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The Common Cuckoo: A Voice in Peril
A Beginner's Guide to Their Amazing Lives, Mystery Journeys, and How We Can Save Them 

(Based on Research from the BTO, RSPB, and The Wildlife Trusts) 

“The cuckoo comes in April, 

She sings her song in May, 

She changes her tune in the month of June, 

And in July, she flies away.” 

From Traditional British and Irish Folklore 

 

Many people have heard this piece of traditional Folklore about the Cuckoo and, apart from saying 

wrongly that it is the female that makes the famous call, it is fairly accurate. The well known "cuc-oo" 

call of the male cuckoo is one of our most beloved signs that spring has arrived in Britain. But behind this 

cheerful sound, the cuckoo is in serious trouble. Its numbers are dropping fast across parts of the 

country. By looking at years of tracking data from the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), wildlife 
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protection plans from the RSPB, and nature projects by The Wildlife Trusts, this guide tells the story of 

the cuckoo's incredible lifestyle, its trickster behaviors, and its dangerous migrations. Most importantly, 

we look at why they are disappearing and what we can do to help them. 

1. Where They Live and What They Eat 

Cuckoos are summer visitors to the UK, arriving from Africa around mid-to-late April. Unlike almost any 

other bird that nests here, adult cuckoos spend a remarkably short time in Britain. Once they have 

finished laying their eggs in other birds' nests, the adults vanish back to Africa as early as late June or 

July. This means the young chicks are left behind to grow up and find their own way to Africa several 

weeks later, completely alone without any parents to guide them! 

In the UK, cuckoos can be found in a variety of places, such as wetlands, reedbeds, open grassy moors, 

heaths, and along the edges of woodlands. 

• The Hairy Caterpillar Specialist: Cuckoos do a very important job in nature. Most birds refuse to eat 

hairy caterpillars because their hairs are sharp, irritating, and can contain toxic chemicals. However, 

cuckoos love them! They specialize in eating these large caterpillars, especially the larvae of large 

moths like the Garden Tiger, Drinker, Fox, and Oak Eggar moths. 

• The Food Bottleneck: Because cuckoos rely so heavily on these specific large caterpillars, they are 

highly vulnerable if insect numbers drop. They need huge amounts of these caterpillars as soon as 

they land in spring to recover from their long flight and to find the energy to lay eggs. 

2. Nature's Ultimate Tricksters: How They Raise Their Young 

Cuckoos are famous for being "brood parasites” which is a scientific way of saying they are professional 

babysitter dodgers! They never build nests, sit on eggs, or raise their own chicks. Instead, they sneakily 

lay their eggs in the nests of other bird species. Over thousands of years, this has created an amazing 

evolutionary battle. Female cuckoos belong to different family lines called "gentes." Each family line 

specializes in targeting just one specific type of bird, and they pass down the genetic ability to lay an egg 

that perfectly matches the color, pattern, and size of that bird's real eggs so the trick isn't discovered! 
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The Top 4 Foster Parents Targeted in the UK: 

• Meadow Pipit: A small streaky bird found on open hills and moors. This is the cuckoo's most 

common target in places like the Scottish Highlands and Welsh mountains. 

• Reed Warbler: A tiny bird living in marshy reedbeds. They are heavily targeted by cuckoos in lowland 

wetlands. 

• Dunnock: A quiet, brown-and-grey bird found in garden hedges and bushes. Fascinatingly, Dunnocks 

are very trusting and rarely notice if a strange egg is added, so cuckoo eggs laid in their nests haven't 

bothered to evolve a matching pattern! 

• Pied Wagtail: The familiar black-and-white bird seen bouncing along farmyards and country estates. 

 

The trick is done with military precision. The female cuckoo sits on a hidden branch and watches other 

birds building their nests. She sometimes uses a clever disguise: looking remarkably like a predatory 

hawk, which scares the smaller birds into fleeing their nest. The moment the nest is left empty, the 

cuckoo flies down, eats one of the host's eggs to keep the number the same, lays her own egg in just 10 

seconds, and flies away. When the cuckoo chick hatches, it relies on a brutal instinct. Even though it is 

blind and featherless, it will scoop any unhatched eggs or real chicks onto its back and roll them right 

out of the nest. This ensures that it gets every single scrap of food brought home by its unsuspecting 

foster parents. 

3. A Tale of Two Flight Paths: The African Migration 

For generations, no one knew exactly where our cuckoos went for winter. That changed in 2011 when 

the BTO Cuckoo Tracking Project began fitting cuckoos with tiny, solar-powered satellite backpacks. This 

tracking project revealed that UK cuckoos split into two completely different flight paths to get to their 

winter homes in the tropical rainforests of Central Africa. Crucially, the route they choose makes a 

massive difference to whether they survive the journey. 
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Flight Path The Journey Survival Rates & What It Means 

The Eastern Route Flies southeast across Europe. The birds 

stop to feed and rest in Italy, Greece, or 

the Balkans before flying across the 

Mediterranean Sea and the massive Libyan 

Desert. 

High Success Rate: The resting and feeding 

spots along this route are still in good 

condition. Cuckoos nesting in Scotland and 

northern areas overwhelmingly choose this 

path, which keeps their populations 

healthy and stable. 

The Western Route Takes a shorter geographical shortcut 

southwest via France and Spain, resting on 

the Iberian Peninsula before making a 

dangerous flight straight over the western 

edge of the Sahara Desert. 

High Risk & Mortality: Severe habitat loss 

and intense, climate-driven summer 

droughts in Southern Spain make this path 

incredibly hazardous. Cuckoos nesting in 

Southern and Eastern England heavily 

depend on this shortcut, causing many to 

die. 

A Strange Twist on the Way Back: BTO tracking tags showed that while autumn journeys split into two paths, 

nearly all surviving UK cuckoos use the Western route (coming back through West Africa and Spain) when they 

return to Britain in the spring. 

4. Dropping Numbers: The Story Across the UK 

Scientists estimate that there are about 18,000 breeding pairs of cuckoos left in the UK. However, this 

single number doesn't show the full picture, because cuckoos are doing very differently depending on 

where you look. Data from the BTO, RSPB, and government surveys show that cuckoo numbers dropped 

by a massive 33% across the whole UK between 1995 and 2024. Because of this crash, the cuckoo has 

been placed on the UK wildlife "Red List," meaning it is a species of the highest conservation concern. 

England (South & East) 

Severe Collapse 

 
Cuckoo numbers have crashed by 

around 70% in English lowland 

areas, driven by heavy farming and 

bad migrations. 

Scotland 

+54% Increase 

 
Cuckoos are actually doing great and 

increasing across northern and western 

hilly areas! 

Wales 

-29% Decline 

 
Wales has seen a clear historic drop, 

but numbers are starting to settle in 

some protected mountain regions. 
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Where are they suffering most? The decline is worst in Southern, Central, and Eastern England. In many 

of these counties, the cuckoo has completely vanished from ordinary farmland. Meanwhile, they are 

thriving in Scotland. In England, cuckoos are now mostly restricted to large, wild, protected spaces like 

Dartmoor, Exmoor, the New Forest, and massive, nature-friendly properties like the Rothbury Estate. 

Why Are Cuckoos Disappearing? (The 4 Main Threats) 

• Dangers on the Western Flight Path: As shown by the BTO satellite backpacks, birds from southern 

England are dying in high numbers due to severe droughts and a lack of green resting spots in Spain 

as they try to cross the Sahara Desert. 

• A Starving Countryside: Heavy use of chemical bug sprays (pesticides) and the loss of wild hedges 

on modern English farms have caused moth populations to collapse. Without large, hairy caterpillars 

to eat, breeding cuckoos are left starving when they land. 

• Bad Timing Due to Climate Change: RSPB research shows that climate change is causing a bad 

timing mismatch. Warm springs are making resident birds (like Dunnocks and Reed Warblers) build 

nests and lay eggs much earlier than they used to. Because cuckoos fly by internal biological clocks 

from Africa, they cannot change their arrival date easily. By the time they arrive, foster parents have 

already finished laying, leaving few available nests for the cuckoo to use. 

• Loss of Wild Spaces: The draining of wetlands, clearing of peatlands, and cutting down of old 

hedgerows leaves less space for foster birds to build nests, which in turn leaves less space for 

cuckoos. 

5. Saving the Cuckoo: What is Being Done 

To save the cuckoo, conservation charities are working together across borders to study their flights and 

rebuild their homes. 

• High-Tech Tracking: The BTO is continuing its satellite tracking project to see how shifting weather 

patterns—like major storms or droughts in Europe and Africa—affect the birds on their migrations. 

• Rebuilding Wild Landscapes: The Wildlife Trusts are leading massive projects to restore wetlands, 

reedbeds, and wild woods. By bringing back these large habitats, they are bringing back the 

caterpillars and foster birds cuckoos need. 

• Nature-Friendly Farming: The RSPB works directly with farmers to change how land is managed. 

They help farmers leave wide, wild grassy borders around fields and reduce chemical sprays, giving 

moths and caterpillars a chance to multiply. 
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6. How You Can Help 

You don't need to be a scientist to help save the cuckoo. Here are three simple things you can do: 

• Report Your Sightings: If you hear the iconic "cuc-oo" or spot a cuckoo, log it immediately on apps 

like BirdTrack (run by the BTO) or iRecord. This helps scientists map exactly where they are still 

hanging on. 

• Stop Using Bug Sprays and Garden for Wildlife: Avoid using chemical weedkillers or bug sprays in 

your garden. Plant native shrubs and leave a section of your lawn to grow long and wild. This creates 

a safe haven for moths and caterpillars to breed. 

• Support Wildlife Charities: You can directly fund research by sponsoring a tagged cuckoo on the 

BTO website, or by supporting the nature reserves looked after by the RSPB and your local Wildlife 

Trust. 
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