracting breeding nightingales. Of the sites listed above Grafton 
Wood and Trench Wood are designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest and 
both are managed jointly by Worcestershire Wildlife Trust (WWT) and Butterfly 
Conservation (BC).  Monkwood is also jointly owned and managed by WWT and 
BC as a nature reserve, and Hornhill Wood is managed by WWT on behalf of the 
owners. Croome Park and Lickmoor Coppice are owned and managed by the 
National Trust. Goosehill, Roundhill, Bossil, Upper and Lower Kites and Rabbit 
Woods are privately owned and managed and have no legal protection. 
 
4.2 Site management and programmes of action  

· Trench, Grafton, Hornhill and Monkwood will continue to be managed by 
WWT and BC as coppice woodlands.   

 
· The owner of Roundhill Wood has established a good coppice 

management regime that will be continued for the foreseeable future.  
Roundhill also has an ongoing programme of bird ringing that will 
contribute to the recording of nightingales should they appear here.   

 
· The restoration by The National Trust (NT) of the ‘Capability’ Brown 

landscape at Croome Park resulted in the loss of nightingale habitat 
through clearance of scrub which had developed whilst the ‘pleasure 
grounds’ were neglected.  However, some of the new planting undertaken 
by the NT within the Park could develop into suitable nightingale habitat.  
Outside of the park, plantation and semi-natural woodlands around 
Croome continue to provide nightingale habitat and the management 
plans in place for Lickmoor Coppice will result in the creation of more.     

 
4.3 Survey, research and monitoring 
The British Trust for Ornithology can provide advice on creating and managing 
habitat for nightingales.   
 
In 2002 the Worcestershire Biodiversity Partnership produced ‘Creating Habitat 
for Nightingales in South Worcestershire’ as a habitat creation and management 
guide for landowners.  This leaflet, based on BTO research, clearly indicates that 
nightingales require a dense scrub layer with cave-like spaces within where they 
can forage and nest.  Application of this important concept to both woodland and 
scrub management is essential for the encouragement of nightingales to breed. 
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BTO 1999 Survey 
This survey found the total number of breeding nightingales in Britain changed 
very little between the 1980 and 1999 BTO surveys: 4770 to 4410, a decrease of 
8%.  However, their range decreased considerably: 20% of the 10Km squares 
that had breeding nightingales in 1980 were no longer occupied in 1999. 70% of 
the breeding birds in the UK were now confined to Sussex and Suffolk. 
 
The survey also found an apparent change in habitat preference. Once a bird of 
woodland, especially coppice and young plantations, nightingales are now found 
predominantly in scrub with over half the singing males found in 1999 residing in 
such habitats.   Table 1 below gives the BTO nightingale survey figures showing 
total numbers of singing males recorded in Worcestershire. 
 
Table 1. Nightingale records showing population cha nge in Worcestershire 1976-1999 
based on BTO data.  Data summary produced by the Wo rcestershire Recorders (G H 
Green). 

Hectad (full or part 
10km square) 

1976 1980 1998 1999 

SO 56 1 0 0 0 

SO 66 0 0 0 1 

SO 73 2 0 4 6 

SO 74 6 3 11 12 

SO 75 2 0 0 2 

SO 76 1 0 0 1 

SO 77 0 0 0 0 

SO 83 1 0 2 4 

SO 84 2 9 7 16 

SO 85 0 0 0 0 

SO 86 3 5 0 1 

SO 87 1 0 0 1 

SO 93 0 0 0 0 

SO 94 10 14 9 6 

SO 95 50 24 0 0 

SO 96 2 8 0 2 

SO 97 0 0 0 0 

SP 03 6 6 8 6 

SP 04 0 1 0 0 

SP 05 1 10 0 0 

SP 06 - - 1 1 

SP 07 - - 0 0 

SP 13 - - 0 0 

SP 14 - - 0 0 

Totals 88 70 42 59 

  
Trench Wood Surveys 
Trench Wood has been extensively studied for breeding birds.  A Common Bird 
Census was carried out in Trench Wood in 1987, 1990 and again in 2003. In the 
first two surveys nightingales showed 11 and 14 pairs respectively but by 2003 
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there were none.  One record has since been confirmed in Trench Wood in 2005, 
hopefully an indication of the success of the current management in re-instating 
suitable nightingale habitat within the wood. 
 
West Midland Bird Club data 
Table 2 shows West Midland Bird Club nightingale records for the period 2000-
2006 (data provided by Andy Warr).  Additional records for Lickmoor Coppice and 
Croome Park were provided by the National Trust and have been included within 
the table. 
 
Table 2.  West Midland Bird Club Nightingale record s (with additional data from the 
National Trust for Lickmoor Coppice and Croome Park ). 
Location 2000  2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Totals  
Duffy Coppice 1     2 1 1   5 
Langdale Wood 1   4 2   2 2 11 
Lickmoor Coppice 1   1 2  2     6 
Marsh Common 2 1           3 
Pirton 1 1 1         3 
Strensham Mill 2 1 3 3 4 4 2 19 
Wadborough 1             1 
Upper Castlemorton Common     1         1 
The Gullet     1         1 
Defford Airfield     3 3 3 2 2 13 
Peacebrook farm     1 1       2 
Upper Strensham Pool         3 1   4 
Croome Park         2  2 1 5 
Upton-upon-Severn sewage works           1   1 
Trench Wood           1   1 
Totals  9  3 15 11 13 13 6   
 

5. Associated Plans 
Wet woodland, Woodland, Hedgerows, Scrub, Biological Recording. 
 
6. Vision Statement 
To ensure that there is sufficient suitable habitat in Worcestershire to provide for 
scrubland / coppice bird species like the nightingale should they return to breed. 
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7. Targets 
Target Type Target text Baseline 

value 
Target value Target 

Timescale 
Range 18.3ha of dedicated suitable nightingale habitat created and maintained at 

Grafton Wood 
0 sites 1 site 2010 

Range Increase the number of potential nightingale sites under a management regime 
that takes account of nightingale habitat requirements  

0 woodlands 5 woodlands 2012 

 
8. Actions 
 
Action Code 

Action 
Category 

 
Action Text 

 
Location 

Complete 
Action By 

Lead 
Organisation 

Support 
Organisations 

WRC NIG HC 01 7.2 
 

Establish 6.3 ha trial area of natural scrub 
regeneration after conifer clear fell.  

Grafton Wood 2010 WWT BC 

WRC NIG HC 02 7.2 Establish 12 Ha of open standards and coppice. Grafton Wood 2010 WWT BC 
WRC NIG CP 01 3.5 

 
Annual article in local publications and media to 
raise awareness of the nightingale in 
Worcestershire and the management works in 
Grafton Wood and other key nightingale sites. 

Worcestershire 2017 WWT 
 

BC 
WR 

WRC NIG HS 01 6.1 Maintain extent of woodland habitat currently 
under coppice management.  

Trench Wood, 
Grafton Wood, 
Hornhill Wood 
and Monkwood.  

2017 WWT 
 

BC  
 
 
 

WRC NIG ID 01 8.1 Follow up reports of singing males with a visit to 
confirm records.   

Worcestershire 2017 WR 
 

 

WRC NIG CA 01 
 
 

2.5 
 
 

Develop a partnership with nightingale 
recorders / conservation people in neighbouring 
counties to share data / good management 
practice. 

Worcestershire  2008 WR 
 

WBRC 
 
 

WRC NIG CA 02 
 
 
 

2.12 
 
 

Contact owners of Upper and Lower Kites, 
Roundhill, Bossil and Rabbit Woods to raise 
awareness of the nightingale and provide 
habitat management advice.  

Upper and Lower 
Kites Woods 
Roundhill Wood 
Bossil Wood 
Rabbit Wood 

2010 WR WWT 
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WRC NIG HS 02 6.14 Management agreements to be reached with 
the owners of Upper and Lower Kites, Bossil, 
Roundhill and Rabbit Woods to incorporate 
habitat provision for nightingales. 

Upper and Lower 
Kites Woods 
Roundhill Wood 
Bossil Wood 
Rabbit Wood 

2012 WR WWT 

WRC NIG CP 02 3.16 Work with Forestry Commission officers to raise 
awareness of habitat requirements of 
nightingales.  

Worcestershire 2008 WWT 
 

FCE  
BC 

WRC NIG CA 03 2.12 Ensure landowner on whose property 
nightingale record is confirmed is provided with 
appropriate advice about the nightingale, its 
habitat requirements and conservation advice.   

Worcestershire 2017 WWT WR 
 

WRC NIG CP 03 
  

3.11 
 

Collate survey data and records and write two 
reports on the status of nightingales in 
Worcestershire. 

Worcestershire 2017 WR 
 

WWT 
 

WRC NIG SM 01 12.1 Implement and complete management works 
within the Native Woodland Plan for Lickmoor 
Coppice, which includes coppicing, ride 
management & PAWS restoration.  

Lickmoor 
Coppice 

2015 NT  

WRC NIG HC 03 7.2 (Re)-creation of suitable nightingale habitat. Menagerie Wood 2012 NT  
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BC – Butterfly Conservation   WWT – Worcestershire Wildlife Trust  FCE – Forestry Commission England 
WR – Worcestershire Recorders   NT – National Trust     WBRC – Worcestershire Biological Records Centre 
 


