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The yellowhammer is widely
distributed on all farmland types.
Densities are higher in lowland
areas, especially where there is
at least some arable farming. The
UK yellowhammer population fell
by 54% between 1970 and 2003,
probably because fewer seed
food sources are available to
them on farmland.

The male yellowhammer has a distinctive song, said to sound like ‘a little bit of bread and no cheese’.

Nesting habitat:
Yellowhammers nest on, or close
to, the ground in ditch vegetation
or at the base of short, thick
hedgerows and scrub. They are
most common in hedgerows that
have a wide, uncut grass margin
or ditch. They often breed until the
end of August, so cutting hedges
or margins before the end of
August can destroy nests.

WHAT DO YELLOWHAMMERS NEED?

Distribution map showing the relative abundance

of yellowhammers in Britain and Ireland 1988–91

Flocks may move to find new sources of seed food, 
especially cereal grains, in winter and early spring.

Main breeding season. They nest in hedges and scrub, or
rough grass at the base of hedges and banks of ditches.

They feed on seeds, but feed chicks on insects.
They flock together in winter to find sites with plenty of 

seed food.
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ANNUAL LIFECYCLE OF A YELLOWHAMMER

Summer food: Yellowhammer
chicks depend largely on insects
for food. Adults also feed on
insects in the breeding season.
Wide grass margins around
arable fields provide many insects
as well as nesting habitat.

Winter food: Adults feed mainly
on seeds throughout the year,
especially cereal grain. They seek
places where they can find lots of
seed food, such as winter
stubbles, wild bird seed mixtures,
rotational set-aside or areas
where cereals are fed to cattle.
Yellowhammers rarely 
use improved pastures or grass
leys, as these do not provide any
seed food.
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See also the RSPB
 advisory sheets on:

• 
Arable crops on livestock farm

s 
• 

Buffer strips on cultivated land
• 

Buffer strips on grassland
• 

Conservation headlands
• 
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Low

-input cereals
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intered stubble
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