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Bird fauna changes in a small urban park in South Sweden, over a

period of 34 years

Fordndringar i fagelfaunan i en park i sodra Sverige over en tidsperiod om 34 dar

ULF OTTOSSON & MAGNUS AHLGREN

The density of birds in urban landscapes, including
parks, is poorly known. In this study we present surveys
of a small city park in south Sweden. The surveys were
conducted in April-June 1980 and in May—June 2014.
The study plot has an area of 5.1 ha. We found 143 pairs
of 22 species in 1980 and 151 pairs of 26 species in 2014
(2800 and 2960 pairs/km?- Turdus pilaris was the most
common species in 1980 and Columba palumbus in
2014. Three species showed significant decline: 7. pilaris
38 to 15 pairs, Fringilla coelebs 12 to 5 pairs and Cardu-
elis chloris 18 to 12 pairs, while Turdus merula increased
from 11 to 15 pairs. Two species, 7. merula and Sylvia
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atricapilla, nesting both 1980 and 2014, showed increas-
ing numbers that are consistent with these species’ popu-
lation increase in Sweden. The bird densities in this study
are considerably higher compared to what is generally
observed in southern Sweden. Further study is required
to establish whether the high densities are due to chance
or edge effect.
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Introduction

There is a general interest among ornithologists,
amateurs and professionals alike, to know and un-
derstand bird abundance and its variation over time
and space. Recent work in Sweden has focused on
assessing the population size of all breeding spe-
cies and the trends in these numbers (e.g. Ottvall et
al. 2009, Ottosson et al. 2012, Green & Lindstrom
2015). One habitat for which the knowledge of
bird densities is relatively poor is urban areas, such
as city parks. In Sweden urban areas, or “built-up
areas”, constitute about 3% of the total land area
(SCB 2013). This is only a small fraction of Swe-
den, but it is the habitat in which most people live.
In contrast, in the recent book on the number of
breeding birds in Sweden (Ottosson et al. 2012),
only five of more than 700 references (0.7%) are
about birds in urban areas, none of which are dedi-
cated specifically to parks. There is some general
work on birds in parks in Sweden (e.g. Wirén 1994,
Carlsson 2006) but these works are more qualita-
tive than quantitative (but see Marling 2014). Out-
side Sweden we find more quantitative work (e.g.
Jokimiki 1999 and many references therein), but
compared to the total number of publications on
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bird abundance and population variation in birds,
data from urban areas are scanty.

In this study we present bird population densities
in a small urban park in South Sweden, surveyed
in 1980 and 2014 by the same observers. Over this
period the vegetation structure in the park changed
relatively little.

In the running text, we use only the briefer
English names of birds (e.g. Jackdaw rather than
Western Jackdaw); the full English names are
given together with the scientific and Swedish
names in Table 1.

Method

This study was carried out in April to June 1980
and May to June 2014, with 12 visits in 1980 and
ten visits in 2014. Visits were done between 05.00
and 08.00 with one or both authors as observers.
Each visit took about two hours.

We used territory mapping (e.g. Bibby et al.
2000), with the objective to estimate population
densities for each species. The location of each
individual bird was recorded during the consecu-
tive visits and the locations were then combined
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into species maps to estimate the number of indi-
vidual territories. Observations of counter-singing
males and aggressive interactions were particularly
important to distinguish multiple territories of the
same species from multiple observations of the
same bird, since they help define territory borders.
Many observers enjoy this approach because of the
intimate knowledge of the local bird community
that they develop from repeated visits, and since
there are no strict time limits there is freedom to
double-check observations and further investigate
unusual sightings.

The study area, “Tivoliparken”, covers an area
of 5.1 ha (Figure 1) and is situated in the central
parts of Laholm (56°31°N, 13°2’E), a small city
with about 6 000 inhabitants in South Sweden.
The park follows a natural ravine at the bottom of
which runs a little stream. Edging an open sports
ground in the south, it forms a 600 metres long
crescent that stretches towards the north-east, with
its curve inclining towards the north and then to the
north-west. In the south-west it follows a cemetery
and in the north it meets the city centre, otherwise
the park is surrounded by urban housing, mostly
consisting of mature gardens with detached single-
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Figure 1. A satellite image of the park, “Tivoliparken”.
Satellitfoto av Tivoliparken.

family homes.

The difference in altitude from its highest point
to its lowest just exceeds 20 meters with the high
point along the edge of the graveyard and its lowest
point in the north where the stream escapes into a
culvert under the city center.

The park mainly consists of beech trees Fagus
sylvatica, most of which remain since the construc-
tion of the park in the late 19th century. The second
most frequent tree species is birch Betula pendula,
which surrounds the clearings to the north and
south. Adjacent to the clearings are dense shrub-
bery of rthododendron Rododendron sp. and other
exotic species of shrubs, such as thuja Thuja sp.
and cypress Cupressus sp. Along the stream grow
black alder Alnus glutinosa and smaller shrubs of
exotic varieties. The stream’s edge also displays a
dense growth of herbs, such as butterbur Petasites
hybridus.

Subject to a few important exceptions, the struc-
ture of the park and its vegetation has remained
unchanged since 1980. The most striking differ-
ence is the removal of the single-track railroad
embankment which until 1994 formed the eastern
border of the park. Aside from a slight increase of
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the area accessible to the public, in biotope terms
the removal of the embankment is probably of little
or no significance. Another change which is worth
mentioning since it may have led to some slight
changes of breeding conditions for some bird spe-
cies, is that in 1980, virtually all the open areas in
the south were constituted by mowed lawns. Since
then, the local park administration has deliberately
left a few patches untouched by the lawn mowers.
This has allowed for a relatively dense growth of
grass, herbs and lower bushes in these areas.

Results

In total, we recorded 143 pairs of 22 species in
1980 and 151 pairs of 26 species in 2014 (Table 1).

The overall breeding density was 2800 pairs/km?
in 1980 and 2960 pairs/km? in 2014. The highest
densities for single species was that of Fieldfare
with 745 pairs/km? in 1980 and that of Wood Pi-
geon with 313 pairs/km? in 2014 (Table 2).

Eight species were found breeding in 2014 but
not in 1980: Mallard, Mew Gull, Collared Dove,
Magpie, Rook, Jackdaw, Lesser Whitethroat and

Table 1. The number of breeding pairs of each species for the year 1980 and 2014.

Antal hickande par av varje art dren 1980 och 2014.

1980 2014

min max est. min max est
Mallard Anas platyrynchus Grisand 0 1
Mew Gull Larus canus Fiskmas 0 1
Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto Turkduva 0 1
Common Woodpigeon Columba palumbus Ringduva 18 20 19 15 17 16
White Wagtail Motacilla alba Sédesirla 2 0
Dunnock Prunella modularis Jarnsparv 1 0
Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris Stare 11 1
Eurasian Magpie Pica pica Skata 0 1
Rook Corvus frugilegus Réka 0 35 40 38
Western Jackdaw Corvus monedula Kaja 0
Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea Notvicka 2 3 4 3
Fieldfare Turdus pilaris Bjorktrast 35 40 38 14 16 15
Common Blackbird Turdus monedula Koltrast 10 12 11 14 16 15
European Robin Erithacus rubecula Rodhake 1 2 4 3
Common Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus Rodstjért 2 4
Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca Artsangare 0 1 3 2
Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla Svarthitta 2 4 6 5
Garden Warbler Sylvia borin Triadgardssangare 1 0
Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita Gransangare 0 3 5 4
Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus Lovsangare 5 7 6 5 7 6
Icterine Warbler Hippolais icterina Harmsangare 5 4 2
Pied Flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca Svartvit flugsnappare 2 1
Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus Blames 3 3 4 3
Marsh Tit Poecile palustris Entita 1 0
Great Tit Parus major Talgoxe 3 5 4 4 6 5
Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus Pilfink 1 2 4 2
Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs Bofink 10 14 12 5 7 5
European Greenfinch Chloris chloris Gronfink 16 20 18 11 13 12
European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis Steglits 1 2 1 1 2 1
Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes Stenkndck 1 2 1 2 4 3
Total 143 151
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Table 2. Breeding densities of birds in Tivoliparken,
Laholm, Sweden. Note that 1 breeding pair automati-
cally leads to a density of 19.6 p/km? due to the small
size of the park. For many species this is a compara-
tively high density when extrapolated for larger areas
and the densities should therefore be treated with cau-
tion.

Hdckningstitheter i Tivoliparken, Laholm. Observera
att 1 par ger titheten 19,6 p/km? beroende pd parkens
lilla areal. Fér manga arter blir titheterna jamforel-
sevis héga ndr de riknas upp till storre areal och de
mdste anvindas med forsiktighet.

Pairs/km?

1980 2014
Anas platyrynchus 19.6
Larus canus 19.6
Streptopelia decaocto 19.6
Columba palumbus 372.5 313.7
Motacilla alba 39.2
Prunella modularis 19.6
Sturnus vulgaris 215.7 19.6
Pica pica 19.6
Corvus frugilegus 745.1
Corvus monedula 19.6
Sitta europaea 39.2 58.8
Turdus pilaris 745.1 294.1
Turdus monedula 215.7 294.1
Erithacus rubecula 19.6 58.8
Ph. phoenicurus 39.2 78.4
Sylvia curruca 39.2
Sylvia atricapilla 39.2 98.0
Sylvia borin 19.6
Phylloscopus collybita 78.4
Phylloscopus trochilus 117.6 117.6
Hippolais icterina 78.4 39.2
Ficedula hypoleuca 39.2 19.6
Cyanistes caeruleus 58.8 58.8
Poecile palustris 19.6
Parus major 78.4 98.0
Passer montanus 19.6 39.2
Fringilla coelebs 2353 98.0
Chloris chloris 3529 2353
Carduelis carduelis 19.6 19.6
C. coccothraustes 19.6 58.8

Chiffchaff. Four species were breeding in 1980
but not in 2014: White Wagtail, Dunnock, Garden
Warbler and Marsh Tit.

Three species showed substantial decreases:
Fieldfare from 38 to 15 pairs, Chaffinch from 12 to
five pairs and Greenfinch from 18 to 12 pairs. The
only substantial increase was that of the Blackbird,
11 to 15 pairs, and the Blackcap, 2 to 5 pairs.

Discussion

Overall, the number of species and the number
of breeding pairs was quite similar between the
two years, but there was high turnover in the spe-
cies composition. Eight species, about 30%, were
new in 2014 and did not breed in 1980 and four
species, 16%, that bred in 1980 did not breed in
2014.

Some, or even most, of these changes are prob-
ably due to stochastic effects because the area is
small. But for two species, the Rook and the Chiff-
chaff, the change is due to a true increase of their
regional populations. Further, in the case of the
Rook, a contributing factor is likely also to be a
redistribution of birds from farmland into urban
areas (Bengtsson 2014). The southern subspecies
of Chiffchaff Ph. c. collybita did not even breed
regularly in Sweden in 1980 (Ottvall et al. 2009,
Ottosson et al. 2012).

For this kind of data set it is slightly ambigu-
ous to draw conclusions about general trends, but
the declines of more than 50% of both Fieldfare
and Chaffinch seem large enough to indicate that
something may have happened on a larger scale.
The Fieldfare, as colony breeder, is known to be
nomadic in the sense of changing breeding sites
from year to year, at least in northern Sweden (A.
Lindstrom pers. com.). However, the general trend
for both species in Sweden over this period is close
to zero (Green & Lindstrom 2015) so the reason
for the decline observed in this study is likely to be
found in the local environment.

Another species which showed a decline was the
Greenfinch and in this case the local change was
similar to the national one. The cause of the decline
has been suggested to be the parasite 7richonomas
gallinae (Lehikoinen et al. 2013, Green & Lind-
strom 2015).

Two species, the Blackbird and the Blackcap,
showed positive trends that are worth mentioning
and both correspond to general positive trends in
Sweden. The Blackbird in particular has become
relatively more common in urban areas and the
Blackcap has doubled its national population in
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the last 30—40 years (Ottosson et al. 2012, Green &
Lindstrom 2015).

The bird density found in the study plot is about
ten times higher compared to what is generally
observed in southern Sweden. And it exceeds the
densities found in several first class woodland
habitats, for example a plot in Ottenby Lund (1509
pairs/km? on average over 40 years; Bengtsson &
Lindstrom 2012). The fact that Tivoliparken shows
a still higher density may be due to chance or be-
cause a few border territories have been errone-
ously included. Just one extra pair will here mean a
density increase of 20 pairs/km?.

The distribution of animals in patchy environ-
ments has been a central theme in ecology for a
long time (e.g. Fretwell & Lucas 1970, Charnov
1976). Generally, the population size and diversity
decrease with patch size (e.g. Robinson et al. 1995)
because of so called area sensitive species (Rob-
bins et al. 1989), i.e. species that require territories
larger than the patch. But other species may even
be more abundant in smaller habitat fragments (e.g.
Loman & von Schantz 1991) just because they
happen to be in the small patch of study, though
they actually utilize or need a larger area to sus-
tain themselves. The high densities shown here for
an urban park call for further studies of birdlife in
parks and urban areas in general. Are the high den-
sities just due the chance and/or edge effect or is it
actually truly high densities due to a good environ-
ment or “crowding”.

Our density for the Fieldfare is higher than the
highest reported in Ottosson et al. (2012), which
was 520 pairs/km? (Forslund 2003), also in a very
small area of 4.8 ha. The general density for Field-
fare in Sweden is in the range of 5-35 pairs/km?
(Ottosson et al. 2012). Similarly, our densities for
Common Woodpigeon were 370 and 310 pairs/
km?, respectively, which are very high compared
to the highest found in Ottosson et al. (2012) which
was 56 pairs/km?, also in a small area of only 10 ha
(Fritz 1990). As a comparison, our density for the
most common bird in Sweden, the Willow Warbler,
120 pairs/km?, is well within the range of the com-
monest densities in Sweden which is 7-170 pairs/
km? though the general density is within 50-80
pairs/km? (Ottosson et al. 2012).

Species like Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus, Com-
mon Buzzard Buteo buteo, Wryneck Jynx torquila
and Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis were not found in
Tivololiparken even though the habitat is right.
This is probably a combined effect of small size
(area sensitive species) and that the city and the
park constitute an island in a large intensively used
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farmland where these species do not breed and
hence there is no pool of these species that can pro-
vide the park with recruits.

As studies of birds in urban areas are scarce even
though it is a habitat that increases by the day and
where many birds spend their lives, more studies
are needed to understand what determines the spe-
cies distribution and abundance in this habitat.
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Sammanfattning

En landskapstyp dir kdnnedomen om téthet hos
forekommande fagelarter dr forhallandevis dalig
ar titbebyggelse, inklusive stadsparker. 1 Sverige
utgor titbebyggda omraden omkring 3% av den to-
tala landytan. Som jamforelse kan ndmnas att i den
nyligen utkomna boken Fdglarna i Sverige; antal
och forekomst ér det endast fem av fler &n 700 re-
ferenser (0,7%) som hénvisar till faglar i bebyggda
omraden; ingen av dessa handlar specifikt om fag-
lar i parker. Det finns ett antal allménna studier om
faglar i1 parker i Sverige men dessa studier dr kva-
litativa snarare dn kvantitativa. I den hér studien
presenterar vi tva undersdkningar av populations-
tithet hos fagelarter i en mindre stadspark i sddra
Sverige, genomforda 1980 och 2014 av samma ob-
servatorer. Fran tillfdlliga besok i mellantiden hade
vi sett nya arter, som till exempel gransangare hade
borjat hdcka i parken, men vi visste inte nagot om
variationer i antalet hickande figlar eller om ndgra
tidigare observerade arter hade forsvunnit.

Studien genomfordes i april till juni 1980 och i
maj till juni 2014, med 12 besdk 1980 och tio be-
sok 2014.

Vi anvinde revirkartering for att uppskatta po-
pulationstitheter for var och en av de forekom-
mande figelarterna inom det undersokta omradet.
Enskilda faglars vistelseplatser noteras under upp-
repade besok varefter de fors dver till artkartor sa
att antalet revir kan uppskattas. Observationer av
samtidigt sjungande hanar och revirstrider ar sar-
skilt viktiga for att sérskilja flera revir av samma
art fran flerfaldiga observationer av samma individ,
eftersom sadana observationer ger underlag for att
faststilla revirgrénser.

Den studerade ytan “Tivoliparken”, har en area
pa 5,1 ha (Figur 1) och &r beldgen i centrala La-
holm, en liten halldndsk stad med ca 6 000 inva-
nare. Parken foljer en naturlig backravin och do-
mineras av bok dir de flesta av trdden finns kvar
sedan parken grundlades i slutet av 1800-talet.
Det nist vanligaste tradet &r bjork som omger tva
storre Oppna ytor i norr och sdder. I anslutning till
de 6ppna ytorna finns tjocka buskage av rhododen-

dron och andra exotiska busksorter som exempel-
vis thuja och cypress. Lings biacken viaxer klibbal
och ldgre buskage av exotiska véxtsorter. Lings
bickens brinkar syns dven tdta bestiand av Orter
som exempelvis pestskrap. Med ett fatal undantag
ar parkens struktur och bevéxning ofordndrad se-
dan 1980.

Det sammantagna resultatet var 143 par av 24
arter ar 1980 och 151 par av 27 arter ar 2014. (Ta-
bell 1).

Den sammanlagda héckningstitheten var 2800
par/km? &r 1980 och 2960 par/km? &r 2014, med
bjorktrast pa 745 par/km? som den hogsta titheten
ar 1980 och ringduva med 313 par/km? ar 2014
(Bilaga 1).

2014 hickade &tta arter som inte hickade 1980:
fiskmas, turkduva, skata, rdka, kaja, drtsangare och
gransangare. Fyra arter hidckade 1980 men inte
2014: sddesirla, jarnsparv, tradgardssangare och
entita.

Tre arter uppvisade betydande minskningar:
bjorktrast frén 38 till 15 par, bofink fran 12 till 5
par och gronfink fran 18 till 12 par, medan koltrast
hade okat fran 11 till 15 par.

Antalet arter och antalet hickande par var re-
lativt lika under de bada aren, men sammansétt-
ningen av arter uppvisade storre skillnader. Atta
arter, ungefar 30%, var nya 2014 jamfort med 1980
och fyra arter, 16%, som hiackade 1980 fanns inte
kvar 2014. Négra, eller rent av de flesta, av dessa
fordndringar beror pa tillfédlligheter; eftersom par-
kens yta &r sa liten. Tva av arterna; raka och gran-
sangare, har dock tillkommit som en f6ljd av den
okade utbredningen och forekomsten hos dessa tva
arter. Nér det géller rdkan dr det dessutom troligt att
hickningarna har paverkats av att arten ar pa vig
mot nya habitat; fran jordbrukslandskap till bebyg-
gelse. Nar det géller gransangaren sa forekom dess
sydliga ras inte ens som regelbunden héckfagel i
Sverige 1980.

Med tanke pa den begransade datamingden é&r
det svart att dra nagra sdkra slutsatser betraffande
trender. De observerade minskningarna pa over
50% for bade bjorktrast och gronfink dr dock till-
rackligt stora for att laggas till grund for slutsatsen
att nagot har intrdffat. Bjorktrasten, som koloni-
héickare, dr kdnd for att vara nomadisk pa sa sétt
att hela kolonier kan flytta fran ett ar till ett annat.
Redan 1983 noterade en av forfattarna (MA) att
antalet hickande bjorktrastar i parken hade mins-
kat med cirka 50%. Den allménna trenden for bada
dessa arter dr dock stabil, sd minskningarna i den
hér studien beror troligen pa fordndringar av lokala
forhéllanden. En annan art som uppvisar en minsk-
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ning dr gronfink. I motsats till de tidigare nimnda
arterna minskar den hér arten i Sverige som helhet,
troligen pa grund av parasiten gulknopp.

Tva arter, koltrast och svarthétta, hickade bade
1980 och 2014 och visar dkande siffror som star
i Overensstimmelse med dessa arters 6kande fore-
komster i Sverige. Koltrasten har dkat patagligt i
bebyggda omraden och antalet svarthéttor har for-
dubblats de senaste 30-40 &ren.

Fageltitheterna i den hér studien dr ungefdr tio
ganger hogre jamfort med motsvarande siffror tidi-
gare kinda fran studier i sodra Sverige 1 allménhet
(2800 par/km? jamfort med exempelvis 1509 pairs/
km? i genomsnitt dver 40 ar i Ottenby Lund). Pa
en liten yta som den hér, blir titheterna latt upp-
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blasta pa grund av slumpmaéssiga faktorer och en
relativt stor kantzon. Ett enda par innebér en téthet
av 20 par/km? vilket redan det &r en hog siffra for
de flesta arter. Fordelningen av djur i oregelbundna
miljoer har varit ett centralt tema inom ekologi-
forskningen under lang tid. I allménhet minskar
populationsstorlek och diversitet med 6kande bio-
topytor for sa kallade ytkénsliga arter men dven an-
dra arter kan uppvisa relativ sett hdgre forekomster
i sma fragment av ldmpliga habitat. De hoga fagel-
tatheter som forekommer i stadsparken i den hér
studien visar pa behovet av ytterligare studier av
fagelforekomster i titbebyggelse i allmdnhet och i
parker i synnerhet.



