
The Warblers on Holt Island 2025 

Introduction 

Holt Island is not a static environment. It is continually changing. It looks like the floods of the 

2023/24 winter have had a significant effect on some of the plants, and indirectly on some of the 

birds – including warblers. By the winter 2024/25, it was clear that ivy and elder were suffering badly. 

By the spring of 2025 most of the Ivy and Elder trees were dying back all over the Island. Some 

clumps of Ivy did survive, along with one or two Elders on the higher ground, but no or few flowers 

were produced on either in 2025 and therefore no fruits. The remaining Ivy was unable to sustain 

large insect populations, or to provide pollen and fruits in the late autumn and winter. It was greatly 

missed by the Wrens, Goldcrests and several warblers 

What caused this failure? It would appear that the prolonged submersion of the roots, and 

subsequent waterlogging of the soil, was enough to kill them. Ivy is susceptible to both waterlogging 

and drought. 

Ivy and Elder are important plants for a number of the warblers. Although other ringing sites in the 

area did not record any significant drops in bird number, the loss of elder and ivy had an effect on the 

numbers of Blackcap that bred on the Island; no Garden Warblers bred this year. These plants 

provide important food and shelter for these birds. 

However, the news is not all bad. Some species have had very good breeding seasons on the Island: 

the Reed and Sedge Warblers in particular. The flood water reduced the number of invasive plants in 

the reed beds, allowing both warblers to breed more successfully.  

Cetti’s Warbler Sedge Warbler 

Details of Species 

The species summaries were compiled from the ringing records and from the 2025 Common 

Breeding Bird Surveys (CBBS). The CBBS surveys estimated the number of breeding pairs on the 

island.  

Cetti’s Warbler 

For  the last couple of years, the few Cetti’s Warblers caught were only passing through. The same 

happened in the spring of 2025. None were heard singing in the summer, but in the autumn four 

were caught, and they seemed to stay around for some time: they were heard singing regularly. It 

would be nice to have them breeding on the Island again. 

 



Sedge Warbler 

Sedge Warblers have bred on the Island for the last four years, after a period of absence. They are 

increasing in numbers slowly, from one pair in 2022 to three pairs in 2025. Eight individuals were 

caught this year, of which four were juveniles. They were breeding in the main reed bed and 

appeared to be successful. One of the re-trapped birds was ringed two years ago.  

Reed Warbler 

Reed Warblers had a successful year. There were at least 10 pairs breeding on the Island, with 26 

new adults being caught, along with 23 juveniles. They breed round the edges of the Island in reeds, 

with the largest concentration in the main reed bed (about 40%). Numbers of birds seemed to be 

slightly more than previous years. During the year a Reed Warbler was caught that had been ringed 

at Kingfisher Bridge, Wicken in Cambridgeshire on 1st July 2023. And one ringed on the Island on 8th 

August 2022 was caught on 13th July 2025 at Clopton Medieval Village in Cambs. Numbers seem to 

have increased on the Island over the last four years. It is important that the reed beds are kept in 

good condition, without too many other plants colonising them and affecting the vigour of the reeds. 

     

Reed Warbler        Juvenile male Blackcap 

Blackcap 

As mentioned above, Blackcaps were few on the Island due to lack of a main food. Only 8 new adults 

and 19 new juveniles were caught. Very few were caught in the last three months of the year. In 

previous years about 45 individuals were caught. 

Elsewhere in the county, numbers of Blackcaps have remained steady, suggesting that  the lack of 

food seems to be the main cause in the drop of numbers on the Island. 

There were 7 pairs breeding in 2022 going down to 5 pairs in 2025. Normally a lot of passage birds 

are caught, and some stay around for two or three weeks or more into the winter months, but very 

few were present this year with only a couple being caught. 

 

Garden Warbler 

This year none were caught and no song was heard. In past years there have been one or two pairs 

breeding on the Island. Was the lack of ivy the cause for them not attempting to breed? It is very 

important to have the right habitats and any loss, however small, does have an effect on the birds 

that use the area. 

 



Chiffchaff 

Chiffchaffs are present on the Island in most months of the year.  68 individuals were caught, but 

most were on autumn passage. During the breeding season 14 adults were caught, which is about 

the average, with some 6 to 8 pairs breeding. During the late autumn 23 were caught, most were 

passing through, but two or three were remaining on the Island and were re-trapped more than 

once. 

Very few seem to stay for the winter, probably due to the lack of Ivy which provided both shelter and 

suitable hunting areas for small insects and other food. One chiffchaff that was ringed in November 

2024 was re-trapped in November 2025, and subsequently killed in a garden by a cat in St Ives in 

January 2026 

Willow Warbler 

We no longer have breeding Willow Warblers on the Island, most likely due to climate change, and 

they now only breed  further north. They do, however, pass through along the river on their 

southward journey, but they pass through quickly over a short period. This year only three were 

caught. 

     

Juvenile Chiffchaff   Willow Warbler      Whitethroat 

Whitethroat 

The habitat on the Island is not suitable for Whitethroats to breed, but they do pass through, 

particularly in the spring. Only one was caught this year. 

Lesser Whitethroat 

Similar to the Whitethroats, there is no suitable habitat on the Island for the Lesser Whitethroats and 

they are only occasionally found there. None were caught this year. 

Summary 

This was generally a good year for most warblers. However, the flooding of past years has adversely 

affected the amount of Ivy and Elder, killing most of it. As a result, the number of Blackcaps breeding 

on the Island, and using the Island to feed up ready for the journey south, has dropped significantly. 

Other species that have suffered include Garden Warbler.  

The Reed Warbler and Sedge Warbler on the other hand have benefited from the cutting of the reed 

bed, promoting better reed growth, and increases in warbler numbers. 



Small changes to habitats can affect the numbers of birds using the Island. The work undertaken by 

the Volunteers to keep  habitats in good condition is important, and the cutting of the reed bed has 

had a positive effect, as shown by the growth in warbler numbers, and the actual expansion of the 

areas used in 2024 and 2025. 
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