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It seems second nature to feed the birds over the colder months, which is so important to help them 
survive the winter. How many of us also remember to give them a clean supply of drinking water?? 
Many birds have a diet which is quite dry and so need constant access to water, but all birds need 
to drink

As the temperature drops below freezing, the ground and their normal drinking places might freeze 
over for days. Birds do not need as much water as other animals as they do not lose water by sweat-
ing, but they do lose moisture by breathing and in their droppings.

A fancy bird bath is a nice extra, but certainly not a necessity. Any container, which is deep enough 
for them to dip their beak in, is sufficient. This can be a bowl, or deep saucer or any type of dish 
which has a depth of around 3 – 10 cm. A larger bowl will also be appreciated so that the birds can 
immerse themselves to bathe as well. Bathing in water is essential for birds, even more so in winter 
to help keep their feathers in top condition. After splashing in the water to remove dust, they will re-
arrange their feathers and spread oil from their preen gland to make them waterproof and help trap 
air underneath to insulate them and keep them both warm and dry.

Even more important than keeping the water topped up, is to make sure it is kept clean. Algae and 
bird droppings and rotting debris can encourage dangerous bacteria to breed, and can prove fatal to 
visiting birds. Wash it out once a week, making sure to rinse well before refilling.

House sparrows bathing.

House sparrows bathing.

Don’t Forget To Put Water Out!
Words and Pictures By Trish MacDuff ABNA

Robin on ice in garden pond.



Young Nats ID Page 
Spring Blossom 

By Pauline Rutherford MBNA 
 

   
Hawthorn and blackthorn. Two very similar trees but in Spring the flowers of blackthorn come out before the leaves, whereas 

the hawthorn leaves are out before the flowers! 
 

   
Apple blossom and cherry blossom. Difficult to tell apart, the apple blossom has slightly larger flowers than cherry blossom.  

Best just to enjoy them in full bloom and wait for the “confetti” as the petals fall to the ground! 
 

   
Two totally different trees, bird cherry and flowering currant. Both have scented blooms and are loved by bees. 



Feed the Birds
Words and pictures by Di Farrar MBNA

Winter can be a difficult time of year for wild birds to 
find enough food to keep their energy and fat levels 
up. Days are shorter so there is less time for them 
to search for the food that is much needed to help 
them get through the cold nights.

Winter months are a great time to see birds amongst 
the leafless branches of trees and shrubs. One 
way to encourage them to return to your garden is 
to hang a tasty treat from a branch, enabling you 
to watch them feeding from a window.  Fat balls 
and cakes are always available to buy from garden 
centres or supermarkets, but it is much more fun to 
make your own. 

To start, melt a pack of lard slightly in a saucepan, 
this makes it easier to stir in some bird seed, pea-
nuts (making sure they are the unsalted variety), 
a few raisins, porridge oats and grated cheese.  
Dried meal worms can also be added if you happen 
to have some with your bird food.  Once you have 
mixed all the ingredients together, you need some 
containers to fill, and empty, clean yogurt pots are 
perfect for this, halved coconut shells can also be 
used and they look good hanging from a tree. I also 
found that small paper fairy cake cases are good to 
use as the paper peels off quite easily. Make a hole 
in the bottom of the pot and thread through a length 
of string, tying a knot to secure it in place.  Fill the 
pot with your mixture, packing it in firmly and place 
it in the fridge to set (preferably overnight to make 
sure it is firm). You can then remove the pot and 
hang your creation in the tree, making sure it is well 
out of reach of cats.  The mixture can also be made 
into flat cakes or balls - depending on how messy 
you like to get!

Try to keep your seed feeders and bird table topped 
up with a variety of foods as different species have 
different tastes e.g., goldfinch like smaller seeds 
like nyjer or sunflower hearts, robins enjoy meal-
worms, blackbirds love apples, blue tits and great 
tits go for peanuts. Most of our wild birds need the 
fat, so with a variety of foods you put out for them, 
it is possible to attract many species of lovely birds 
into your garden. Remember also to make sure 
they have plenty of clean drinking water.
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Ingredients used for bird food

Home made food for birds.



Do you have a query?
email: info@bna-naturalists.org

write: Youth Officer, British Naturalists’ Association,
27 Old Gloucester Street, London, England WC1N 3AX

Holly
By Trish MacDuff ABNA

Mention holly, and it immediately conjures up images of Christmas, cards with pictures of holly 
standing in the snow or brought into the home for decoration. It has a long history of being used 
to represent fertility and powers against evil, but was later adopted by Christians, representing the 
crown of thorns worn by Jesus at his crucifixion - the red berries representing his blood.

A native tree, holly can withstand the winter temperatures, and can live for up to 300 years. The 
younger plants have leaves with spiny prickles. These protect the tree from being eaten, but as the 
plant gets older and taller, the leaves then become smooth edged. Trees can be either male or fe-
male, producing a white flower with four petals, and they rely on insects to pollinate them, when the 
female tree will then develop red berries.

Berries can be slightly toxic to humans, but can be eaten by birds and mammals. A holly bush is 
very important to birds during winter, while other trees are bare, holly can provide shelter during bad 
weather, its spiny leaves protecting the birds from predators, while the berries provide food.

Besides birds, the berries provide an extra source of food for small mammals like dormice and 
wood mice. In turn the birds and mammals then help with dispersal of the seeds. The leaves can be 
eaten by the Holly Blue butterfly caterpillar, and several other moths, including the Holly Tortrix. The 
smooth leaves can be eaten by deer to supplement their winter diet.

The holly leaf miner fly can damage the foliage - the larvae burrows into the leaves making visible 
trails or ‘leaf mines’. The adult insect emerges in May or June. This doesn’t usually affect the plant 
although a mined leaf might be shed.

While holly is a very beautiful evergreen, it is very important to some of our wildlife.

Winter holly
Photo by P Rutherford

Holly berries
Photo by P Rutherford

Holly leaf miner
Photo by T Kril


