
 

 

 

 

 

Knepp Nightingales 

18 May 2013 

 

 





 

 

Contents  

Summary of thesis 

Aerial map of Knepp and its 2012 territories  

 Photos of typical nightingale habitat on Knepp  

Thesis 

British Trust Ornithology provisional population estimate from the 2012 

Nightingale survey 

  
 
 

An Extract from  
The impacts on bird diversity of re -wilding an intensive farm - 

a focus on the  
nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos by Olivia Hicks  

 
A total of 45 nightingale territories were found, 34 territories on the 
extensively managed Knepp Estate ... Based on BTO estimates of the 

UK population size in 1999 (5600 -9350 males in 1999) and an annual 
decline of 3% (Robinson, 2005) the current population is expected to be 

3769-6293 males.  This therefore indicates that the extensively man-
aged area (Knepp) contains 0.54 -0.90% of the UK population.  



Nightingales: Olivia Hicks masters thesis investigating The Knepp Castle  
Estate nightingale population and their habitat preferences.  
 
Nightingales are migratory songbirds that breed in the south east of Britain. Famous for 
their vibrant song that can be heard at night as well as during the day, nightingales used 
to be a common feature of the British countryside. The British population however has 
now declined by over 90%. This is mostly due to loss of suitable woodland and scrub habi-
tat and they are now of serious conservation concern. 
 
Through developments in the Wildland project, extensive farming techniques have caused 
the landscape and vegetation at Knepp to change, providing a suitable habitat for several 
red listed birds including the common nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos . 2012 saw the 
first national scale BTO nightingale survey in 13 years. I joined them in having a closer 
look at how the nightingale population on the Knepp Estate has been affected by the 
changes in management and grazing regime. 
 
Throughout the breeding season we surveyed the estate thoroughly for nightingale terri-
tories and searched for paired males by listening for their call at night (towards the end of 
the breeding season any males that continue to advertise for a mate by singing at night 
are unpaired). As a comparison we also surveyed a similar area of farmland that is man-
aged as The Knepp Estate was prior to the Wildland project. 
 
In the last national BTO nightingale survey in 1999 (prior to re -wilding) 9 nightingale ter-
ritories were found within the Estate. In this yearôs survey 34 territories were located 
within the Estate. 79% of these territories were paired birds that were potentially breed-
ing. Only 9 territories were found on neighbouring farms of which 2 were paired. Statisti-
cally, significantly more paired nightingales were found on the Knepp estate than on 
neighbouring farms and more than three times as many territories were found on Knepp 
since the start of the re-wilding.  
 
Thanks to its re-wilding project The Knepp Castle Estate now provides an improved 
nightingale habitat. Lower intensity grazing provides larger areas of scrub and broader 
hedges, which create larger areas for foraging and predation cover. It was found that 
wider hedges positively influence nightingale distribution. In particular no nightingale 
territory on or off the Estate was found in hedgerow or scrub of less than 8 meters in 
width.  
 
As well as these results being very exciting for the bird life of Knepp, itôs hoped that these 
farming techniques could also be used to aid the nightingale conservation effort to save a 
charismatic British breeding bird whose population is in rapid decline.  
 

 



A July 2012 Aerial photo of only the Southern Block -  breeding nightingale territories.  

Green star represent territories in which nightingales were found paired  

Orange star represent nightingales territories in which bids were un -paired  

Kneppôs ecology is driven by grazing - we are not sure what the future for the nightingale habitat will 

be  -  nightingales do not choose habitat to breed in that has a low browse line -  as they nest up to a 

foot above the ground -  they choose hedges and scrub that is more than 8m wide and are more  

successful at pairing in blackthorn in the hedge mix  

Nightingale territories 2013  

 

 



Hedgerow width was found to positively affect nightingale distribution with territories 

only found in vegetation of 8 metres or more in width  

Within the territories, paired nightingales had a preference for blackthorn  



further work on the ecology of the nightingale habitat starts in 2013  

this year (2013) - 4 imperial collage masters students are looking at pig rootling, earth 

worms, birds and invertebrates  to add to the surveys already carried out 



Knepp Southern Block over the last 21 years - Recovery of the soil in the arable fields  - 

work is being done on the soil and its invertebrates - note the willow block (labelled)  

this is were Mathew Oates found his purple emperors 
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