
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker nest recording in 2016 
- if you find a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker nest this year - please get in touch. 
 
One of the hypotheses for the decline 
of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker is 
low breeding success. Research by 
the RSPB a few years ago found that 
the birds had low productivity - far 
lower than elsewhere in Europe and 
far lower than previously reported 
for the UK. Unfortunately, in recent 
years only a few nests have been 
reported to the Nest Record Scheme 
of the BTO so there are little current 
data to know whether this is a 
general phenomenon. 
 
There are obvious difficulties in 
recording Lesser Spotted 
Woodpecker nests - Lesser Spots are 
now very rare and seem hard to pin 
down in the breeding season, the 
nests are often inaccessible and 
specialist equipment is needed to view the nest contents. Faced with these hurdles, in 2015 I 
made an appeal for anybody finding a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker nest to contact me so I 
could help with recording the details. I offered advice on interpreting events at the nest and a 
'flying squad' nest inspection service with my woodpecker nest inspection camera so that the 
contents could be checked and the numbers of young fledged determined.  
 
This was a great success with 10 nests reported and recorded in 2015 and the number of 
young fledged determined for six of the them. There were two striking features of the data. 
Firstly all the nests were thought to have successfully fledged some young - a much higher 
success rate than reported in the earlier RSPB studies. Secondly most of the nests were away 
from large woodland blocks in fringing woods often associated with wet sites. Only data for 
more years will show whether the high breeding success was just a feature of the 2015 
breeding season or whether it was a function of the habitat in which the nests were found. 
 
Buoyed by the success in 2015 we are planning the same initiative in 2016 and hope to make 
it even more widely known so we record even more nests. I have organised that two 
additional nest inspection cameras will be purchased and with help from RSPB Conservation 
Science colleagues we should have access to 4-5 camera systems with a good geographic 
spread. So in 2016 we will be able to arrange to inspect nests soon after they are found and 
then in some cases leave a camera system with the finder to make regular checks through the 
nesting cycle. This will make the data even more complete and valuable. 
 
If you manage to find a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker nest then please contact me and I will try 
to arrange for it to be inspected. Inspecting the nest only takes a few minutes and over many 
years of using the system we find the birds quickly return to the nest after the brief 
disturbance. The location of Lesser Spotted Woodpecker nests can be quite sensitive but we 
will absolutely respect confidentiality. It is entirely down to the nest finder who else they tell 
about the nest and when. 
 



I am often asked how to go about finding Lesser Spotted Woodpecker nests. Sadly there is no 
simple formula but one of the key factors is to get out looking for the birds early in the season 
in February and March. In common with many resident woodland species Lesser Spotted 
Woodpeckers become very unobtrusive once they are actually breeding so you need to do the 
leg work early in the season. Birds are already drumming and calling now in mid- February 
although they will not select their nest tree and start excavating their cavity until late 
March/April.  
 
Nest cavities are invariably excavated in dead parts of the tree - either a standing dead tree or 
a dead limb on a live tree. So once you have an area with calling or drumming birds in early 
spring make a point of having a good look round for any standing dead trees or dead limbs on 
live trees before the leaves are out and make a note of which ones to check later. A wide 
range of tree species are used but the softer rotting species Birch, Alder, Willow, Aspen and 
Poplar are favoured. Standing dead oaks are rarely used - Oak nests are normally in dead 
limbs on live trees often high in the tree. If you are lucky enough to have a nest site from 
previous seasons make a point of checking whether it is still present and suitable for nesting. 
Birds often re-use the same nest tree and very occasionally the same hole from a previous 
year. In April check out all your dead trees and look and listen out for Lesser Spotted 
Woodpecker activity and any signs such as wood chips on the ground that they are making a 
cavity. 
 
Please report nests to me as soon as you find them so we can discuss the best timing for a visit 
to inspect the contents. 
 
Thank you for your help 
 
Ken Smith - Hertfordshire County Bird Recorder and woodpecker enthusiast 
 
Email: ken.smith910@ntlworld.com,  mobile 07815 456280. 
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The stages of a lesser spotted woodpecker nest to help in interpreting your observations. 
 

• During excavation birds will be seen excavating a cavity but only when they are deep 
inside emerging head first to throw out woodchips is the cavity anywhere near 
complete. Lesser Spots usually make a new cavity each year but often return to the 
same small area of woodland or the same dead tree if it is still standing. Birds often 
try an excavation but move on elsewhere before completing a cavity. This may be an 
important aspect of breeding so please record such failed cavities. 

• During laying and incubation the birds become very secretive and only change over 
every two hours or so - at this stage it is easy to assume the nest is no longer active. It 
is worth being patient and waiting to confirm that the nest is still active if you have the 
time available, or return regularly to increase the chance of detecting activity. 

• During chick rearing the young are fed every 5-10 minutes and their age can be 
worked out from the adult behaviour. For the first week after hatching the young are 
always brooded by one of the adults so there is a changeover every time the young are 
fed. The young are usually fed inside the cavity until their last week when they can be 
fed at the nest hole with the adults only going in occasionally. For their last 2-3 days 
in the nest the young can be quite noisy making insistent begging calls (but not 
always) and can often be seen looking out of the nest hole waiting to be fed. 

 
Lesser spotted woodpecker photograph by Jason Ward 


