LATEST RSPB RESEARCH ON LONDON SPARROW DECLINES
This is the gist of a report by Dr Will Peach to the RSPB members’ day in October 2007:

RSPB research work in Leicester indicated that many sparrow chicks in suburban gardens were starving a few days after hatching, and most breeding sparrows were not raising enough young each summer to maintain breeding populations.   However, baby sparrows were less likely to starve in gardens with lots of aphids, aphids being important food for sparrow chicks especially during June.   The message to gardeners has to be that if we want to have sparrows we have to be tolerant of aphids on roses and vegetables.
The study raised two questions, firstly whether if the abundance of insects was increased would breeding success rise in suburbia, and secondly, would the number of sparrows in suburbia also rise.

The RSPB then enlisted the help of an army of RSPB members and supporters to feed mealworms twice a day to sparrows during the breeding season.   Mealworms proved very popular with the sparrows and most were taken away and fed to chicks.   For the last three summers RSPB volunteers have been working away at this task at 33 colonies around London from May to July, and control colonies of unfed sparrows have also been monitored.  

During the summers the RSPB counted twice as many young sparrows at the fed colonies compared to the unfed colonies.   A fantastic result!   However, there has not been a rise in the number of breeding sparrows the following springs, and therefore  there must be another limiting factor preventing the extra young from surviving through the autumn and winter to start nesting the following spring.
Unfortunately the RSPB does not yet know what this is.   They have extended their feeding programme to include all year-round high quality seed, but they will not know if this increases sparrow numbers for another 18 months.

The work in London and Leicester also showed (unsurprisingly) that sparrows fare worse close to busy roads where air pollution is high, but the RSPB does not yet know exactly why this is.  

Messages to gardeners: plant honeysuckle for insects, berries, and cover;  be relaxed about annual weeds (groundsel is a good plant), and bell your cat.   The RSPB has also started a wildlife-friendly gardening initiative called  ‘Homes for Wildlife’  which can be found at the website www.RSPB.org.uk/hfw
 Once registered, gardeners can access a mass of information about how to help native wildlife flourish amongst our flowerbeds and lawns. 
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