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T H E EFFECT OF A S N O W - S T O R M ON BREEDING 
BIRDS 

BY 
JOHN A S H . 

THE purpose of this paper is to summarize the effect of the severe 
snow-storm of April 26th, 1950, on a number of breeding birds, 
whose nests were under daily observation at the Imperial College 
Field Station, Silwood Park, Sunninghill, Berkshire, in connexion 
with work on ectroparasites. Heavy snow fell between 1.00 and 
5.00 (B.S.T.) on that day and from four to six inches were 
recorded on flat open ground in this locality; the result of this 
on foliated shrubs and deciduous trees was disastrous, the weight 
of snow causing many large branches to be torn off, and gorse 
and broom bushes, etc., to be flattened to the ground. Because of 
this many nests in shrubs were beaten to the ground and smothered 
with snow, and many birds—both ground and shrub nesting— 
apparently deserted through sheer weight of snow falling on them. 

In the list below the contents of the nest and its position are 
given on the day prior to the snow-fall, and the description in 
parentheses refers to the condition on the morning of April 26th. 
Hole-nesting birds, such as tit species (Parus), Jackdaws (Corvus 
monedula), Nuthatches (Sitta europcea), etc., did not appear to be 
affected and are therefore not mentioned here. 
CARRION CROW. {Corvus corone). 

1. Nest in Scots Pine, 5 eggs, well incubated. (Still sitting). 
MAGPIE. (Pica pica). 

1. Nest in Chile Pine (Araucuria). (Bird still sitting). 
2. Nest in Holly bush. (Bird still sitting). 

LINNET. (Carduelis cannabina). 
1. Nest in gorse, 4 eggs, 8 days incubated. (Bowed to 

ground, covered with snow and deserted). 
2. Nest in gorse, 4 eggs, fresh. (Bowed to ground, covered 

with snow and deserted). 
CHAFFINCH. (Fringilla coelebs). 

1. Nest in Bramble, 5 eggs, 4 days incubated. (Still sitting). 
2. Nest in Ivy on wall, 5 eggs, 2 days incubated. (Deserted). 
3. Nest in Rhododendron, building. (1 egg laid, presumably 

on April 26th, as the nest was empty the previous day. The 
nest was found pulled out on April 27th). 

HOUSE-SPARROW. (Passer domesticus). 
1. Nest in Holly, sitting. (Still sitting). 

W O O D - L A R K . (Lullula arborea). 
1. Nest in grass , 3 eggs, well incubated. (Deserted and 

covered with snow). 
2. Nest under sod on plough, 4 newly hatched young. 

(Deserted, covered with snow and young dead). 
TREE-CREEPER. (Certhia familiaris). 

Nest behind bark, 5 eggs, well incubated. (Deserted). 



58 B R I T I S H B I R D S . [VOL. XLIV. 

LONG-TAILED T I T . (JEgitltalos caudatus). 
i . Nest in gorse, 9 eggs, well incubated. (Bowed to ground, 

snowed over and both adults dead in nest). 
2. Nest in Broom, 2 eggs, fresh. (Bowed to ground, snowed 

over and deserted). 
3. Nest in gorse, 14 eggs, slightly incubated. (Bowed to 

ground, snowed over and deserted). 

SONG-THRUSH. {Turdus ericetorurri). 
1. Nest in Holly, 5 eggs, incubated 7 days. (Still sitting). 
2. Nest in Rhododendron, 2 eggs. (Still sitting). 
3. Nest in Rhododendron, 4 eggs, incubated 4 days. 

(Deserted). 
4. Nest in Holly, 4 eggs, incubated 4 days. (Still sitting). 
5. Nest in gorse, 4 eggs, chipping. (Bowed to the ground, 

snowed over and deserted). 

BLACKBIRD. (Turdus tnerula). 
1. Nest on Chestnut bough, 3 egg's, well incubated. 

(Deserted). 
2. Nest in Rhododendron, 3 young. (Safely fledged). 
3. Nest at base of tree, 3 newly hatched young. (Nest rim 

covered with snow; bird still sitting). 
4. Nest in Rhododendron, 3 young. (2 fledged and 1 dead in 

nest). 
5. Nest in Holly bush, 3 eggs, well incubated. (Deserted). 
6. Nest in Holly bush, 3 eggs, well incubated. (Safely 

fledged). 
7. Nest in Rhododendron, 3 young. (Safely fledged). 
8. Nest in Holly bush, 3 eggs. (Still sitting). 
9. Nest in Bramble, 4 eggs, well incubated. (Deserted). 

10. Nest in Bramble, 2 young, (Safely fledged). 

ROBIN. (Erithacus rubecula). 
1. Nest in hole, 5 eggs, well incubated. (Unaffected). 
2. Nest in hole, 5 eggs, well incubated. (Unaffected). 
3. Nest on ground, 4 eggs, well incubated. (Nest kept clear 

of snow by bird, and still sitting). 
HEDGE-SPARROW. (Prunella modularis). 

1. Nest in Bramble, 4 eggs, incubated 9 days. (Deserted). 
2. Nest in Bramble, 2 small young. (Snow around nest but 

bird still sitting). 
KESTREL. (Falco tinnunculus). 

1. Open nest on stump, sitting. (Still sitting). 
LAPWING. (Vanellus vanellus). 

1. Nest on plough, 4 eggs, well incubated. (Still sitting). 
It appears from the above list that small birds, nesting either 

in small bushes or on the ground, were particularly affected, and 
that birds deserted not only because their nests were beaten to 
the ground, but also because snow fell upon them. Hence 
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mortality must have been fairly high, and the normal breeding" 
season considerably retarded for one-brood species. 

My best thanks are due to Prof. J. W . Munro, Director of the 
Field Station, and to the Agricultural Research Council, under 
whose auspices the work on ectoparasites is being carried out. 

[Attention is drawn to a note describing the effects of the same 
snow-storm on Chiffchaffs.—EDS.] 


