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RED GROUSE Lagopus lagopus  

Breeding 

Red Grouse were found in 154 tetrads, 17% of the county total, during 2008-

2011 (Fig.1). Their distribution perfectly matched the extent of Lancashireôs 

heather moorland from the vast grouse-moors of Bowland and its outlying 

fells, Pendle and the moors above Colne, the managed grouse-moors of 

Emmott and Lancashire Moors and the South Pennines, to Rossendale and 

the West Pennine Moors.  

Figure 1. Red Grouse: breeding distribution, 2008-2011. 

(Large dots = probable/proven; small dots = possible). 

 
 

 No birds have been recorded on the lowland mosses since the 1970s 

and the species is now restricted to the uplands ranging from below 150m on 

Harrisend Fell on the western edge of Bowland up to Lancashireôs highest 

point at Green Hill on Gragareth (at 628m). 

 The Bowland Fells have long been one of the English strongholds of 

Red Grouse going back to the all-time British record bag of 2929 shot on the 

Abbeystead estate on 12 August 1915 and beyond. Numbers shot in 

Lancashire and Britain had declined dramatically by the 1950s but later 

increased on some of the countyôs larger estates such as Abbeystead and 

Bleasdale due to the restoration of traditional management. The louping-ill 

virus then ravaged the population, reducing ten-year average bags at 

Abbeystead from 5000 in the early 1990s to 600 at the start of the current 

survey 

 However, 2008-2011 saw a strong upsurge in numbers and bag sizes on 

managed moors after the introduction of measures to deal with disease. 

Spring densities on four Bowland estates increased markedly from 18.5 

pairs/km² in 2005 to 52 pairs/km² in 2011, with a corresponding increase in 

the July density from 75 birds/km² in 2005 to 149 birds/km² in 2011. 

Management has also been increased on some formerly neglected moors on 

the edge of Bowland such as Easington Fell and Claughton Moor but has 

declined on others, such as Leck Fell. 

 This general prosperity during the atlas period, particularly in Bowland, 

is clearly reflected in the breeding change map with a broad increase in 

distribution evident across the county and a range extension of 15% ï 

probably more due to increased numbers enabling detection rather than true 

range expansion, although birds recorded on Cheetham Close/Turton Heights 

for example, were thought to be the first there since the 1970s (Fig.2). 

 Away from Bowland, breeding densities differ enormously from just 

single pairs on some of the large Rossendale plateaux to populations of many 

hundreds on the managed South Pennine Moors and parts of the West 

Pennine Moors. Counts for the atlas resulted in breeding season estimates of 

50 birds per tetrad on Stiperden Moor and 210 in three adjacent tetrads across 

Darwen and Anglezarke Moors.  

 Although Red Grouse populations are highly cyclical, it is thought that 

the Lancashire population at the end of the survey was probably as high as at 

any time since the early 1990s, with an estimated 6000 pairs breeding in the 

county, double that estimated during the 1997-2000 survey and nearly 4% of 



 Page 51 

© Lancashire & Cheshire Fauna Society 

the British population of 155000 pairs. This can be roughly broken down to 

some 5000 pairs in Bowland, 250 pairs on the outlying Bowland Fells and 

Pendle, 500 pairs on the managed South Pennine Moors plus 250 pairs on the 

West Pennine Moors including a small number in Rossendale.  

Figure 2. Red Grouse: changes in breeding distribution, 1997-2000 to 2008-2011. 

(Green = gains, orange = losses). 

 
 

Winter  

Nearly 3000 birds were recorded in 157 tetrads, their distribution essentially 

the same as in summer (Fig.3). These included nine tetrads in the Bowland 

Fells with over 100 per tetrad and a highest count of 154 on Whitendale Fell. 

Outside of Bowland only one winter tetrad count exceeded 100 ï 120 on 

Darwen Moor although two adjacent tetrads on Boulsworth Hill approached 

this figure.  

 The winter population probably approaches 20000 with considerably 

more present in late summer immediately prior to the shooting season. 

SJM 
Figure 3. Red Grouse: winter distribution, 2007/08-2010/11. 
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BLACK GROUSE Tetrao tetrix  

There have been rumours of occasional birds seen in Bowland on several 

occasions since the last confirmed record in 1997 signalled the end of 

Lancashireôs resident population. Taking into consideration some records that 

have recently come to light, this population possibly numbered as many as 15 

individuals at the start of the 1990s but was soon to collapse. 

 During the present survey the sighting of a male, possibly accompanied 

by female(s), on Pendle Hill in February 2008 is thought most likely to have 

been the result of undocumented releases, since the dispersal dynamics of this 

species mean that males largely stay close to their natal area while first-year 

females often disperse widely. Therefore any natural re-colonisation of 

Lancashire, from the nearest extant population in the southern Yorkshire 

Dales, would almost certainly be by way of lone females long, if ever, before 

any males.  

 Given the above, the sighting of a female in a remote part of north-east 

Bowland in early spring 2011 was highly significant; the record was very 

likely to have been a genuine wild bird as the location lies within the known 

dispersal range of resident populations outside the county. 

 There were no further sightings, or even rumours, during 2007-2011. 

However, habitat enhancement by several major landowners in Bowland has 

created a potentially ideal environment for this species, so that the Game and 

Wildlife Conservation Trust is currently considering areas of Bowland as part 

of the project to restore the distribution of Black Grouse in northern England 

by translocating males to suitable former sites within the dispersal range of 

females from existing populations.  

SJM 

 

QUAIL Coturnix coturnix 

Breeding 

Were it not for the distinctive song of the male, the presence of Quails would 

go largely undetected within their preferred cereal-field haunts on the 

lowland mosses. The males call frequently throughout the hours of darkness 

and twilight with a peak in vocal activity around two hours before dawn. 

Double-counting of unmated mobile males is likely although males, once 

mated, those that cease calling early in the season can go undetected. The 

presence of females is extremely hard to ascertain and it is even more 

difficult to obtain proof of a breeding attempt.  

 It is therefore not surprising that there were no proven records of 

breeding in the county during 2008-2011, with probable breeding records 

mostly relating to long-staying singing males considered to be territorial. 

However, the presence of these territorial males singing through the breeding 

season may be indicative of a shortage of females as mated males rarely sing 

and often start their return migration once incubation is underway. 

 The table below (figures taken from the annual Lancashire Bird 

Reports) shows the numbers that reached Lancashire during the survey years; 

2008 and to a lesser extent 2011 were considered óQuail-yearsô when 

significant numbers reached the county. 

 

Year No. of singing birds No. of sites 

2008 38 21 

2009 20 15 

2010 15 11 

2011 31 20 

Average 26 16.75 

 

 Some calling birds are likely to be continuing migrants that quickly 

move on, as probably were the six birds recorded in the eastern uplands of 

Lancashire over the atlas period ï although there have been suggestions that 

some released or escaped birds could be involved. 

 Quails were recorded in 56 tetrads during 2008-2011 compared with 45 

during 1997-2000 (Fig.1). Their distribution in the county mirrors the cereal-

growing districts of the lowland west, with concentrations on the south-west 

mosses between Formby and Ormskirk, the mosses inland of Southport 

including around Martin Mere, the reclaimed farmland south of the Ribble 

plus a particular concentration in north Fylde. 

 Nationally, an average of fewer than 300 singing birds are recorded 

annually with a peak of 2600 in the óQuail-yearô of 1989 when 50 were 

reported in Lancashire. An average of 26 singing birds were reported in the 

county over the atlas period whilst the 1997-2000 atlas conservatively 

reported just five pairs. However, the latter may still be correct in relation to 

pairs that actually breed. The long-term trend is unclear given the large 
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annual fluctuations and taking into account the increased numbers of 

observers. 

SJM 

Figure 1. Quail: breeding season distribution, 2008-2011. 

 
 

RED -LEGGED PARTRIDGE Alectoris rufa 

Breeding 

Despite the speciesô presence in 316 tetrads (34% of the county total) during 

2008-2011, it was only in 36 of these that breeding was proven, invariably by 

seeing adults with a brood (Fig.1). By far the majority of these were on the 

arable mosses of the south-west and the Fylde ï a habitat where conditions 

are the closest match to its native range in the western Mediterranean and 

offer the best chance of allowing a self-maintaining population to become 

established. 

Figure 1. Red-legged Partridge: breeding season distribution, 2008-2011. 

(Large dots = probable/proven; small dots = possible). 
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 As with the Pheasant, the status of this non-native species in Lancashire 

is being constantly maintained by releases. Nationally, it was estimated that 

some 6.5 million were released in 2004, a massive 200-fold increase between 

1961 and 2011. It is estimated that as many as 30000 Red-legged Partridges 

are released annually in Lancashire, with 18000 released on two estates (one 

lowland, one upland) alone in 2008.  

 The breeding population and distribution have shown a doubling in 

numbers and range between the two county atlas surveys with numbers 

increasing from 1500 to 3000 pairs. However, the vast majority of the 

proven/probable records relate to probable breeding in the form of territorial 

birds or pairs, most of which are not thought to attempt to breed, particularly 

in the uplands.  

Figure 2. Red-legged Partridge: changes in breeding season distribution, 1997-2000 to 

2008-2011. (Green = gains, orange = losses). 

 

Distribution has increased throughout the county but especially in Bowland 

where the species was largely absent at the time of the 1997-2000 survey 

(Fig.2). The scale of releases increased initially as lowland shoots sought to 

replace the declining Grey Partridge, but latterly also in the uplands where it 

is seen purely as a put-and-take gamebird. 

 The size and trend of self-maintaining populations is poorly understood 

both nationally and locally, but it seems unlikely that any more than 50 pairs 

would persist for any length of time in Lancashire if releasing ceased. These 

wild and naturalised pairs are, however, dwarfed by the numbers released, 

two tetrads, both on the south-west mosses, reported 100 birds during the 

breeding season during 2008-2011, namely Little Crosby and Churchtown 

Moss. 

 

Winter  

Figure 3. Red-legged Partridge: winter distributi on, 2007/08-2010/11. 
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Red-legged Partridges were recorded in 239 tetrads during the winter period 

(Fig.3).  

 Perhaps surprisingly this was significantly fewer than in summer but the 

abundance map highlights the main areas of release on shooting estates, 

particularly throughout the south-west, the periphery of Bowland and north 

Fylde (Fig.4).  

Figure 4. Red-legged Partridge: relative abundance in winter, 2007/08-2010/11. 

 
Dot size in descending order: 50-223; 20-49; 10-19; 1-9 

 The highest tetrad counts during winter included 223 on Churchtown 

Moss, 170 near Parbold Hill, 100 at Pilling and at Croston, plus counts of 110 

and 152 from north and south-east Bowland respectively.  

 The late winter population was estimated at 5000 birds but, as with the 

Pheasant, immediately prior to the start of the Partridge shooting season in 

September, the county population of Red-legged Partridges possibly exceeds 

35000, the vast majority being recently-released birds but with small numbers 

of naturalised birds from previous years and a negligible number of truly wild 

birds. 

SJM 

 

GREY PARTRIDGE Perdix perdix 

Breeding 

The breeding range contracted by 37% between the two surveys of 1997-

2000 and 2008-2011 with Grey Partridges found in 491 tetrads (Fig.1). They 

are now very poorly distributed across the east of the county with only the 

upland in-bye pastures of the West Pennine Moors, Rossendale and South 

Pennine Moors holding any numbers and with the species effectively extinct 

across large swathes of improved pasture, including the Ribble and Lune 

valleys.  

 A total of 245 tetrads were apparently abandoned, offset by 64 newly-

occupied tetrads (Fig.2). There was a notable cluster of losses in south Fylde 

but the species has also declined elsewhere in the west although still 

widespread and locally common in north Fylde, across most of the south-west 

mosses and around the Liverpool hinterland.  

 Densities in occupied tetrads were twice as high in the west of the 

county than the east and 75% higher in the south than the north. Breeding 

population estimates from observers clearly signify the importance of the 

arable mosslands with 110 birds in two adjacent tetrads at Little Crosby, 90 at 

Hesketh Bank and 40 near Burscough, the south-west mosses and north Fylde 

remain core areas for the species nationally. 

 The national population suffered a massive 91% reduction in numbers 

between 1970 and 2009 and the Lancashire population appears to have 

mirrored this, at least in the last decade or so. The county population is 

currently estimated at 1250 pairs, roughly 2% of the British total ï a very 

similar proportion to that of 1997-2000.  
 


