Messengers from the east

Focus

In the past 100 years, Switzerland has seen several new additions to its birdlife, especially
from the east. Most new arrivals remain scarce visitors with heavily fluctuating numbers,
but there are two notable exceptions: Fieldfare and Eurasian Collared-dove.

Within the western Palaearctic, the central European countries
form a kind of threshold. The climate gradually changes from mar-
itime in western Europe to continental in eastern Europe. In terms
of biogeographical regions, species of western or African origin
mingle with birds from the east. Switzerland lies at the western
edge of this transition zone, just within reach of the wave-like ad-
vances of eastern species. Ten such species have arrived in Swit-
zerland in the past 100 years. Two of them, Fieldfare and Eurasian
Collared-dove, have become widespread, while others — White-
backed Woodpecker, Citrine Wagtail, River Warbler, Barred War-
bler, Greenish Warbler, Red-breasted Flycatcher, Eurasian Pen-
duline-tit and Common Rosefinch — are still rare and subject to
wide fluctuations.

Breeding by Fieldfare and Eurasian Collared-dove was confirmed
in 1923 and 1950, respectivelyV®, followed by Barred Warbler
and Eurasian Penduline-tit in 1952 5", The Penduline-tit bred an-
other 32 times until 2014, although only two records date from
the 21°t century. The Barred Warbler population reached its peak
in the 1960s and 1970s (15-20 pairs)*"" as well as in the ear-
ly 1990s. In 2013-2016, only few territories were still occupied.

In the case of the Common Rosefinch, singing birds were first
recorded in 1979; the first breeding attempt followed in 1983 Vd,
After a wave of colonisation in the 1990s, a second advance has
been underway since 2010, but has so far not gone beyond the
Alps.

The White-backed Woodpecker has been recorded in Liech-
tenstein since 1981 and in Switzerland since 1996, and breed-
ing has occurred in both countries since at least 1996 and 1999,
respectively V1. It appears to have become firmly established in

the Prattigau GR and the Rhine Valley SG/GR, gradually advanc-
ing westwards.

The approach of Citrine Wagtail, Red-breasted Flycatcher and
River Warbler is more hesitant: for the first two species, breed-
ing has been confirmed twice, in 1997 and 2012 (Citrine Wag-
tail), and in 2003 and 2006 (Red-breasted Flycatcher) Ve 2.3; the
River Warbler bred just beyond the Swiss border in 2011 °. Finally,
colonisation by the most recent arrival, the Greenish Warbler, ap-
pears to have more momentum: four territories were occupied be-
tween 2014 and 2017, resulting in at least one brood* and rais-
ing hopes for a positive future trend.

The advances and retreats described here are unpredictable.
While the causes are not clear, they are presumably related to the
dynamics, often random, of peripheral populations.
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Change in territory numbers for Barred Warbler, Eurasian Penduline-tit and Common Rosefinch in Switzerland from 1980 to 2016. Despite wide fluctuati-

ons, the Barred Warbler is visibly in decline.
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