WOODPECKERS OF THE UK by Dave and Gill Shearing

The Woodpecker family is one of the most fascinating groups of birds found in
the UK. These charismatic birds are renowned for their distinctive drumming
sounds, vibrant plumage, and unique behaviour. The UK is home to three
resident woodpecker species — the Great Spotted Woodpecker, the Green
Woodpecker, and the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker — along with the enigmatic
Wryneck, which is a migratory visitor.

Great Spotted Woodpecker (Dendrocopos major)

The Great Spotted Woodpecker is the most
common and widespread Woodpecker in the
UK. Easily identifiable by its black and white
plumage and bright red undertail, this bird is
a frequent visitor to woodlands, parks, and
gardens. Males can be distinguished from
females by a red patch on the nape of their
neck.

Great Spotted Woodpeckers have a powerful, chisel-like bill, which they use to
drum on tree trunks in search of insects or to establish territory. This
drumming sound can be heard resonating through woodland and it can alert
you to the bird's presence.

These Woodpeckers have adapted well to urban environments and can often
be seen at bird feeders, especially in winter. Their diet consists of insects,
seeds and also, perhaps surprisingly, bird's eggs and chicks.

Green Woodpecker (Picus viridis)

| The Green Woodpecker is the largest

- | of the UK's Woodpecker species and is
| easily recognised by its vibrant green
plumage, red crown, and black facial
markings.

| Unlike other woodpeckers, the Green
3 Woodpecker spends most of its time
on the ground, feeding on ants, its
primary food source.

Their loud, laughing call, known as a "yaffle," is a familiar sound in woodlands
and grasslands across the UK and is said to herald the arrival of rain.



These shy birds prefer open woodlands, orchards, and parkland, avoiding
dense forests. During the breeding season, they excavate nesting cavities in
trees, where they raise their young.

Lesser Spotted Woodpecker (Dryobates minor)

.| The Lesser Spotted Woodpecker is the smallest
and rarest of the UK's resident woodpeckers.

| About the size of a sparrow, this elusive bird

| has black and white plumage with a distinctive
red crown on males. They are much harder to
spot than their larger relatives, favouring the
upper branches of mature trees in deciduous
woodlands.

This Woodpecker feeds on insects and larvae,
using its smaller bill to probe crevices in bark.

Their declining population is largely due to habitat loss and changes in
woodland management, making them one of the UK's most sought-after birds
among birdwatchers.

Wryneck (Jynx torquilla)

The rarely seen Wryneck is a member of the
Woodpecker family but differs significantly in
appearance and behaviour from its relatives. This small,
cryptically patterned bird has brown, mottled plumage,
providing excellent camouflage among branches.

Unlike its cousins, the Wryneck does not drum on trees
or excavate its own nest cavities, instead it uses old
Woodpecker holes or nest boxes.

Wrynecks are migratory birds, visiting the UK mainly in
spring and autumn during their journeys between Africa
and their European breeding grounds. They feed predominantly on ants and

other insects, using their long, sticky tongues to extract prey from the ground.

One of the most remarkable aspects of the Wryneck is its defensive behaviour.
When threatened, the bird twists its head in a snake-like manner, hissing to
deter predators — a behaviour that gives the bird its name.
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