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Abstract. Monitoring is essential in conservation biology for assessing a species’ population status and development.
Many broad-scale programs rely on citizen science approaches but surveying rare or elusive species often requires spe-
cific training for volunteers. The Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dryobates minor is an indicator of healthy forest ecosys-
tems, particularly structurally rich deciduous and riparian forests. The species is difficult to observe due to its elusive
behaviour, making reliable information about population status and habitat requirements scarce. Recognizing this crit-
ical data gap, a citizen science project was initiated in Hesse and Bavaria, Central and Southern Germany. The project,
integrated into the national monitoring of rare breeding birds, trained volunteers to systematically map this species.
Monitoring was conducted from 2021 to 2024 along 187 monitoring transects using playbacks to lure woodpeckers and
the NaturaList app to record observations. Additionally, habitat data, such as the number of dead trees, proximity to
water bodies and habitat type, were collected. Cavity cameras were used to monitor active breeding cavities. Lesser
Spotted Woodpeckers were detected during 323 of 1012 surveys (32%), with detection probability peaking in March.
The prior bird knowledge of the citizen scientists positively influenced detection probability. Species occurrence prob-
ability was highest in deciduous, riparian, and mixed forests characterized by large amounts of standing dead trees.
Nest survival was 74%, with 1.8 fledglings per brood on average. Predators included Great Spotted Woodpeckers
Dendrocopos major, and Garden Dormice Eliomys quercinus. Nest survival increased with the number of standing dead
trees in the vicinity of breeding cavities. These findings emphasize the importance of deciduous forests and standing
deadwood in supporting the species’ occurrence and nest survival and highlights the value of citizen science as pow-
erful tool for generating large-scale data, enabling more effective long-term monitoring of elusive species.
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INTRODUCTION

Reliable population monitoring forms the basis for
analysing species distributions, habitat associa-
tions and subsequently, conservation needs. For
common birds, well-established citizen science
programs provide robust long-term population
trends (Voříšek & Gregory 2008). In contrast, data
from large-scale monitoring programs are often
insufficient to make statements about the popula-
tion status of elusive, less common bird species
(Kéry & Schmidt 2008). Many citizen scientists
have little experience with these species, as they
are rarely encountered without knowledge about
the habitat requirements and special training to
accurately identify such species.

The Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dryobates
minor, a species about the size of a sparrow, is
known for its elusive behaviour, making it chal-
lenging to observe and study, even for experi-
enced ornithologists. Unlike its more conspicuous
relatives, this species inhabits the upper canopies
of trees, where it moves swiftly and drums quiet-
ly, often going unnoticed. Despite its cryptic
behaviour, the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker serves
as an important indicator species for healthy for-
est ecosystems since it requires natural forests
with a high proportion of deadwood (Olsson et al.
2001, Wiktander et al. 2001).

Effective monitoring of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker poses major challenges. Due to its
specialized habitat requirements, the species has a



patchy occurrence throughout its geographic
range. Moreover, because of its elusive behaviour
the species is only detectable with lower effort
during the courtship period when both sexes are
calling and drumming. Consequently, reliable
data on Lesser Spotted Woodpecker populations
are scarce. The Pan-European Common Bird Moni-
toring Scheme (PECBMS) classifies the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker as having uncertain status
(PECBMS 2025). Historically, the species was a regu-
lar breeding bird, with a peak in the late 1960s,
which is probably linked to the Dutch Elm Disease
that led to a widespread increase in decaying and
dead elms across the landscape (Gibbs 1978). Since
the 1980s, the population in Europe has dropped
by 80%, with an even steeper, 91% decline in
Great Britain since 1967 (Massimino et al. 2024).
Studies from Great Britain attribute the decline
since the 1980s to reduced breeding success
(Smith & Smith 2024). The early nestling stage is
particularly vulnerable and plays a critical role in
population growth. Climate-driven shifts in the
timing of prey abundance peaks have created an
increasing mismatch between breeding phenolo-
gy and food availability, resulting in significant
losses during chick rearing (Smith & Smith 2020).
In Poland, on the other hand, the population
trend from 2000 onwards has remained relatively
stable to date (Beuch et al. 2024). 

In Germany, basic information on the popula-
tion dynamics, breeding success, and distribution
of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker remains limit-
ed. The species is classified as endangered (Smith
& Charman 2012, Sudfeldt et al. 2021), with an
estimated number of 25,000 to 41,000 breeding
pairs. In the federal states of Hesse and Bavaria,
where this study was conducted, the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker is listed as near threatened,
with documented evidence of population decline.
In Hesse, its conservation status is classified as
unfavourable–insufficient (Kreuziger et al. 2023),
whereas in Bavaria, it is still considered favourable.
These discrepancies and uncertainties in popula-
tion estimates arise from the absence of compre-
hensive long-term monitoring programs, likely
because the species is challenging to detect and
requires advanced ornithological expertise for
accurate recording. Nonetheless, the available
data indicate a declining trend in Germany’s
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker population (Gedeon
et al. 2014). Improved monitoring to address this
knowledge gap is urgently needed.

We developed the citizen science project
“Small Woodpecker — Big Role” aimed at gather-
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ing reliable monitoring data on the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker population and habitat use. By
involving a network of experts and amateur
ornithologists, this initiative seeks to raise aware-
ness about the species while filling critical data
gaps. Long-term monitoring efforts focus on
understanding the habitat structures that increase
the likelihood of occurrence and breeding success.
Over time, this project aims to provide a clearer
picture of population trends and habitat prefer-
ences, informing future conservation strategies
for the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker. Here, we used
data from that citizen science project to address
two key research questions: (1) What role do habi-
tat type and availability of standing dead trees
play in the occurrence of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker?; (2) What role does the availability
of standing dead trees play in the nest survival of
the species? By addressing these questions, the
research aims to contribute valuable insights into
the conservation of this endangered species.

METHODS

Study species
The Lesser Spotted Woodpecker is the smallest
woodpecker species in Europe with a body size of
14–16 cm. Its distribution encompasses the major-
ity of the Palearctic ranging from Western Europe
to Eastern Asia (Winkler & Christie 2020). It
thrives in structurally diverse deciduous and
riparian forests, as well as in old orchards with sig-
nificant presence of deadwood, where it feeds pri-
marily on arthropods throughout the year. As it is
a sedentary bird, it can be observed in Germany
year-round. During winter, individual birds cover
a large home-range (Höntsch 2005), occasionally
joining mixed species flocks of small passerines
while foraging. From the beginning of the
courtship season the home-range gradually nar-
rows to the close vicinity of the breeding cavity
location. A new breeding cavity is excavated
annually, mostly by male birds (Rossmanith 1999,
Höntsch 2001). Due to its small size and fine,
tweezer-like beak, the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
is strongly dependent on standing deadwood for
excavating its cavities.

Study area
The study was conducted in the federal states of
Hesse and Bavaria in Central and Southern
Germany. The locations of the study sites were
selected by the citizen scientists in the beginning
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of the project and covered an area of ca. 86,000
km2 (see below; Fig. 1). The elevation of the study
sites ranged from 86 m a.s.l. to 721 m a.s.l. (365 ±
150 m a.s.l.; mean ± SD). Mean annual tempera-
ture at the study sites ranges between 7.0 °C and
10.6 °C (9.2 ± 0.6 °C). Annual precipitation ranges
between 618 mm and 1640 mm (867 ± 170 mm).
The study sites were located in deciduous, mixed,
coniferous, and riparian forest, alleys and green
spaces, orchards, as well as in field and riparian
groves.

Citizen science project
We trained citizens interested in nature to recog-
nize woodpecker species and meet monitoring
requirements for Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers
through several annual training courses, each last-
ing around two to three hours. The first course,
held before the monitoring season, taught partici-
pants to distinguish between different woodpeck-
er species, understand their behavioural reper-
toire, and identify suitable habitats for the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker. We also introduced the
monitoring protocol, which follows the wood-
pecker protocol of the nationwide German Rare
Breeding Bird Survey (MsB) of the Federation of
German Avifaunists (DDA). With this knowledge,
participants defined standardized transects to
monitor annually. For data collection, we used the
NaturaList app, which is linked to the online plat-
form ornitho.de. Participants received a bluetooth
speaker, a woodpecker guidebook, and a project 
t-shirt. The second training course, conducted in
late April, focused on the breeding biology of the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker to train citizen scien-
tists in locating breeding cavities. We created a
communication and collaboration platform by
inviting all participants to join a social media chat
group (via Signal), where they could share experi-
ences, ask questions, and receive guidance from
the project coordinators or other participants. This
platform also motivated participants during mon-
itoring and challenging searches for active breed-
ing cavities.

Citizen scientist demographics
We advertised the project in newspaper articles,
announcements in popular science magazines
and radio broadcasts, as well as among members
of nature conservation associations. A total of 337
citizen scientists registered over the four years. In
2021, approximately 85 participants registered,
followed by approximately 200 additional regis-
trations in 2022. In 2023, the final year funded by

the Deutsche Bundesstiftung Umwelt (DBU), only
25 additional participants registered, with num-
bers declining further in 2024 due to limited pro-
motional efforts. However, not all participants
were active. In the first year, 49 citizen scientists
actively monitored a transect, increasing to ap-
proximately 132 in the second year. Participation
then dropped slightly to 112 in the third year to 53
in the fourth year.

At registration, we recorded gender, age, prior
bird knowledge, experience with ornitho.de/
NaturaList and participation in other citizen sci-
ence projects (Appendix 1). Of the 337 registered
participants, 161 (48%) provided complete data
for a total of 187 transects (with some participants
monitoring multiple transects) that were included
in the subsequent analysis. The two subgroups of
participants, providing complete or incomplete
monitoring data, did not differ in the above men-
tioned attributes (Appendix 1).

Study sites and survey design
Citizen scientists selected study sites near their
local communities. Because the project was a col-
laboration between Senckenberg in Hesse and the
Landesbund für Vogel- und Naturschutz (LBV) in
Bavaria, study sites are distributed across these
two federal states (see Fig. 1). After receiving
information about suitable Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker habitats from the project coordina-
tors (K.H. and A.K.), participants proposed moni-
toring transects that met the guidelines of the
nationwide woodpecker monitoring module of
the DDA. Each transect required at least five stops
(with a maximum of 21 stops), spaced 300 meters
apart. After meeting these criteria, we incorporat-
ed transects into the DDA woodpecker module.
Monitoring then followed the guidelines outlined
by the DDA (Busch et al. 2024).

In the DDA woodpecker module, transects are
monitored twice annually during two periods:
from February 21 to March 20 and from March 21
to April 20. Participants conducted monitoring
under suitable weather conditions, ideally on
sunny mornings with mild temperatures and little
or no wind. The monitoring was carried out
between sunrise and no later than four hours
thereafter. Between consecutive monitoring an in-
terval of at least 7 days was maintained (Südbeck
et al. 2005). During each visit at each stop, partici-
pants played a standardized 5-minute audio lure
consisting of Lesser Spotted Woodpecker drum-
ming and mating calls, unless a woodpecker was
already calling or drumming. We integrated this
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procedure into the NaturaList app, which also
served for data entry. When the woodpeckers
responded to the audio lure, participants immedi-
ately stopped the playback to minimize distur-
bance. Participants then located the birds on a
map and recorded additional data including sex
or behaviour when possible.

Participants conducted a third monitoring visit
in the period from April 21 to May 10. Beyond the
two regular monitoring visits, the primary goal
during this third visit was to search for breeding
cavities. Upon discovering a breeding cavity, par-
ticipants closely monitored it and recorded nest
survival with the assistance from the project coor-
dinators (K. H. and A. K.). The project coordina-
tors counted eggs and nestlings using a special
cavity inspection camera mounted on a 16-meter
telescopic pole. Cavities were observed by partici-
pants until the young woodpeckers fledged and
the number of fledglings was recorded. When the
precise number was uncertain, fledgling numbers
were conservatively estimated based on prior
knowledge from cavity inspection camera checks
and post-fledging observations. For instance,

when only fledglings of one sex were observed
outside the cavity, the number of fledglings was
estimated as ³1 and when one male and one
female fledgling was observed, the number was
estimated as ³ 2. Additionally, participants docu-
mented the tree species containing the cavity, as
well as the cavity’s location, height, and orienta-
tion. Further, the same habitat assessment was
conducted as around the transect stops (see
below). Sample sizes vary across parameters
because not all parameters were recorded for
every cavity. Based on the above data we defined
successful nest survival if at least one chick of a
given cavity survived until fledging. To reassure
that our estimates of nest survival are not biased
by the timing of discovery of breeding cavities, we
also calculated nest survival using the Mayfield
estimator (Mayfield 1961) with a bootstrap proce-
dure.

Habitat data
Participants conducted a habitat assessment at
each stop and breeding cavity location. The
assessment included various habitat characteris-
tics around the stops. The participants conducted
the habitat assessment in a radius of ca. 30 m from
the location of each stop or breeding cavity,
respectively. Four variables were recorded, each
with predefined categories from which the partic-
ipants could choose (Appendix 2). At each stop,
the habitat type, the diameter of the thickest tree
within the radius, the number of dead trees (< 5
trees, 5–20 trees, > 20 trees), and the distance to
the nearest water body (< 50 m, 50–200 m, > 200
m) was recorded. When a stop was located at the
boundary of two habitat types, participants select-
ed the dominant habitat type. Forest habitats were
categorized into three types: deciduous forests
(with at least 90% deciduous trees), mixed forests,
and coniferous forests (with at least 90% conifer-
ous trees). For tree diameter, we provided a guide-
line for estimation. A tree stem that can be
embraced with both hands has a diameter of
approximately 13 cm. A stem about the length of
the forearm has a diameter of around 40 cm.
When the stem can be hugged within the finger-
tips still touching, the diameter is approximately
50 cm, and when the stem is significantly larger
than arm length, the diameter is 70 cm or greater.
We defined dead trees as standing deadwood
with a minimum diameter of 20 cm at breast
height (DBH). The distance to the nearest water
body was measured after fieldwork using geo-
graphic map tools (e.g., Google Maps, Google

Fig. 1. Distribution of the 187 study sites across the German
federal states Hesse and Bavaria. Study sites in which the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker has been detected at least once
during the study period (2021 to 2024) are shown in blue 
(N =122), whereas study sites without detections are shown in
red (N = 65).
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Earth). We considered rivers with a minimum
channel width of 1 m and ponds with a minimum
area of 4 m2 as water bodies. In the analysis, we
used the maximum number of dead trees across
the stops of a given transect as a categorical pre-
dictor variable with three levels. Moreover, we
used the proportion of counts of each habitat type
across the stops of each transect as a predictor
variable for the relative habitat composition (see
below).

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Occurrence analysis
We modelled Lesser Spotted Woodpecker occur-
rence using a Bayesian state-space model that
included an observation model to estimate the
detection probability of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker and a process model to estimate the
occurrence probability of the species while
accounting for imperfect detection. In the process
model, we modelled species occurrence as a latent
Bernoulli variable at the level of transect-year
combinations (i.e. whether the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker occurred at a transect in a given
year). In this model, the maximum number of
dead trees across the stops of a given transect was
included as a categorical predictor variable with
three levels (< 5 trees, 5–20 trees, > 20 trees).
Moreover, we included study year as a categorical
predictor variable with four levels into the model
(2021 to 2024). The habitat composition of each
transect was included as a multiple-membership
term to estimate the partial effect of each habitat
type on the occurrence of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker. The monitored habitat types com-
prised deciduous forest, mixed forest, coniferous
forest, riparian forest, field- and riparian groves
(combined category), alleys and green spaces
(combined category), as well as orchards. We did
not include the distance to the nearest water body
as an additional predictor variable into the model,
as this variable was strongly correlated with the
habitat composition along the transects due to the
inherent association of riparian forests, riparian
groves and field groves with water bodies (c2-test
of independence: c2 = 1886.8, df = 12, p < 0.001;
Appendix 3). The equations of the process model
were defined as follows:
logit(pi)=S bk Xik+S glZil (eqn. 1)
zi∼Bern(pi) (eqn. 2)
bk∼N(μ=0, s=5) (eqn. 3)
gl∼N(μ=0,sg); sg∼t+ (μ=0, s=5, df=2) (eqn. 4)

where pi is the expected occurrence probability 
at a transect in a given year, X is a model matrix
including an intercept and the two explanatory
variables (i.e., maximum number of dead trees
and survey year), b is an associated vector of
parameters, Z is a design matrix including the
prevalence of habitat type l for transect-year com-
bination i and g is an associated vector of effects
for each habitat type (eqn. 1 and 2). For b, we used
a normal prior with a mean of 0 and a variance of
5 (eqn. 3). The parameter g was specified to follow
a normal distribution around 0 with standard
deviation sg (eqn. 4). For sg, we used a truncated
half-t distribution with a mean of 0, variance of 1
and two degrees of freedom (d.f. = 2; eqn. 4;
Gelman 2006).

We modelled species detections as a Bernoulli
variable at the level of transect-visit combina-
tions (i.e., whether the Lesser Spotted Wood-
pecker has been detected in at least one of the
stops of a transect during a given monitoring
visit). Species detection yj was thereby condi-
tional on the product of the state of the latent
occurrence variable zi (eqn. 2) and the probability
of detection pj (eqn. 6). We modelled the detec-
tion probability as a function of the month of 
the inspection (February, March, April, or May),
the number of stops per transect (range: 5–13),
and the prior bird knowledge of the citizen scien-
tists (score ranging from 1 = novice to 5 = expert).
The formula of the observation model was
defined as follows:
logit(pj)= S bk Xjk (eqn. 5)
yj ∼ Bern(zi[j] pj) (eqn. 6)
bk ∼ N(μ=0, s=5) (eqn. 7)
where pj is the expected detection probability at 
a transect during a given monitoring visit, X is 
a model matrix including an intercept and the
three explanatory variables (i.e., month of visit,
number of stops per transect and prior bird
knowledge) and b is an associated vector of
parameters (eqn. 5 and 6). For b, we used a 
normal prior with a mean of 0 and a standard
deviation of 5 (eqn. 7). As we lacked data on 
prior bird knowledge for 6 of the 187 transects, 
we imputed these values within the model based
on the distribution of this variable across the 161
citizen scientists with known data for this vari-
able. The imputation model was defined as
follows:
Kn ∼ Cat(lm) (eqn. 8)
lm ∼ Dir(am) (eqn. 9)

k=1
K

l=1
L

k=1
K



where Kn is the observed degree of bird knowl-
edge of citizen scientist n, which we modelled
using a categorical distribution with five classes 
m (1 to 5), and lm is the probability of a citizen 
scientist having bird knowledge of degree m. 
lm is drawn from a hyper-prior following a
Dirichlet distribution with equal prior proba-
bilities am for each degree of bird knowledge 
(am = 0.2).

Nest survival analysis
We modelled the nest survival using a Bayesian
logistic regression model. In this model we treated
nest survival as a binomial response variable 
(0 = unsuccessful brood, 1 = successful brood).
We included the number of dead trees surround-
ing the breeding cavities as a categorical predictor
variable with three levels in the model (< 5 trees,
5–20 trees, > 20 trees). The model formula was
defined as follows:
logit(pi)=S bk Xik (eqn. 10)
zi ∼ Bern(pi) (eqn. 11)
bk ∼N(μ=0, s=5) (eqn. 12)
where pi is the expected nest survival of a given
nest, X is a model matrix including an intercept
and the explanatory variable (i.e., the number of
dead trees), and b is an associated vector of
parameters (eqn. 10 and 11). For b, we used a nor-
mal prior with a mean of 0 and a standard devia-
tion of 5 (eqn. 12). 

We performed all analyses in R (version 4.4.1)
(R Core Team 2024). The Bayesian models were
implemented in package NIMBLE (version 1.2.1)
(de Valpine et al. 2017). We ran 10 parallel 
chains for the models, with each chain running
for 11,000 iterations, including an adaptive 
burn-in phase of 1,000 iterations and a thin-
ning interval of 20 iterations. This resulted in 
500 samples per chain, corresponding to a total 
of 5,000 samples from the posterior distri-
bution. We used a Gibbs sampler to sample 
binary nodes and an AF-Slice sampler as imple-
mented in NIMBLE (version 1.2.1) to sample 
all continuous nodes. We randomly drew initial
values from uniform distributions. We checked
the chains for convergence, temporal autocor-
relation, and effective sample size using the 
coda package (version 0.19-4.1) (Plummer et al.
2006). Additionally, we assessed the normality 
and variance homogeneity of the model resid-
uals.
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RESULTS

Of the 181 transects with complete data, 41 were
monitored for one year, 69 for two years, 58 for
three years, and 13 for four years. A total of 45
transects were monitored in 2021, followed by 156
transects in 2022, 142 in 2023, and 62 in 2024,
respectively, resulting in a total of 405 transect-
year combinations. Across transect-year combina-
tions, a total of 985 surveys were conducted. We
conducted all surveys between February 21 and
May 10. In 35 cases (i.e., transect-year combina-
tions) only one survey had been conducted per
year, in 160 cases, two surveys were conducted
per year, and in 210 cases, three surveys per year.
When more than one survey was conducted per
year, the average time interval between successive
surveys was 27 ± 11 days (mean ± SD). 

Woodpecker occurrence
Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers were detected dur-
ing 323 of 1012 surveys (32%). Our model indicat-
ed that detection probability peaked during
March, reaching a median value of 58% and was
lower in February (46%), April (42%) and May
(28%), respectively (Fig. 2A). Detection probability
tended to increase with the number of stops per
transect and with the prior bird knowledge of the
citizen scientists (Fig. 2B,C). After accounting for
imperfect detection, our model indicated that the
occurrence probability was highest in deciduous
forest (74%), followed by riparian forest (67%),
and mixed forest (61%), whereas the occurrence
probability was much lower in alleys and green
spaces (47%), coniferous forest (46%), field- and
riparian groves (44%), and orchards (42%).
Additionally, the occurrence probability of the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker increased from 55%
to 77% when the maximum number of standing
dead trees along transects increased from fewer
than five to more than 20 (Fig. 3B). The occurrence
probability did not show any significant trend
across the four survey years (Fig. 3C).

Breeding ecology
A total of 39 breeding cavities were found over the
course of the four survey years. Participants locat-
ed 12 breeding cavities in orchards, 10 cavities in
deciduous forest, 10 cavities in riparian forest, 4
cavities in mixed forest, and 3 cavities in riparian
groves. 17 breeding cavities were excavated in
stems of dead trees while 20 were excavated in
dead side branches. Average cavity height was 8.6
m ± 6.3 m (mean ± SD; range = 2–27 m; N = 36).

k=1
K
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Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers used a variety of tree
species for cavity building. Among 38 cavities, 16
were excavated into Malus domestica vars., 6 in
Alnus spp., 6 in Fagus sylvatica, 5 in Salix spp., 3 in
Quercus spp., 2 in Betula spp., 2 in Populus spp.,
and 2 in Prunus avium (Appendix 4).

In 28 out of 38 (74%) breeding cavities with
known breeding success the nestlings survived

until fledging. Estimates based on the Mayfield
method yielded similar conclusions (73% [55%,
89%], median [90% confidence interval]). The pri-
mary reasons for failure were predation of chicks
(N = 6), abandonment by adults (N = 3), and
severe weather during the breeding season (N = 1).
Predators included Great Spotted Woodpeckers
Dendrocopos major (N = 3), Garden Dormice

P

Fig. 2. Detection probability of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker in relation to: A — the timing of the surveys in monthly intervals,
B — the number of stops per transect, C — the prior bird knowledge of the citizen scientists. In panel A large grey circles, thick
and thin bars depict the estimated probability of detection and model uncertainty (median, as well as 50% and 95% credible inter-
vals [CrIs], respectively). In panels B and C the black line depicts the median of the estimated relation between detection proba-
bility and the number of stops per transect or prior bird knowledge, respectively, whereas the dark and light grey bands depict
the 50% and 95% CrI intervals. Transparent points depict the raw data. Note the added noise to reduce overlap of circles.

P

Fig. 3. Estimated probability of occurrence of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker in relation to: A — habitat type, B — the maximum
number of standing dead trees along each transect, C — survey year. Large grey circles, thick and thin bars depict the estimated
probability of occurrence and model uncertainty (median, as well as 50%, and 95% credible intervals [CrIs], respectively).
Numbers above panels depict the number of observations in each category.

A B C

A B C

5­20< 5 > 20 2021 2022 2023 2024



Eliomys quercinus (N = 1) and unknown predators
(N = 2). In one case, the brood was likely aban-
doned because eggs were first laid on 29 May, rep-
resenting the second breeding attempt of the pair
after the first attempt failed. Successful broods
contained an average of 3.4 ± 0.63 hatchlings 
(N = 15). The mean number of fledglings per nest
was 1.8 ± 1.4 young (N = 38).

We obtained data on nest survival and the
number of dead trees in the surrounding area for
33 breeding cavities. Analysis revealed a strong
positive effect of the number of standing dead
trees on the breeding success of the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker (Fig. 4). Nest survival
increased from 52%, when the breeding cavity
was surrounded by fewer than five dead trees, to
92%, when more than 20 dead trees were located
around the breeding cavity (Fig. 4).

DISCUSSION

Monitoring effectiveness
Our results demonstrate that citizen science is a
valuable tool for monitoring populations of elu-
sive species such as the Lesser Spotted Wood-
pecker. Thereby, the combination of introductory
training and the use of playbacks allowed 
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non-professionals to map this elusive species
across a large area. However, our analyses also
revealed that the probability of detection depend-
ed on the prior experience of participants and the
timing of field surveys. 

The positive effect of prior observer experience
on the detection probability can be explained by
the behaviour of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker,
as the birds regularly move through the upper
canopy without vocalizing (pers. observ.;
Wirthmüller 2007). An experienced ornithologist
is more likely to notice the silently approaching
individuals than a novice. The observed peak in
detection probability during March is likely asso-
ciated with differences in the foraging behaviour
and territoriality of the species between winter,
mating season, and breeding season. In winter,
individuals are solitary and maintain large unde-
fended territories, roaming areas of about 200 ha
in Germany and up to 700 ha in Sweden
(Wiktander 1998, Höntsch 2005). These exception-
ally large home ranges, relative to their body size,
are likely a consequence of the year-round
dependence of the species on arthropods (Glutz
von Blotzheim & Bauer 1980, Angelstam &
Mikusiński 1994, Wiktander 1998). During March
and the first half of April, the home ranges
decrease to around 130 ha in Germany (Höntsch
2005). This decrease in home range size is associat-
ed with the increasing availability of arthropods
on the foliage and the onset of the mating season
(Höntsch 2005). During this period, vocalizations
(e.g. calling and drumming) become more fre-
quent (Spitznagel 2001) and the response to play-
back lures strongly increases. With the start of the
breeding activity at the end of April, the wood-
peckers become less conspicuous again, resulting
in decreased detection rates (Campolattano &
Höntsch 2003). 

Overall, our results have three main implica-
tions for the monitoring of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker using citizen science approaches:
First, the optimal monitoring period for the
species is during the mating season in March,
because the detection probability is maximized
due to the strong territoriality and response of 
the species to playback lures. As the monthly res-
olution of our analysis was relatively coarse,
future studies should examine detection probabil-
ity at more fine-grained temporal intervals (e.g.,
10-day or biweekly intervals). This could reveal
potential differences in detection probability in
late March to early April, shortly before the breed-
ing season. Second, because of the large home

P

Fig. 4. Probability of nestling survival of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker in relation to the number of standing dead trees
surrounding monitored breeding cavities. Large grey circles,
thick and thin bars depict the estimated probability of nest sur-
vival and model uncertainty (median, as well as 50%, and 95%
credible intervals, respectively). Numbers above the plot
depict the number of observations in each category.
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ranges during winter, there is a risk that observa-
tions of Lesser Spotted Woodpecker at different
locations along the same transect refer to the same
individual moving through different parts of its
home range (Wiktander et al. 2001, Höntsch 2005).
This could lead to overestimating populations if
data from the early monitoring season in February
are used for population estimates. To minimize
these effects of varying home range size on popu-
lation estimates, we analysed the monitoring data
at the transect level rather than at individual
stops. We contend that analysing citizen science
monitoring data at this coarser spatial scale, as
demonstrated in this study, may yield more
robust population estimates. Third, our results
highlight the need for citizen science projects to
collect data on the context of field observations
(e.g., experience, timing, or sampling effort) that
can be incorporated into statistical models to
account for the associated heterogeneity in detec-
tion probability. We recommend that statistical
models based on citizen science data need to
explicitly model the influence of key variables,
such as observer experience, timing, or sampling
effort, on the detection process to obtain accurate
and comparable estimates of population sizes and
long-term population trends. 

Occurrence and breeding ecology
Our results indicate that, after accounting for
imperfect detection, Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
occurrence was most likely in deciduous, riparian,
and mixed forests with a high density of standing
dead trees. In contrast, alleys and green spaces,
field and riparian groves, coniferous forests, and
orchards showed lower occurrence probabilities
and likely serve as secondary habitats for the
species. Although we could not directly test for
the effects of distance to water bodies on Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker occurrence, our results sug-
gest that the previously assumed correlation
between Lesser Spotted Woodpecker occurrence
and water bodies (Miranda & Pasinelli 2001,
Camprodon et al. 2015) might result from habitat
type associations, as riparian forests and groves,
which are often found near water, contain high
amounts of deadwood (Appendix 3). Overall, our
results align with previous studies emphasizing
the importance of deadwood and structurally rich
deciduous forests for the Lesser Spotted Wood-
pecker (Olsson et al. 1992, Pettersson 1993,
Wiktander et al. 2001, Charman et al. 2010).

The positive relationship between occurrence
probability and the maximum number of standing

dead trees along transects in our study supports
findings of previous studies, that observed Lesser
Spotted Woodpeckers in Britain are primarily
associated with well-wooded landscapes and to
have largely disappeared from less-forested areas
(Wiktander et al. 1992, Broughton et al. 2013,
Smith & Smith 2020).  The presence of standing
deadwood is particularly crucial for creating
roosting and breeding cavities. A higher density of
dead trees provides alternative nesting options in
case of cavity loss due to storm damage or
destruction by Great Spotted Woodpeckers.
Similar patterns have been observed in other cav-
ity-nesting species like the Willow Tit Poecile palus-
tris, which also depends on soft, decaying wood
for nesting (Kumpula et al. 2023). The removal of
dead trees and clear-cutting have been major driv-
ers of population declines in such species due to
the loss of suitable nesting sites.

However, standing dead trees may also serve
as a proxy for overall forest structural complexity
rather than being the sole determining factor. Our
study design focused on a limited, easily measur-
able number of habitat variables and standing
dead trees are likely to correlate with other
unmeasured structural characteristics such as
canopy complexity, tree size distribution, and for-
est age. The strong positive influence of dead trees
on both occurrence probability and nest survival
suggests that it is at least a useful indicator of
habitat quality.

Beyond nesting opportunities, deadwood also
plays a vital role in food availability for the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker (Smith 2007). The species
primarily feeds on arthropods found in and on
trees throughout the year. In winter, dead branch-
es provide essential overwintering insect
resources, while during the growing season, the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker forages for insects
and spiders on leaf surfaces. While the deadwood
parameter used in our study focused on com-
pletely dead standing trees, other research sug-
gests that crown deadwood in living old trees is
particularly important for Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker foraging (Olsson et al. 2001).
Deadwood serves a dual ecological role for wood-
peckers: it provides both nesting sites and forag-
ing substrates rich in saproxylic arthropods.
Studies from European forests demonstrate that
various forms of deadwood, including artificially
created snags, are actively used by woodpeckers,
including Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers, empha-
sizing the importance of maintaining deadwood
structures in forest management (Aszalós et al.
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2020). These findings highlight woodpeckers as
key indicators of diverse and intact forest ecosys-
tems.

While habitat presence alone does not neces-
sarily indicate high-quality conditions for breed-
ing (Van Horne 1983, Pulliam 1988), we found a
strong positive relationship between nest survival
and the number of standing dead trees around
breeding cavities. These findings emphasize the
importance of conserving deadwood-rich habi-
tats, particularly in regions where woodpecker
densities are declining. Previous work indicates
that the required diameter of standing deadwood
for nesting averages approximately 16 cm, with
cavities being excavated in both trunks and
branches in nearly equal proportions (Höntsch
2001).

In addition to deadwood availability, preda-
tion and competition from Great Spotted
Woodpeckers represent additional threats to
Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers nest survival (Török
1990). Previous studies (Smith & Smith 2020) iden-
tified Great Spotted Woodpecker predation as a
major cause of nest failure, with Great Spotted
Woodpecker often taking over Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker cavities or preying on their chicks. In
our study, at least 30% of nest failures were attrib-
uted to Great Spotted Woodpecker predation.
While the impact of Great Spotted Woodpecker on
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker populations remains
debated, some studies from Great Britain suggest
no direct correlation between Great Spotted
Woodpecker increases and Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker declines (Charman et al. 2012b).
Higher amounts of deadwood may help mitigate
predation pressure by distributing predator activ-
ity across a larger area (Martin & Roper 1988,
Thompson 2007, Cresswell 2008). Future studies
should investigate how the interactions between
these two woodpecker species are linked to habi-
tat characteristics to identify the biotic drivers of
nest survival in the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker.

The observed timing of breeding align with
observations from other European populations
(Wesołowski et al. 2021). Successful Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker nests in our study produced an aver-
age of 3.4 hatchlings, with an average fledgling
output of 1.8 young. These numbers are quite low
and comparable to those reported for the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker in Britain (Smith & Smith
2020). Reduced productivity has been linked to
food shortages, particularly during late-season
broods with lower caterpillar abundance
(Rossmanith et al. 2007, Smith & Smith 2020).

Interestingly, despite higher occurrence probabili-
ties in deciduous and riparian forests, a significant
portion of Lesser Spotted Woodpecker breeding
cavities were found in orchards in our study. This
pattern could result from detection bias, due to
the easier detection of cavities in orchards com-
pared to dense and high forests. The open struc-
ture of orchards facilitates cavity detection com-
pared to the complex canopy structure of mature
forests, which may have contributed to the
observed distribution of breeding sites in our
study. However, it could also indicate a shortage
of suitable breeding sites in forests or a response
to high Great Spotted Woodpecker densities.
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker individuals nesting in
orchards often fly long distances to forage in
forests, suggesting that food availability in
orchards alone is insufficient for sustaining breed-
ing (Höntsch 2005, Charman et al. 2012a). Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker chicks are fed on caterpillars
whilst they are still available but then switch to
aphids and other invertebrates, which are abun-
dant on orchard trees that are not treated with
pesticides (Rossmanith et al. 2007). This suggests
that orchards may serve as secondary breeding
habitats, where individuals accept lower nest sur-
vival in exchange for cavity availability or reduced
predation risk (cf. Appendix 4).

Long-term population trends
The occurrence probability of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker did not significantly change between
years, indicating that the population remained
stable over the short term in our study area.
Unfortunately, comparisons with the historical
population trends in our study area are not possi-
ble due to lack of suitable data. In Great Britain,
the population of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
has been monitored since 1967 as part of the
Common Bird Census and the Breeding Bird
Survey. After a peak around 1980, the population
had declined by 91% by 2023 (Massimino et al.
2024). In Germany, data from geographically lim-
ited long-term monitoring programs indicate a
similar trend. For example, the breeding popula-
tion of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker around
Lake Constance, which has been monitored at 10-
year intervals over the past 50 years, declined
drastically from 1980 to 2000 and stabilized at a
lower level by 2020 (H.G. Bauer, pers. comm.). In
recent years, climate change has increased the fre-
quency of heat waves and droughts, which stress
many native tree species and lead to higher mor-
tality rates (Hartmann et al. 2022). The resulting
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increase in dead tree availability may buffer the
further decline of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker.
Conversely, climate change has also led to increas-
ing phenological mismatch between breeding
activity and food availability. This phenomenon
has been observed in numerous insectivorous
bird species (Both & Visser 2005, Visser et al. 2006,
Both et al. 2009, Saino et al. 2010). The peak of the
insect population, which birds rely on to raise
their chicks, is advancing faster than the start of
the breeding season, resulting in suboptimal food
supply when chicks hatch. The impact of these
recent developments on Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker populations remains uncertain.
Monitoring efforts must continue to derive long-
term population trends from the data that could
indicate future changes at an early stage. At least
10 years of consecutive monitoring are needed to
detect robust trends in the data (White 2018).

Suitability of citizen science for monitoring elu-
sive species
Our study demonstrates that citizen science can
be an effective tool for collecting data on elusive
species such as the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker.
This method is particularly suited to achieving
comprehensive geographic coverage, which is
unfeasible for a few professional researchers
alone. Although methodological challenges exist,
such as differences in observer experience and
potential biases in detecting breeding cavities in
certain habitats, citizen science can provide large
datasets (also see Fernández-García & Robles
2021). These data are vital for documenting
changes in species distributions and long-term
population trends. Smith & Smith (2020) empha-
sized the importance of long-term data collection
for understanding Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
population dynamics, and our findings reinforce
this conclusion. 

However, coordinating citizen science projects
can be challenging. Our experience shows that the
number of active participants decreases, from reg-
istration to actual data collection, and that a signif-
icant number of participants drop out due to
declining engagement over the course of the proj-
ect. Therefore, citizen science projects require con-
tinuous efforts to motivate participants to avoid
dropout due to gradual disengagement and to
obtain valid and complete data over the project
duration. Effective communication is a key factor
for the success of such projects. The use of social
media for community-building has proven effec-
tive, according to surveys conducted among the

citizen scientists. A special designed project t-shirt
provided as a token of appreciation also proved
useful for creating a sense of belonging. In addi-
tion, data validation and cleaning require more
time compared to data collected by trained
researchers. However, the quantity of data com-
pensates for these challenges and enables statisti-
cally robust analyses.

A beneficial side effect is that observing the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, which was unknown
to many participants before the study, provided a
positive nature experience. Using playbacks to
attract Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers often also
elicited reactions from other woodpecker species,
which enhanced the experience while improving
species recognition. This also stimulated interest
in the woodpecker's habitat. Additionally, habitat
characterization (e.g. counting dead trees) during
field work developed awareness of standing
deadwood and improved availability to distin-
guish forest stands by their habitat quality. This
increased understanding of the importance of
deadwood in forests for woodpeckers and native
flora and fauna generally.

Conservation implications
Our results demonstrate a strong positive rela-
tionship between standing deadwood and both
occurrence and nest survival of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker. However, standing deadwood likely
serves as an indicator for broader forest structural
characteristics rather than being the sole driver of
habitat quality. While standing deadwood is cru-
cial for cavity excavation, Lesser Spotted
Woodpeckers predominantly forage on dead
branches in living trees (Olsson et al. 2001).
Therefore, the observed effect of standing dead-
wood may reflect its correlation with other
unmeasured structural features such as forest
density, average tree size, canopy structure, and
age distribution of living trees. Recent evidence
from Sweden supports this interpretation,
demonstrating that Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
occurrence was strongly linked to deciduous for-
est area and forest management practices, with
unlogged forests showing more than twice the
benefit for occurrence probability compared to
logged forests (Kost & Olsson 2025). Sites where
the species persisted over time were characterized
not only by deadwood availability but also by
higher overall habitat quantity and larger propor-
tions of formally protected forest (Kost & Olsson
2025). These findings suggest that effective con-
servation strategies should focus on maintaining
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structurally complex, mature deciduous forests
with minimal logging intensity. Climatic change,
including early, hot, and dry summers, creates
additional challenges for the breeding biology of
the species. While climate-induced tree mortality
may temporarily increase deadwood availability,
this should not be viewed as compensating for
habitat loss through intensive forest management.
Long-term conservation of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker requires preserving and expanding
areas of mature, minimally managed deciduous
forests that naturally develop the complex struc-
tural characteristics this species requires. 

Beyond habitat conservation, citizen science
projects like the present one benefit both sci-
ence and participants, who develop a deeper
understanding of ecological processes and the
importance of forest structure for biodiversity
(Shutt & Lees 2021). This increased awareness can
translate into broader support for conservation
measures that prioritize forest ecosystem integrity
over intensive management. Collaborative work
on such projects can lead to long-term engage-
ment in nature conservation and advocacy for evi-
dence-based forest management policies.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First and foremost, we would like to express our
sincere gratitude to all citizen scientists involved
in this project. Their dedication, thoughtful
engagement, and tireless efforts in data collection
were instrumental to the success of this study.
Without their invaluable contributions, the results
presented here would not have been possible. We
are grateful to Volker Zahner for his initial motiva-
tion and for jointly developing the research idea
and experimental approach. Our special thanks
go to Oliver Conz for his continuous support, 
critical reflections, and valuable discussions —
and for his remarkable intuition in locating breed-
ing cavities. We thank the Landesbund für
Vogelschutz LBV (particularly Miriam Hansbauer,
Simon Niederbacher, and Isabel Rhode) for their
close and trustful collaboration throughout the
project and for coordinating citizen scientists in
Bavaria. This work was supported by the Deutsche
Bundesstiftung Umwelt (DBU), the Bayerischer
Naturschutzfonds, and Mercury. We also thank
the Dachverband Deutscher Avifaunisten (DDA)
for providing access to relevant data and the
Hessische Gesellschaft für Ornithologie (HGON)
— especially Tobias Reiners — for their support

and data exchange. Finally, we sincerely thank the
Special Interest Group Woodpeckers within the
German Ornithological Society (DO-G) for their
continuous feedback, inspiration, and for always
providing opportunities for scientific discussion.

REFERENCES

Angelstam P. Mikusiński G. 1994. Woodpecker assemblages in
natural and managed boreal and hemiboreal forest — a
review. Ann. Zool. Fenn. 31: 157–172.

Aszalós R., Szigeti V., Harmos K., Csernák S., Frank T., Ónodi
G. 2020. Foraging activity of woodpeckers on various
forms of artificially created deadwood. Acta Ornithol. 55:
63–76.

Beuch S., Chodkiewicz T., Przymencki M., Wardecki Ł., et al.
2024. [Monitoring of birds of Poland 2021–2024]. Biuletyn
Monitoringu Przyrody 28: 1–108.

Both C., Van Asch M., Bijlsma R. G., Van Den Burg A. B., Visser
M. E. 2009. Climatic change and unequal phenological
changes across four trophic levels: constraints or adap-
tions? J. Anim. Ecol. 78: 73–83.

Both C., Visser M. E. 2005. The effect of climate change on the
correlation between avian life-history traits and food
abundance. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. B 360: 221–231.

Broughton R. K., Hill R. A., Hinsley S. A. 2013. Relationships
between patterns of habitat cover and the historical distri-
bution of the Marsh Tit, Willow Tit and Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker in Britain. Ecol. Inform. 14: 25–30.

Busch M., Gerlach B., Koffijberg K., Delaloye G., Wahl J. 2024.
The “Woodpecker-Protocol”: Monitoring woodpeckers 
in frame of the German Rare Breeding Bird Survey.
Vogelwelt 142: 25–31.

Campolattano A., Höntsch K. 2003. Reaktionen von
Kleinspechten Picoides minor auf Klangattrappen.
Nationalpark Berchtesgaden Forschungsbericht 48: 27–
33.

Camprodon J., Faus J., Salvanyŕ P., Soler-Zurita J., Romero J. L.
2015. Suitability of poplar plantations for a cavity-nesting
specialist, the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos
minor, in the Mediterranean mosaic landscape. Acta
Ornithol. 50: 157–169.

Charman E. C., Smith K. W., Dillon I. A., Dodd S., Gruar D. J.,
Christinacce A., Grice P. V., Gregory R. D. 2012b. Drivers of
low breeding success in the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
Dendrocopos minor in England — the roles of parental care,
weather and interspecific interactions. Bird Study 59:
255–265.

Charman E. C., Smith K. W., Dodd S., Gruar D. J., Dillon I. A.
2012a. Pre-breeding foraging and nest site habitat selection
by Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers Dendrocopos minor in
mature woodland blocks in England. Ornis Fennica 89:
182–196. 

Charman E. C., Smith K. W., Gruar D. J., Dodd S., Grice P. V.
2010. Characteristics of woods used recently and historical-
ly by Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers Dendrocopos minor in
England. Ibis 152: 543–555.

Cresswell W. 2008. Non-lethal effects of predation in birds. Ibis
150: 3–17.

de Valpine P., Turek D., Paciorek C. J., Anderson-Bergman C.,
Temple Lang D., Bodik R. 2017. Programming with 
models: writing statistical algorithms for general model
structures with NIMBLE. J. Comput. Graph. Stat. 26:
403–413.

74 K. Höntsch et al.



Fernández-García J. M., Robles H. 2021. Citizen science to
assess the fine-grain distribution and habitat use of the
Middle Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocoptes medius. Acta
Ornithol. 55: 261–268.

Gedeon K., Grünberg K., Mitschke A., Sudfeldt C., Schmid H.
(eds). 2014. Atlas Deutscher Brutvogelarten: Verbreitung,
Bestandsentwicklung und Gefährdung (first edition).
Stiftung Vogelmonitoring Deutschland und DDA.

Gelman A. 2006. Prior distributions for variance parameters in
hierarchical models (comment on article by Browne and
Draper). Bayesian Anal. 1: 515–533.

Gibbs J. N. 1978. Development of the Dutch elm disease epi-
demic in southern England, 1971–6. Ann. Appl. Biol. 88:
219–228.

Glutz von Blotzheim U. N., Bauer K. M. 1980. Handbuch der
Vögel Mitteleuropas. Band 9: Columbiformes — Piciformes.
Akademische Verlagsgesellschaft, Wiesbaden.

Hartmann H., Bastos A., Das A. J., Esquivel-Muelbert A. et al.
2022. Climate change risks to global forest health:
Emergence of unexpected events of elevated tree mortali-
ty worldwide. Ann. Rev. Plant Biol. 73: 673–702.

Höntsch K. 2001. Brut- und Schlafhöhlen des Kleinspechts
Picoides minor. Abh. Ber. Mus. Heineanum 5: 107–120.

Höntsch K. 2005. Der Kleinspecht (Picoides minor) —
Autökologie einer bestandsbedrohten Vogelart im hessis-
chen Vordertaunus. PhD. Thesis. Department of Biology,
Johann Wolfgang Goethe University, Frankfurt.

Kéry M., Schmidt B. R. 2008. Imperfect detection and its conse-
quences for monitoring. Community Ecol. 9: 207–216.

Kost C., Olsson O. 2025. Effect of habitat quality and quantity
on the occurrence and persistence of the lesser spotted
woodpecker (Dryobates minor) across two time periods.
Biol. Conserv. 310: 111372.

Kreuziger J., Korn M., Stübing S., Eichler L., Georgiev K.,
Wichmann L., Thorn S. 2023. Rote Liste der bestandsge-
fährdeten Brutvogelarten Hessens,11. Fassung, Stand
Dezember 2021. HGON & HLNUG, Echzell, Gießen.

Kumpula S., Vatka E., Orell M., Rytkönen S. 2023. Effects of for-
est management on the spatial distribution of the willow
tit (Poecile palustris). For. Ecol. Manage. 529: 120694.

Martin T. E., Roper J. J. 1988. Nest predation and nest-site selec-
tion of a western population of the hermit thrush. Condor
90: 51–57.

Massimino D., Woodward I. D., Barber L., Barimore C., Harris
S. J., Leech D. I., Noble D. G., Walker R. H., Baillie S. R.,
Robinson R. A. 2024. BirdTrends 2023: trends in numbers,
breeding success and survival for UK breeding birds. BTO,
Thetford, Norfolk

Mayfield H. F. 1961. Nesting success calculated from exposure.
Wilson Bull. 73: 255–261.

Miranda B., Pasinelli G. 2001. Habitat requirements of the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker (Dendrocopos minor) in 
forests of northeastern Switzerland. J. Ornithol. 142:
295–305.

Olsson O., Nillsson I. N., Nilsson S.G., Pettersson B., Stagen A.,
Wiktander U. 1992. Habitat preferences of the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos minor. Ornis Fennica 69:
119–125.

Olsson O., Wiktander U., Nilsson S. G. 2001. Seasonal variation
in home-range size, and habitat area requirement of the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker (Dendrocopos minor) in south-
ern Sweden. Biol. Conserv. 100: 387–395.

PECBMS (Pan-European Common Bird Monitoring Scheme)
2025. Report on the Pan-European Common Bird
Monitoring Scheme, May 2025. Species trends Dryobates
minor. Available at:https://pecbms.info/trends-and-indicators/
species-trends/species/dryobates-minor/?search=dryobates,
(accessed: 21.02.2025)

Pettersson B. 1993. Breeding habitat of Lesser Spotted Wood-
pecker (Dendrocopos minor) in South Sweden. Beih. Veröff.
Naturschutz Landschaftspflege Bad. Wür. 67: 127–132.

Plummer M., Best N., Cowles K., Vines K. 2006. CODA:
Convergence Diagnosis and Output Analysis for MCMC.
R News 6: 7–11.

Pulliam H. R. 1988. Sources, sinks, and population regulation.
Am. Nat. 132: 652–661.

R Core Team 2024. R: A language and environment for statisti-
cal computing. R Foundation for Statistical Computing,
Vienna, Austria. 

Rossmanith E. 1999. Brutbiologische Untersuchungen am
Kleinspecht (Picoides minor). PhD Thesis. Department of
Biology, Johann Wolfgang Goethe University, Frankfurt.

Rossmanith E., Höntsch K., Blaum N., Jeltsch F. 2007.
Reproductive success and nestling diet in the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker (Picoides minor): The early bird gets
the caterpillar. J. Ornithol. 148: 323–332.

Saino N., Ambrosini R., Rubolini D., von Hardenberg J., et al.
2010. Climate warming, ecological mismatch at arrival and
population decline in migratory birds. Proc. R. Soc. B. 278:
835–842.

Shutt J. D., Lees A. C. 2021. Killing with kindness: Does wide-
spread generalised provisioning of wildlife help or hinder
biodiversity conservation efforts? Biol. Conserv. 261:
109295.

Smith K. W. 2007. The utilization of dead wood resources by
woodpeckers in Britain. Ibis 149: 183–192.

Smith K. W., Charman E. C. 2012. The ecology and conserva-
tion of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker. Br. Birds 105: 294. 

Smith K. W., Smith L. 2020. Long-term trends in the nest sur-
vival and productivity of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
Dryobates minor in Britain. Bird Study 67: 109–118.

Smith K. W., Smith L. 2024. The decline of the Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker in Britain. Br. Wildl. 36: 79–87.

Spitznagel A. 2001. Verhaltensökologische Studien zum
Kleinspecht (Picoides minor) während der Brutzeit.
Charadrius 37: 1–12.

Südbeck P., Andretzke H., Fischer S., Geodon K., Schikore T.,
Schröder K., Sudfeldth C. 2005. Methodenstandards zur
Erfassung der Brutvögel Deutschlands. Dachverband
Deutscher Avifaunisten (DDA), Radolfzell.

Sudfeldt C., Becker D., Grüneberg C., Heynen D., Wothge H.
2021. [Red List of German Breeding Birds 2021].
Dachverband Deutscher Avifaunisten (DDA), BfN,
Länderarbeitsgemeinschaft der Vogelschutzwarten.

Thompson III F. R. 2007. Factors affecting nest predation on
forest songbirds in North America. Ibis 149: 98–109.

Török J. 1990. Resource partitioning among three woodpecker
species Dendrocopos spp. during the breeding season.
Ecography 13: 257–264.

Van Horne B. 1983. Density as a misleading indicator of habi-
tat quality. J. Wildl. Manage. 47: 893–901.

Visser M. E., Holleman L. J., Gienapp P. 2006. Shifts in caterpil-
lar biomass phenology due to climatic change and its
impact on the breeding biology of an insectivorous bird.
Oecologia 147: 164–172.

Voříšek P., Gregory R. D. 2008. Introduction. In: Voříšek P.,
Klvaňová A., Wotton S., Gregory R. D. (eds). A best prac-
tice guide for wild bird monitoring schemes. 1st ed. RSPB
/CSO.

Wesołowski T., Hebda G., Rowiński P. 2021. Variation in timing
of breeding of five woodpeckers in a primeval forest over
45 years: role of food, weather, and climate. J. Ornithol.
162: 89–108.

White E. R. 2018. Minimum time required to detect population
trends: The need for long-term monitoring programs.
BioScience 69: 40–46.

Lesser Spotted Woodpecker and citizen science 75



Wiktander U. 1998. Reproduction and survival in the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker. Effects of life history, mating system
and age. PhD Thesis, Ekologihuset University, Lund.

Wiktander U., Nilsson I. N., Nilsson S. G., Olsson O.,
Pettersson B., Stagen A. 1992. Occurrence of the Lesser
Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos minor in relation to area
of deciduous forest. Ornis Fennica 69: 113–118.

Wiktander U., Olsson O., Nilsson S. G. 2001. Seasonal variation
in home-range size, and habitat area requirement of the
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker (Dendrocopos minor) in south-
ern Sweden. Biol. Conserv. 100: 387–395.

Winkler H., Christie D. A. 2020. Lesser Spotted Woodpecker
(Dryobates minor), version 1.0. In: del Hoyo J., Elliott A.,
Sargatal J., Christie D. A., de Juana E. (eds). Birds of the
World. Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, NY, USA.
Availabe at:https://doi.org/10.2173/bow.leswoo1.01

Wirthmüller R. 2007. Untersuchungen zur Bestandserfassung
des Kleinspechts Dryobates minor. Charadrius 42: 99–
109.

STRESZCZENIE

[Badania ekologii dzięciołka w południowych
Niemczech z wykorzystaniem nauki
obywatelskiej]
Właściwie prowadzony monitoring populacji po-
zwala na analizy zmian rozmieszczenia gatun-
ków, ich liczebności czy preferencji siedliskowych,
a w konsekwencji ma ogromne znaczenie w
ochronie przyrody. Wiele szeroko zakrojonych
programów monitoringowych opartych jest o
tzw. naukę obywatelską. Jednak badanie gatun-
ków rzadkich lub trudnych do wykrycia często
wymaga specjalnego przeszkolenia wolontariuszy
biorących udział w takich monitoringach. Dzię-
ciołek jest gatunkiem wskaźnikowym dojrzałych
ekosystemów leśnych, zwłaszcza bogatych stru-
kturalnie lasów liściastych i łęgowych. Dzięcioł
ten jest trudny do zaobserwowania chociażby ze
względu na swoje niewielkie rozmiary i żero-
wanie zwykle w koronach drzew. Powoduje to, że
wiarygodne informacje na temat stanu populacji
czy wymagań siedliskowych dla tego gatunku są
nieliczne. Z tego powodu w Hesji i Bawarii, w
środkowych i południowych Niemczech, w latach
2021–2024 prowadzono projekt naukowy doty-
czący dzięciołka z wykorzystaniem nauki obywa-
telskiej (Fig. 1). W ramach projektu, który był zin-
tegrowany z krajowym monitoringiem rzadkich
ptaków lęgowych, zaproszono do współpracy
wolontariuszy, których przeszkolono w zakresie
rozpoznawania dzięciołów i ich zachowań, opisy-
wania siedlisk oraz wyszukiwania dziupli lęgo-
wych. Wolontariusze przed rozpoczęciem badań
charakteryzowali się różnym stopniem znajo-
mości rozpoznawania ptaków, zwykle brakiem
doświadczenia w wykorzystaniu aplikacji przez-
naczonych do wprowadzania danych, choć często

uczestniczyli wcześniej w innych programach
nauki obywatelskiej (Apendyks 1).

Do badań dzięciołka zostały wybrane transek-
ty, na których co 300 metrów wyznaczono punkty
kontrolne, w których przez 5 minut odtwarzano
głosy tego dzięcioła i odgłosy jego bębnienia. W
przypadku, gdy dzięcioły zareagowały na nagra-
nie, było ono natychmiast wyłączane, aby ograni-
czyć niepokojenie. Nanoszono lokalizację ptaków
na mapie oraz w miarę możliwości zapisywano
dodatkowe dane, jak płeć i zachowanie. Każdy
transekt liczył co najmniej 5 punktów (maksy-
malnie 21) i był kontrolowany dwukrotnie w
ciągu roku — pierwsza kontrola przypadała na
okres pomiędzy 21 lutego a 20 marca, zaś druga –
pomiędzy 21 marca i 20 kwietnia. Kontrole
prowadzono podczas dogodnych warunków po-
godowych, preferencyjnie w trakcie słonecznych,
bezwietrznych poranków o łagodnej temperatu-
rze. Kontrole odbywały się maksymalnie do 4
godzin od wschodu słońca, a pomiędzy następu-
jącymi po sobie kontrolami zachowywano min. 
7 dni odstępu. Dla każdego punktu kontrolnego
w promieniu 30 m określano także (przypisując je
do zdefiniowanych wcześniej kategorii) zmienne
siedliskowe: rodzaj siedliska, obwód najgrub-
szego drzewa, liczbę martwych drzew oraz odle-
głość do najbliższego zbiornika/cieku wodnego
(Apendyks 2). Jeśli punkt kontrolny znajdował się
na granicy dwóch typów siedlisk, zapisywano to,
które zajmowało większą powierzchnię. Odle-
głość do najbliższego zbiornika/cieku wodnego
nie została uwzględniona w analizach statystycz-
nych, gdyż była silnie związana z typem siedliska
(Apendyks 3). Podobne zmienne środowiskowe
zapisywano w przypadku znalezionych dziupli.
Wnętrza dziupli monitorowane były przez koor-
dynatorów projektu przy pomocy kamer.  

Kompletne dane dotyczące monitoringu po-
pulacji dzięciołka uzyskano dla 181 transektów, 
z czego 41 było monitorowanych przez rok, 69 — 
2 lata, 58 — 3 lata, a 13 — 4 lata. W 2021 monitoro-
wano 45 transektów, w 2022 — 156, w 2023 — 142,
a w 2024 — 62. Dzięciołki zostały stwierdzone
podczas 32% kontroli transektów, a prawdopodo-
bieństwo wykrycia tego dzięcioła było najwyższe
w marcu, i wzrastało wraz z liczbą punktów
kontrolnych na transekcie oraz doświadczeniem
wolontariuszy (Fig. 2). Uwzględniając w analizach
możliwość przeoczenia ptaka stwierdzono, że
największe prawdopodobieństwo występowania
dzięciołka było w lasach liściastych, łęgach i lasach
mieszanych, a najmniejsze w sadach. Prawdopo-
dobieństwo to wzrastało wraz ze wzrostem liczby
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martwych drzew na transekcie (Fig. 3). Natomiast
rok prowadzenia badań nie miał wpływu na
prawdopodobieństwo stwierdzenia tego gatunku
(Fig. 3). W trakcie badań znaleziono 39 dziupli
lęgowych, najwięcej w sadach, lasach liściastych i
łęgach (Apendyks 4). Dziuple te znajdowały się
średnio na wysokości 8,6 m nad ziemią i były
wykute w kilku gatunkach drzew, najczęściej w
jabłoniach, a ponadto w olszach, bukach zwyczaj-
nych, wierzbach, dębach, brzozach, topolach i
czereśniach ptasich (Apendyks 4). Wśród 38
monitorowanych lęgów 74% zakończyło się
sukcesem, tzn. że gniazdo opuścił co najmniej 1
podlot. Powodami strat lęgowych było drapież-
nictwo, porzucenie lęgu przez ptaki dorosłe oraz
niesprzyjające warunki pogodowe. Zaobserwo-
wanymi drapieżnikami były dzięcioł duży oraz
żołędnica. Wśród lęgów zakończonych sukcesem,
średnia liczba wyklutych piskląt wyniosła 3,4, a
liczba piskląt, które opuściły gniazdo — 1,8.

Prawdopodobieństwo sukcesu lęgowego wzrastało
wraz z liczbą martwych drzew w otoczeniu
dziupli i wynosiło 52% w przypadku dziupli w
otoczeniu których było mniej niż 5 martwych
drzew oraz 92%, gdy w otoczeniu znajdowało się
ponad 20 martwych drzew (Fig 4). 

Uzyskane wyniki podkreślają znaczenie lasów
liściastych i martwych drzew dla występowania
dzięciołka i jego sukcesu lęgowego oraz wskazują
na wartość nauki obywatelskiej jako przydatnego
narzędzia do generowania danych na dużą skalę,
umożliwiającego skuteczniejsze długoterminowe
monitorowanie trudnych do wykrycia gatunków.
Ponadto, projekty realizowane w ramach nauki
obywatelskiej pozwalają na pogłębienie wiedzy
uczestników takich projektów w zakresie ekologii
oraz znaczenia struktury lasu dla bioróżnoro-
dności. Zwiększona w ten sposób świadomość
może przełożyć się na szersze poparcie dla
działań ochronnych. 
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Appendix 1. Background information of the 337 registered citizen scientists in dependence of the completeness of their data. Data
were considered as complete when at least one monitoring was conducted and the habitat data were available.

Variable Complete data Incomplete or no data

(N = 161) (N = 176)

Gender

female 87 87

male 73 87

not specified 1 2

Age groups

< 26 9 17

26–46 51 33

> 46 94 108

not specified 7 18

Prior bird knowledge

1 (= very weak) 6 5

2 35 32

3 70 64

4 44 55

5 (= perfect) 4 6

not specified 2 14

Experience with ornitho.de/NaturaList

none 80 76

only ornitho.de 37 26

both 39 41

not specified 5 33

Engagement in other citizen science projects

yes 95 100

no 64 61

not specified 2 15
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Appendix 3. Relation between habitat and the distance to the next water body across the stops along transects.

Appendix 2. Distribution of recorded habitat characteristics during the habitat assessments that were conducted at each stop along
the monitored transects. Shown are the distributions of A — number of dead trees, B — distance to nearest water body, C — diam-
eter of thickest tree, D — habitat types across all monitored transects. Each route consisted of five to thirteen stops.

A B

C D

5­20 50­200 m

20­40 cm 40­70 cm

< 5 > 20 < 50 m > 200 m

< 20 cm > 70 cm

< 50 m 50­200 m > 200 m
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