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NATURE’S WAY : CRESTED TIT

O
ne of the great things about 
Britain is that, for such a small 
country, we have a vast range of 
habitats and species in so many 
distinct and unique areas. 

For the last few years, I have ventured 
into the Cairngorms National Park to catch 
up with birds such as the ptarmigan, 
capercaillie and the beautiful crested tit.

Of all the tit species found in the UK, 
the ‘crested’ has the most restricted 
distribution. It is only found in the 
Caledonian pine forests, mostly around 
the Spey Valley, Moray Basin and Great 
Glen. Interestingly, its European range  
is far broader – found from Spain to 
Scandinavia and all the way into Russia,  
it is only absent from the far south and the 
very far north.

It is a sedentary bird, the Scottish 
population never mixing with its European 
cousins. As a result, it has become regarded as 
a sub-species, Parus cristatus scoticus – one of 
very few endemic British sub-species.

The lack of woodland corridors from  
its current locations inhibits the natural 
spread of the species, though the 
expansion of pine woodland has resulted  
in an increase in its population over recent 
years. The most recent surveys undertaken 
in the 1990s suggest a population of  
about 7,000 birds.

PINE TIMES
In Scotland, they breed in both natural pine 
woodland and coniferous plantations, but 
their population density is about 10 times 
higher in the former where there are plenty 
of holes to nest in and lots of moss and 
lichen in which to find food.

Crested tits, like other species, are 
primarily insect eaters, but they also enjoy 
seeds. During autumn they will store pine 
seeds, returning to find them in winter – 
however, during particularly cold weather 
they can struggle to survive.

For the birdwatcher and photographer, 
winter is the best time to look for crested 
tits, when they will come to feeders to 
supplement their diet. A couple of years 
ago, I spent several hours waiting for them 
to come to a feeder in the Cairngorms 
National Park, but it wasn’t until I rubbed a 
little peanut butter onto a branch that 
things really got going. 

The local birds must have become 
accustomed to peanut butter and suddenly 
there was a buzz of excitement with coal 
tits, great tits, blue tits, chaffinches and 
even a treecreeper showing a keen interest 
in this treat. The noise generated by this 
excited flock soon drew in a couple of 
crested tits that were equally anxious to get 
a slice of the action.

Identifying a crested tit is simple 
enough. It looks a little like a coal tit 
with, to quote Worzel Gummidge,  
“a different head put on”, and a very 
special head at that! This is the only tit 
species in Britain which has a crest. 
The crest is always visible but occasionally 
pointed upwards, particularly, it 
seems, when excited by the prospect 
of peanut butter.

Since recounting this story to friends,  
I have been asked whether crested tits 
prefer crunchy or smooth peanut butter! 
I’m not sure I have the answer, although I 
would strongly recommend the unsalted 
variety as I don’t suppose salt is good for 
birds, any more than it is for us.

If you wish to see a crested tit, it is best to 
go to an established bird-feeding site. In the 
area close to Aviemore on Speyside, try 
Loch Garten RSPB reserve, the car park for 
Loch an Eilein and the feeders in the woods 
near Nethy Bridge and Boat of Garten.  
All these areas also attract red squirrels.

Please note: the crested tit is a Schedule 1 
species listed in the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act of 1981. This makes it an 
offence to disturb one during the breeding 
season – another good reason to look for 
them during winter.
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LOCATION OF THE MONTH

TITCHFIELD HAVEN NATURE RESERVE
Where: Fareham, Hampshire 
Directions: See hants.gov.uk/titchfield and click on ‘Visit us’
Nearest Club site: Rookesbury Park, 11 miles away
What to look for: This reserve has a wide range of habitats 
situated beside The Solent. It has river, fen, pools, reedbed and 
meadow with useful hides overlooking many areas. In winter, there 
is a wide range of wildfowl and wading birds: look for lapwing, teal, 
shoveler, black-tailed godwit, bittern, wigeon, kingfisher, bearded 
tit and water rail. Also keep an eye out for roe deer, otters, foxes and 
water voles (which were reintroduced here in 2013).
When to go: The reserve is open all year with the visitor centre 
open seven days a week from 9.30am to 4pm in winter (tea 
rooms are closed on Monday and Tuesday). It is a great place for 
birdwatching in all seasons. 
Facilities: Visitor Centre, tea room, shop, toilets, seven hides on 
the reserve. Some wheelchair access.
Cost: adults £4, children £2
Information: hants.gov.uk/titchfield
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