
 

Lesser Whitethroots in Ayrshire: does emergent scrub provide a new breeding habdat? 

Plate 102. Male t.esserWhitethroat in song. Fairways v.,,,,, Irvine, Ayrshire, May 20t9. C Photos by Tom Byars 

Lesser Whitethroats in Ayrshire: 
does emergent scrub provide a 
new breeding habitat? 
T. BYARS 

Jn Ayrshfre, Lesser Wliitetliroat breeding te-rrilories have always be-en i11 ope11 areas of ungrazrd 
Ha.wt horn and/or Blackthorn scrub with a dense w1derslorey of other bushes a11d Bramble. Since 
20 12 some Lesser Wl1Uethroats /iaJJ(~ bred i11 dense arras of low emergent Gorse scrub nd.red with 
Broom. Comparisons between Traditfo11al Breeding Habital te-rritorir.s a11d Ne111 Breed;ng Habilat 
lerritories showed tliat ca11opy lte-igltt was sig11ifica111ly lower i11 New Breeding Habitat territories. 
In tl1e traditio11a/ territories, Hawf/wm, Bramble and Gorse were tile most common species, /11 
nerv te-rrilories, Gorse and Broom were tlie dominant species as Hawtlior11 and Bramble liave not 
yet fully developed. Tiie use of e-mergenl Gorse/Broom- scrub as breedi11g habilaf lias not bee11 
documented in Seo/land before. It allows Lesser Whitell1roals to utilise- an earlier stage in tli e 
11egetatio11 succession. TMs may allow tlie species to colo11ise suitable areas outwitli the Clyde/Forth 
JJalleys, where 11Jor11 scrub habilat is scarce. 

Introduction 
The Lesser Whilethroat Sylvia curruca has been 
st·udied extensively in Ayrshire s·ince 1983 when th_e 
sp ecies was unde rtaking r:mge expansion 
tbroughou1 southern Scoiland (Forrester et al. 2007). 
The breeding dio;t-ribuLion is mainly coastal. In th_e 
UK, Lesser Whilethroals expanded their range 
northwards by 33'ltl between the 1968-72 and 
2007- ll breeding a tlases. This has been au ribute d 
to d imate change (Balmer et al. 2013). I wanted J,o 

make an accurate assessmenl of the currenL Ayrshire 
breeding popula1ion a nd discover if the species had 
started to colonise oLher habitaLs as suggested. in our 
previous papers (Byars et al. 199 1, Bya rs 2010). 
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' Plate 103. Lesser Whiteduoat nest, Gamock East, 
Ayrshire, June 201 t. 
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Study areas 
The s tudy area covers the Ayrshire recording area . Arn habitat s ites had been idenlified. rrom 
previous surveys, loc-.il bird reporls and informat ion fro m other observe rs. In Ayrshire, typical 
Lesser Whitclhroal breeding habitat cons is ts o f operu a reas o f mature Hawthorn Crataegus 
monogy11a and/or Blackthorn Pru11us spinosa scrub with a dense understorcy o f Bramble Rubus 
sp., Gol'S<' Ule..r europa.e-us, Dog Rose Rosa cani11a and Willow Sali.r sp. Breeding habita t usually 
forms distinct habitat is lands, o nen surrounded by other habitats such as farmland, heath, waste 
gro und (brownfield s ites), marsh and ponds. All s ites were located within 3 km of the coas t, 
s ituated 111ostly on a slope and below 200 m elevation. 

Methods 
All suitab le habitat which had prcviou.sly held territonies was checked every one to two days 
during a 30-35 day pe riod between April to July and a n nually from 2006 to 20 19. Any breeding 
lerrilories newly discoverl'd were also checked within the same time fr:tme. Br<'t'ding habitats were 
estimated in hectares and territories were ma pped using census techniques as explained in Bya rs 
et al. (1991). A tolal of eight habilal silcs known lo regularly contain Lc.'SSer Whilclh roal terrilories 
during th,e study period were chosen lo invcsliga te their vegetation s tructure (Table I). Four (Plates 
104- 106) were classed as Traditional Brel'ding Habitat (il'BHJ and the other four (Pla tes 107-109) 
were de fined as New Breeding Habitat (NBH). As with previous studies, vegetation sampling a t a ll 
e ight sites us ing a quadral method was carried out (Bya rs et al. 199 1). This involvl'd placing a 100 
m transect line within the territory and using a random n umber generator (0-100). Fineen 
sampling sites were then located a long lhe transecl line. At each sampling site, a one metre 
quadr.il was then placed a t ground level and all plant species were identified within this square. 
Percentage cover and vcgelation density were a lso estimated from verlically slacked heighl bands 
from 0-1 m, 1-2 m, 2- 3 m, 3- 4 m, and so on until the fop canopy had been recorded. Stat istical 
analyses were carried out lo idenliry he ight and vegetat io n difTcrences between the TBH and NBH. 

Table I. The eight Lesser Whiteduoat study a reas in Ayrshire. 

Site number and name 
Traditional Breeding Habitat (TBH) 
t. Ardeer Pipe Embankment 
2. Ardeer Fen (east) 
3. Bracken Bay 
4. Garnod Floods 

New Breeding Habitat (NBH) 
5. Hillhouse Quarry (south) 
6. Garnod East 
7. Garnod Lagoons 
8. rairways View 

Results 

Grid reference 

NS 291 420 
NS 287 418 
NS 277 179 
NS 307 4 16 

NS 347 333 
NS 303 4t3 
NS 298 416 
NS 312 404 

Altitude (m) 

6 
7 

48 
4 

60 
7 
4 
11 

Habitat area (ha) 

0.8t 
1.2 1 
0.72 
0.58 

2.46 
1.10 

0.80 
0.33 

Over the 2006- 19 s tudy period, the Ayrshire Lesser Whitelhroat population varied from 10 lo 22 
occupied territories (Table 2). The number o r territories in the TBH sites ranged from five to 15 
and three to five terrilories in the NBH sites, renecting recent establishment there. 

Table 2. Number of Lesser Whitethroat territories recorded in Ayrshire, 2006- 19. 

Year 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 20 11 20 t2 2013 2014 2015 2016 20t7 20t8 2019 
Number of territories 11 10 t2 to 16 t4 22 17 18 20 II 15 11 10 

The four TBH sites contained. mature Hawthorn canopy (maximum height be tween 4-6 m), whilst 
the four NBH s ites had a much lower canopy he ight level of Gorse/Broo m (maximum height 
between 2- 4 m}. The median vegetat ion heights o r the two g roups a re shown in Figure I. A Mann 
Whilney U lest on 120 heighl measuremenls showed tlhat the difference between the median 
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Figure I. Comparison of the mean heights of vegetation (with standard deviations) in the Traditiooal Breeding Hab~t 
~(pale blue) and New Breeding Hab~t sites (pale pink), Ayrshire. 

vegetation height for the traditional locations (300 cm) ond new locations ( 194.5 cm) was statis­
tically significant (W-4765. P<0.005, n- l 20). The proportions of the plonl species in the two sites 
a re summarised in Figure 2. The traditional sites had a g reater range of vegetation with ten species 
recorded, compared to the new sites which had seven species of vegetation. With the exception of 
rush Juncus sp. al new sites, the species were similar though not the proportions. The differences 
in vegetation can be seen in Figures 2a &b. Hawthorn was more likely to be found al the 
traditional sites, while Gorse and Broom were the most common species at new sites. In traditional 
sites, Hawthorn, Gorse and Bramble accounted on average for 78% of the vegetation. The same 
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Figure 2a. Proportioos of different vegetation in Traditional Breeding Habitats, Ayrshire. 
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Figure 2b. Proportions of different vegeration in New Breeding Habitats, A)1Shire. 
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three species accounted for 73% a t the new sites. However, the proportions o f the three species 
were quite d ifferent. Except for one site, Gamock Lagoons, all the new sites had Gorse l"Over of 
more than 600Jb. Gamock La.goons o nly had 200Jb Gorse cover. However, that site did have three 
times os much Broom (63'lb) than any o r the other new sites. Interestingly, three of the four NBH 
sites were d iscovered a fter 2006, indicat ing lha l th is type o f breeding habitat has only rel"Cntly 
s ta rted lo be ut ilised. by Lesser Whitelh roa ts - despite lr.iditiona l habita t be ing ava ilable nearby . 

Discussion 
In Scotland, Lesser Whitethroots usually breed in open Howthom/Blockthom scrub with o dense 
underslorey o f plants such as Br.imble, Gorse, Dog Rose and Willow where nests a re normally 
sited ot around l m in height (Byars e/ al. l 991, Byars 2010). Thorn scrub in some coastal locations 
may be exposed. lo the prevailing winds and the thorn canopy can appear stunted. in height a t 2-
3 m (pers. obs., Mearns 2012). This thorn scrub habitat is extremely scarce in Ayrshire, hence the 
restricted breed ing distribut ion there. It seems tha t for the breeding popula tion lo increase, Lesser 
Whitelhroa ts would have to colonise other habitat types. This appears lo be happening now, as 
Lesser Whitct hroals ore suC<'essfully utilising o new type of breeding habitat in Ayrshire. This 
could have implications for future range expansion, which up to now may have been limited. by 
the lock of suitable oreos o r traditional thorn scrub breed ing habitat. The traditional type of 
vegetation is scarce in large parts o f Scotland a lthoug h there a.re areas with Hawthorn o r 
Blackthorn but no breeding Lesser Whitelhroats while in East Lothian some Les.5er Whitethroats 
breed in Sea Bucklhorn Hippoplwe rham11oides (S. do Proto pers. comm.). In the Lothions, where 
they were found lo be colonising in the 1970s, numbers have declined.. The estimate o f 100 
territories in Loth ian & Borders in 2007-13 compares lo 180-200 in the previous regional let.rad 
a lias carried out in 1988- 94 (MurrJy et al. 2019). There is no evidenc-e !hot numbers hove picked 
u p in Loth ian a Borders since 2013 a lthough Dumfries St Galloway has seen a significant 
populat ion increase o f up to 200 pairs (Mearns 2012). Lesser Whilelhroals are on the edge o r their 
European range in Scotland and numbers o f spring arrivals can fluctuate according lo weather 
pa llerns at migr.ition t ime (Marchant et al. 1990j. 
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Plate 104. Traditional Breeding Habi1a~ Garnock Floods, Ayrshire, May 2016. 

Plates 105-106. Traditional Breeding Habitat. (leh) Ardeer Pipe, Ayrshire, July 2020, (right) Braden Bay, 
Ayrshire. June 2011. 

The implication for future atlas/survey work is that as well as focusing upon traditional habilat 
types, Lherc should be equal effort in searching emergent scrub habitat to detennine the status of 
breeding Lesser Whi.telhroots in Scotland. 
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Plates 107-108. New Breeding Habita~ (left) Faiiways V'iew, Ayrsh<re, May 2018, (right) Hiihouse. Ayrshire. 
April 2018. 
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