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Daytime assembly by Northern Lap-
wings Vanellus vanellus and Euro-
pean Golden Plovers Pluvialis

apricaria on the roofs of warehouses and
commercial and industrial premises has been
noted in Greater Manchester since 1984, and
possibly since 1972. It was first observed in
the Rochdale area, but has since been
recorded also in the boroughs of Bolton,

Bury, Oldham, Salford, Stockport and Wigan.
At least 16 sites have been used, and flocks
have comprised up to 600 birds (Birds in
Greater Manchester , 1984-99). Recent
studies have analysed the characteristics
associated with this type of behaviour.
Entwistle (1999) collected data from sites in
the Greater Manchester area, including the
bird species present; the dimensions of the
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buildings, and whether they were heated;
roof characteristics, including slope, height
from ground, material used, colour, and
whether moss or mud was present; prox-
imity to the nearest large fields; and the
birds’ known feeding area. He also suggested
possible reasons for the behaviour. In an
intensive study, Calbrade (2000) looked at
the behaviour of the birds at one assembly
site, in an attempt to understand why
Northern Lapwings have taken to roosting
on roofs as opposed to their more traditional
field roost sites, testing the hypotheses that
rooftop roosting offers protection against
predators, shelter from the prevailing wind,
and thermal advantage.

This habit was noted in Leeds in 1993
(Lunn 1999), and has since been recorded in
Bradford (West Yorkshire), Burnley and
Darwen (Lancashire), Bennerley Marsh, near
Ilkeston (Derbyshire), and Washington,
Birtley and Newton Aycliffe (Tyne & Wear).
Away from northern England, we have been
informed of just two other locations where it
has been observed: Talke, near Kidsgrove
(Staffordshire), where a superstore roof was
used until demolition, and Basingstoke
(Hampshire), where up to 200 birds have
used factory rooftops on an industrial estate
at Houndmills intermittently for at least 15
years. This last site was one of only seven
where mixed flocks of Northern Lapwings
and European Golden Plovers have been
noted, the others being in Greater Man-
chester and Tyne & Wear. There is just one
recorded instance of a roof assembly in Scot-
land: on 27th October 1999, a flock of about
150 Northern Lapwings was on the roof of a
warehouse near the A80 at Cumbernauld
(Clyde), and a further 60 or so individuals
were observed flying in, apparently to join
the flock. It is possible that other sites have
been overlooked, not being in prime bird-
watching habitat.

The birds are present on roofs from early
July to March, with the highest numbers
from September to February.They appear to
be quite tolerant of proximity to human
activity, traffic or noise from industrial
processes within the buildings. This toler-
ance results in conservation of energy
during their inactive period to a greater
extent than would be the case at ground
roosts, where disturbance, for whatever

reason, is greater; on roofs, the birds are
secure from ground predators. Several assem-
blies are in busy town centres, where a
number of roofs may be used for sleeping,
idling and preening by the same flock over a
long period. Grey asbestos corrugated
roofing is commonly used, even where the
pitch is quite steep, and it may be that its
slightly gritty surface gives a better grip than
do the newer metal corrugates. Entwistle
(1999) referred to the statement by Klomp
(1954) that Northern Lapwings prefer to
nest in fields that are brown or grey in
appearance, and suggested that the choice of
grey roofs (92% of those studied) may be
related to this preference. New roofs have
been utilised quickly: in Rochdale, a grey cor-
rugated roof constructed in September 1999
was occupied within three months, perhaps
because it was 1.5 km closer to the pre-
sumed feeding grounds than was the site
used previously. Spencer (1997) noted that
assemblies on roofs begin as early as the
second week in July, transferring there from
fields used from mid June for post-breeding
assemblies, and made the suggestion that the
commencement of moult may be the trigger
for removal to the roofs, which offer more
security and less likelihood of disturbance.
By September, substantial numbers are on
the roofs, and these probably also include
arrivals from areas farther north.

In winter, the lapwings and plovers arrive
just after sunrise, and depart in groups at
intervals of three to four minutes, about 40
minutes after sunset, to feeding grounds
which may be 4 km or more away (Spencer
1997). In a study of one site during 08.30-
16.30 GMT over nine days in January 2000,
Calbrade (2000) found that 87.5% of the
birds arrived from an easterly direction, and
62.5% departed in a southerly direction.They
became restless and called more as dusk
approached. More work does, however, need
to be done to determine the relationship
between roost sites and feeding areas. Owing
to the heavy traffic normally present in town
centres, and visual obstructions, it is difficult
to follow the flight lines of the birds when
they leave, and impracticable to follow them
by car.Where mixed flocks of Northern Lap-
wings and European Golden Plovers have
been involved (e.g. in the Bolton area), it has
been easier – since the flocks can be identi-
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fied individually by their composition – to
make a connection between the flocks on
regularly used fields and those in roof-
assembly areas.

Some of the suggestions put forward to
explain rooftop assemblies include safety
from ground predators, some protection
from inclement weather (by moving onto
whichever roof slope is most sheltered and
by standing in the lee of roof ‘furniture’, such
as ventilation cowls), warmth from heat
transmitted through the roof from the
building, the general higher ambient temper-
atures found in conurbations, and loss of tra-
ditional assembly sites. In urban areas, the
reduction of available ground-roosting sites,
owing to the inexorable loss of fields and
other open land to development, may be the
chief reason for the switch to rooftop assem-
blies. There has not, however, been a com-
mensurate reduction in the numbers of
ground predators such as the Red Fox
Vulpes vulpes, and the need to conserve
energy by finding disturbance-free roosting
space may also be an important factor. Large
roofs with good all-around visibility are
usually chosen and may be shared with gulls
Larus and Common Starlings Sturnus vul-
garis, although these other species spend
much shorter periods on the roofs. Entwistle
(1999) found that the average area of roof
space used was 17,300 m2, although roofs
varied from 400 m2 to 350,000 m2, and the
height above ground varied from 7 m to 20 m,

although 7 m was the commonest height.
The short study by Calbrade (2000) sug-
gested that the temperature needed to fall to
1°C or less (either air temperature or,
because of wind, the chill factor) before the
birds moved to the leeward side of a roof.
Observations on the use of roof furniture
and heating ducts were inconclusive in his
study, although such behaviour was noted at
other sites. Other measures used by
Northern Lapwings to conserve heat were:
standing on one leg (33%) and tucking the
bill into the scapulars (24%). Only 0.08% sat
down on the roof.

In line with the findings of the 1998 BTO
survey of breeding Northern Lapwings
(Wilson 1999), there is evidence that the
sizes of rooftop flocks have decreased by
approximately half at those sites where such
flocks have been present for ten years or
more (C. Owen verbally).

Northern Lapwings have been recorded
breeding on a factory roof at Hazel Grove,
Stockport, in 1981 (Holmes 1981; D. Ousey
verbally; G. D. Yates verbally), and reputedly
on a flat roof of a Victorian mill building in
Castleton, Rochdale, from the 1970s to the
1990s, although not in 2000, when the site
was visited by AJS. In 1998-2000, one or two
pairs bred on two adjoining sloping corru-
gated roofs in central Rochdale, rearing
chicks in the trough, where, presumably,
enough invertebrate food had accumulated.
In 1999, Northern Lapwings were acting ter-

21. Northern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus on rooftop, Rochdale, Greater Manchester, January 2000.
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ritorially at sites in Walkden and Ashton-in-
Makerfield where it was impossible to view
the surface of the roofs. Also in 1999, in
Bolton and Chadderton, pairs bred on lawns
in the same warehouse complex as the roost
site (D. Elsey verbally; P. Francis in litt.).

Future work could incorporate further
study of the behaviour of these birds within
rooftop assemblies. Colour-r inging of
Northern Lapwings would help in the identi-
fication, and subsequent protection, of the
feeding areas of flocks roosting on roofs.
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