
m
a

n
a

g
in

g
 u

r
b

a
n

 g
r

e
e
n

 s
p
a

c
e 

fo
r

 w
il

d
li

fe
 

R
ay K

en
n

ed
y (rsp

b
-im

ag
es.co

m
)

H
o
u
se

 s
p
ar

ro
w

annual lifecYcle of a House sparrow

a million
voices for
nature

January february march april may June July august september october november december

Social roosts and feeding groups 
in and around the colony

Birds re-
establish nests

Main breeding season Post-breeding dispersal to feed 
in wider landscape

Adult and Young return to colonies to form 
social roosts in thick bushes1st brood 2nd brood 3rd brood

House sparrows are sociable colonial 
nesters. In large populations nests 
may be as little as 10 to 20 cm apart. 
Birds are site faithful, re-establishing 
nests in March, where throughout the 
breeding season, males can be seen 
‘chirping’ from a prominent perch, as 
they defend the area around the nest 
entrance. 

Although widely distributed 
throughout Britain, steep population 
declines since the late 1970s have 
resulted in the house sparrow being 
classified as a red-list Bird of 

The house sparrow is one of 
our most familiar birds and 
is closely associated with 
humans. its opportunistic 
nature earns it affection as 
a cheeky rogue and its long 
list of vernacular names, 
derived from the middle 
english word sparewe, 
include ‘spadger’, ‘spuggy’ 
and ‘sprog’.

Conservation Concern. The declines 
have been most noted in major towns 
and cities and throughout south, east 
and central England. Further west and 
north, populations appear stable or 
increasing. 

In rural areas, sparrows seem affected 
by lack of seed food throughout the 
year, especially in winter. Exclusion 
from grain stores may also have an 
impact. In urban areas, the situation 
may be more complicated. Survival 
in young chicks can be low due to 
lack of insect food and populations 

can be increased where more insects 
are provided. Other factors may have 
caused population declines, but are yet 
to be clearly established. 

Sparrows may also be impacted 
on through the renovation of roofs 
and soffit boards, the use of plastic 
‘comb’ bird deterrents that can 
exclude them from nest sites, and the 
desire for maintenance-free gardens 
can remove habitat. At a local or 
regional level, housing regeneration 
programmes may also result in large-
scale losses of nest sites and habitat.  
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KeY poinTs
l Appropriately manage urban and 

farm features such as trees, shrubs 
and amenity grassland, including 
flower rich grassland, wildlife seed 
plots, hedges, field margins and wild 
bird cover.

l Aim for features that provide a 
mosaic of structures and habitats 
for insects as well as seeds and 
fruits throughout the year. Provide 
somewhere safe to shelter and roost.

l Protect existing nests and provide 
additional nest sites with every new 
construction.

farmland
•	Trim	thick	hedges	close	to	farm	buildings	

every other year (ELS, SRDP, GE and 
NICMS) and areas of scrub between 8 
to 12 years (VM, GE). This will provide 
cover, feeding and nesting sites. Plant 
any gaps with native species such as 
hawthorn. 

•	Rough	grass,	cultivated	margins	and	
conservation headlands, adjacent to 
thick hedges, and low-input cereal crops 
(with limited fertiliser and pesticides) will 
provide insects and seed for sparrows. 
(ELS, HLS, SRDP, GE, NICMS)

•	Allow	areas	of	seed	to	develop,	avoid	
cutting buffer strips, verges and waste 
ground annually. (ELS, SRDP, NICMS)

•	Weedy	stubbles	left	throughout	the	
winter to maximise seed availability 
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(ELS, SRDP, GE, NICMS). Seed can also 
be provided with wild birdseed mixes. 
Sow alongside thick hedges, although no 
nearer than 500 m to farm buildings. (ELS, 
HLS, SRDP, GE, NICMS)

•	In	pasture	areas,	restore	seed	and	insect-
rich hay meadows. (HLS, SRDP, GE, GA)

•	On	improved	grassland,	fence	6	m	
margins adjacent to thick hedges. Leave 
them unfertilised and cut or graze them 
every two to three years. This will provide 
seed and insects. (ELS, SRDP, NICMS)

•	Wet	features	increase	insect	abundance,	
which will benefit sparrows and other 
wildlife. (VM, GA)

•	Protect	and	retain	nests	and	provide	new	
nesting opportunities in existing or new 
buildings (see nest provision). (VM, GE)

Key: 

VM = Voluntary Measure (England and 
Scotland)

England – ELS = Entry Level Scheme, HLS = 
Higher Level Scheme

Scotland – SRDP = Scottish Rural Development 
Programme

Wales	–	GE	=	Glastir	Entry,	GA	=	Glastir	Advanced

NICMS – Northern Ireland Countryside 
Management Scheme (ELS)

The RSPB has a network of local advisers able 
to offer advice on the above farmland options.

see also the rspb 
advisory sheets on: 
l	Managing urban green space 

for wildlife

l	Managing urban green space 
for wildlife – formal and 
informal grassland

l	Managing urban green 
space for wildlife – formal 
and informal tree, shrub and 
flower borders

l	Managing urban green 
space for wildlife – creating 
and managing flower rich 
grassland in parks and green 
spaces 

l	Managing urban green space 
for wildlife – wildlife seed 
mixes for parks and gardens

l	Building space for wildlife (A2 
folded poster sheet)

l	Arable crops on livestock 
farms

l	Buffer strips on cultivated 
land

l	Buffer strips on grassland

l	Conservation headlands

l	Hay and silage meadows

l	Hedgerow management

l	Low-input cereals

l	Over-winter stubble

l	Un-cropped cultivated 
margins

l	Wild bird seed mixtures

RSPB Conservation Advice provides information and advice and 
delivers a range of bespoke training courses to land managers 
across a range of habitats. 

For more information and to discuss your training needs, email:  
conservation-advice@RSPB.org.uk



Sparrows nest in a variety of places, usually in holes and crevices within 
a building, under the eaves of the roof and other man-made structures. A 
minimal 32 mm hole is needed for birds to gain access. They will also nest 
in thick bushes, often in well-established wall shrubs and climbers, such as 
firethorn or ivy. Nests are constructed mostly of grass and straw, lined with 
feathers, hair and other items such as paper and string. Two or three broods 
are usually reared between April and late July. 

For the majority of their life, sparrows eat mainly seeds plus occasional 
shoots, buds and berries. Most seed is gathered from the ground or on low-
growing plants. They will also perch on and feed from the seed heads of 

taller plants, shrubs and trees. In the first few days of their lives chicks need 
a protein-rich diet of insects such as beetles and various larvae.

The house sparrow is highly adaptable and through its association with 
man, has learned to supplement its diet with a wide range of household 
scraps, domestic animal feeds and wild bird seed mixes. 

Within close proximity to the nest, house sparrows require thick dense 
vegetation in which to shelter, roost and feed. A varied mosaic of long and 
short grass, close to the nest should also help provide seed and support the 
diverse range of insects on which their chicks particularly rely. 

How can i encourage House sparrows?

urban
•	 Sparrows	prefer	to	forage	in	

woody native deciduous shrubs. 
Among the most favoured  are 
hawthorn, wild roses, bramble and 
honeysuckle.

•	 A	range	of	plant	heights	and	
ages (structure) helps provide 
somewhere to feed and supports a 
wide range of insects.

•	 Structure	can	be	achieved	through	
the growth characteristics of the 
different plants and by cutting or 
pruning a proportion each or every 
few years. 

•	 Reduce	the	frequency	of	mowing,	
leaving areas of long grass and 
creating flower-rich grass areas 
increases the abundance of insects 
and seed. 

•	 A	‘wildlife	seed	mix’	provides	
insect food in summer and seed 
during autumn and winter. These 
mixes which may be sown in 
spring, adjacent to thick shrubby 
cover, should include millet, 
sunflower and phacelia plus a 
number of  common arable flowers  
(see RSPB Advisory sheet list). 

•	 Patches	of	bare	ground	where	
wild annual plants, such as 
groundsel and fat hen can grow, 
will provide seed and insect 
food. House sparrows like  
patches of bare soil in which to 
dust bathe. 

•	 Water	can	provide	an	additional	
source of food. House sparrows 
feed on many insects associated 
with ponds, especially midges  
and damselflies. They also feed 
on the seeds of reed mace, which 
may occur in the margins of  
larger ponds. 

•	 While	many	local	authorities	are	
moving to chemical free policies, 
conversely, there is a trend for 
increased use and reliance on 
chemicals by the householder. 
Avoid or reduce the reliance 
on chemicals to kill plants and 
insects. Consider using ground 
cover plants to maintain soil cover 
and mixed planting to reduce 
the impacts of ‘pest’ species. 
Many insect ‘pests’ are important 
food for house sparrows.

wHaT do House sparrows need?

supplemenTarY feeding
•	 House	sparrows	feed	on	a	variety	of	household	scraps.	Avoid	providing	

salty foods and, in summer, bread, fat and large items such as whole 
peanuts. Young birds, particularly nestlings, are unable to digest these 
foods easily or gain sufficient proteins from them. 

nesT provision
•	 Prioritise	internal	nest	provision	

in preference to external boxes 
wherever possible. There are 
many off-the-shelf products, some 
of which may require adaptation 
to suit the particular circumstance. 
In other instances a complete 
bespoke design may be necessary.  

•	 Retain	access	to	existing	nests	
sites when undertaking repairs to 
roofs, fascias and soffits. Make a 
suitable hole in the new material 
to allow the birds continued 
access to the original nest site and 
box the space between joists to 
prevent ingress into the loft space. 

•	 For	new	buildings	a	variety	
of hollow concrete blocks are 
available. They are unobtrusive to 
the building design, maintenance 
free and should last the lifetime of 
the building.

•	 Provide	at	least	one	nest	site	per	
building, at least 2 m above ground, 
beneath the eaves and close to 
a nearby perch. Ideally, group 
in clusters of six or more across 
several buildings in a target area 
with suitable adjacent habitat, as 
described elsewhere in this leaflet.

•	 Nests	need	to	be	shaded	
and any easterly aspect is 

T
im

	W
eb

b
	R
S
P
B

preferred, avoiding southerly         
elevations.

•	 If	an	external,	single	chamber	
box has to be used, place under 
the eaves. Additional boxes may 
be added in time, as the colony 
increases. Check annually for wear 
and replace as necessary.

•	 Birds	may	sometimes	take	several	
years before using a new nest site.

•	 House	sparrows	prefer	to	collect	
nest material from within a few 
metres of the nest. Straw, grasses, 
fur, hair and other  natural materials 
placed in nearby bushes or a 
hanging plant basket may be used.

•	 While	they	fall	short	of	the	protein	requirements	gained	from	insects,	
small quantities of meal worms may be fed occasionally during summer. 
Prolonged periods of wet weather (when insects may be hard to find) may 
be a good time to do so. 

•	 Feeder	or	table	seed	mixes	are	ideal	and	sunflower	hearts	are	preferred.	
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