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Eurasian Tree Sparrow Census Methodology 

(Version: March 2018) 

 

1. Background 

English name: Eurasian Tree Sparrow (Commonly called “Sparrow”) 

Scientific name: Passer montanus  

Status in Hong Kong: Resident 

 

We frequently find “sparrows” being part of our city life. Do you find yourself being 

familiar with them or just  having a vague idea of who they are? How much do we 

know about these neighbors living close to us? Eurasian Tree Sparrows once lived in 

farmland and grassland in village areas, staying close to people. When they found that 

staying near where people live would give them more food. Sparrows with strong 

adaptability overcome the difficulties to live in such manmade place with high-rise 

buildings and find themselves a safe place to raise their young. 

 

Conducting a census will help us learn about the distribution of and preferred nesting 

place of sparrows. It helps us build a very important foundation to monitor their 

population in a long run. “Citizen Science” has been an international trend for having 

greater public participation. Researches on birds are not solely the work of 

ornithologists (i.e. bird experts). We would like to invite and train up members of 

general public to take part in scientific investigation and conservation work. People 

can get involved in scientific research while enjoying the fun of bird-watching. Let’s 

gather the power and wisdom of all people, and work on conserving our birds and 

their habitats in Hong Kong! 

 

2. Census Dates 

Date: 5 May, 2018 (Sat); 6 May, 2018 (Sun); 12 May, 2018 (Sat); and/or 

13 May, 2018 (Sun)  

*Can pick any day(s) for the survey at your convenience 

Time: 9:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. (1 hour) 

 

3. Census Routes 

Data is collected using line transact method in the Census. Each line transact is 

composed by a 1-kilometre census route. The census routes cover all 18 districts in 

Hong Kong. 



 

Based on the Outline Zoning Plan by Town Planning Board* and living habitat of 

Sparrow, census routes are categorized into six zonings as follows: 

1. Residential All high-rise buildings, mid-level buildings and low density 

residential areas) 

2. Commercial Areas based on finance, business and services 

3. Industrial Non-residential buildings and factories, industrial estates, 

and open space for storage 

4. Recreational All urban parks and gardens 

5. Agricultural All farmlands, Gei Wais, and fishponds 

6. Village Village type residential area 

*Remarks: Statutory Planning Portal 2 by Town Planning Board - 

https://www2.ozp.tpb.gov.hk/gos/  

 

4. Recruitment of Voluntary Surveyors 

 The Census is composed of survey by groups (2 to 5 surveyors per group). 

 Each group can pick a maximum of 4 census routes. (Reminder: each group can 

cover only 1 census route on each census day) 

 To pick the census route, please first refer to the route index and fill in the route 

code along with proposed census day. (For example: HK03, 5th May) 

 Surveyors of all ages are welcome. (Reminder: Participants aged from 6 to 65 will 

be covered by activity insurance purchased by HKBWS. Please kindly consider 

purchasing additional insurance products on your own if needed) 

 For participants aged between 12-17, a signed Parent/Guardian Declaration is 

required for application. 

 For participants aged below 11, they must be accompanied by a parent or 

guardian on the census day. 

 

5. Materials for Census 

 Record sheet 

 Map of census route 

 Notepad or digital voice recorder 

 Pen/ Pencil for writing 

 Camera (if any) 

 A pair of binoculars (binoculars can be borrowed from HKBWS) 

 Mobile phone for contacting us on-day before and after survey 

 Outdoor gear such as hats and umbrellas 

 

https://www2.ozp.tpb.gov.hk/gos/


6. On-day Duty of Surveyor 

(1) Recording general information, including: 

 Number of adult and juvenile birds 

 Behavior of adult and juvenile birds 

 Number and location of nests (if any) 

 

(2) Recording behavioral information 

Learning about the behavior of Eurasian Tree Sparrows in the survey is crucial. 

Surveyors should observe well and record the following behavior: 

 Perching (Standing still or resting) 

 Feeding (Picking up food on ground; record food type is possible) 

 Calling (Including single chirp and singing) 

 Fighting (Flapping wings, chasing after and pouncing on each other, sometimes 

may be wrestling) 

 Drinking water 

 Bathing (Bathing with water; Digging hollows on ground, removing dirt and 

parasites on body by rubbing feathers against soil) 

 Building nest (Adults build nest for rising chicks; Including collection of materials 

like feather and twigs) 

 Courtship or Mating (Courtship: Adult bird keeps following another one while 

flapping wings, sometimes may be singing as well; Mating: Adult bird tries to leap 

on another’s back) 

 [Juvenile birds] Begging for food (Juvenile bird flapping wings and calling for food 

from adults) 

Reminder: Please also record the location where the above behavior is observed. For 

examples “Feeding near coffee shop”, “Resting on a tree” or “Dust bathing in gardening 

planters” 

 

7. Reminders for Conducting survey 

 Print out record sheet and route map in advance. 

 Gather group members before 9:00 a.m., start survey at 9:00 a.m. sharp. 

 Walk along census route at steady pace, record required information on both 

sides along route (see Record Sheet in Appendix 1 for details). 

 Surveyor should jot down information with notepad or digital voice recorder as 

soon as possible while conducting survey. Recording information by recalling after 

survey completion is not recommended. 

 Take photos of Eurasian Tree Sparrows for record whenever possible. 

 Keep a distance from Eurasian Tree Sparrows while observing and recording 



quietly. This reduces disturbance to them and avoids affecting accuracy of 

information. 

 To avoid double-counting (i.e. recording same individual twice), surveyors should 

stay together all the time and inform other members whenever a group of 

sparrows is found. 

 Please inform HKBWS using WhatsApp (contact number: 5615 7690) before and 

after conducting the survey. 

Sample message: “Route HK17 starts”, “Route HK17 completed” 

 For any changes of group members, please inform HKBWS as soon as possible to 

update the group information. 

 

8. Record Submission 

 Please submit the record sheet and photos within one week after the survey at 

sparrow@hkbws.org.hk, naming email title as “’Hong Kong Sparrow Census 2018 

record (ROUTE CODE)”. 

Sample title: “’Hong Kong Sparrow Census 2018 record (HK13)” 

 Each group should submit one record for each route only. 

 

9. Arrangement under Adverse weather conditions 

Adverse weather conditions include rainstorm, thunderstorm, typhoon and dense fog, 

the corresponding arrangement is as follows: 

 If adverse weather occurs before survey starts, do not start the survey 

 If weather condition turns bad in the middle of survey, please first secure your 

own safety. Then inform HKBWS as soon as possible to re-arrange dates for survey. 

 

10. Enquiry 

Office Telephone: 2377 4387 

Email: sparrow@hkbws.org.hk 

Contact persons: Ms. Lau Ka Lai (Education Officer) 

Ms. Wong Ching Man (Education Officer) 

 

~Thank you all for supporting Hong Kong Sparrow Census 2018~   

mailto:sparrow@hkbws.org.hk


Appendix 1 

Hong Kong Sparrow Census 2018 

Record Sheet of Eurasian Tree Sparrow (Sample) 

 

Surveyor’s Name: Jackie Sparrow Date: 6/5/2018 Start Time: 9:00 

Weather: Sunny with breeze Route Code: HK17 End Time: 10:00 

*Only record sparrows within 25m range on each side of route. 
**Behavior: (A) Perching, (B) Feeding, (C) Calling, (D) Fighting, (E) Drinking water, (F) Bathing, (G) Building nest, (H) Courtship or Mating, (I) Begging for food, (J) Other-Please specify  

Flock* 
No. of 

Sparrow 

No. of Juvenile in the 

flock 
Behavior** Location of Nest Photos if any 

1 8 0 A on a tree N/A 0001 

2 2 1 B worms on grassland N/A 0002、0003 

3 2 0 F Sand bathing in garden planter 
About 3-metre high up on 

tree 
N/A 

4      

5      

6      

7      

8      

9      

10      



Appendix 2 

FAQs 

 Situation Solution 

1 

A group of sparrows flies in during 

survey. I doubt if it has been recorded 

earlier. Should I record them again? 

Take note on the direction where the sparrows fly from. Regardless to the 

numbers, if sparrows fly from front of route, treat them as new 

individuals and record as usual. If they come from behind, do not record 

them to reduce chance of double-counting. 

2 

I see a flock of sparrows flying pass by 

but I cannot see each of their 

characteristics and their numbers. How 

should I take the record?  

We should take a conservative approach in counting. Record the smallest 

number that your group can count. If you cannot identify juvenile birds, 

record them as adults. 

3 

More sparrows join in/ leave from the 

flock of sparrows I am counting. How 

should I get the right number of them? 

Keep a distance from the flock and wait for a maximum of 5 minutes. 

Record the highest number of sparrows within this waiting period. 

4 
Birds of similar look are mixed together 

in a flock, what should I do? 

Take a short period of time to observe the flock, try to identify sparrows 

out of it. Keep in mind to take a conservative number for record. 

5 

A sparrow performs different types of 

behavior at the same time. How should 

I record the behavior? 

As long as not affecting the survey progress, try to record all behavior you 

observed. 

6 

Should I continue if the weather turns 

bad suddenly? 

Your safety comes first. Contact HKBWS as soon as possible for survey re-

arrangement under adverse weather. Heavy rain or thunderstorm may 

affect birds’ behavior, and thus census data. 

7 

I am not sure if I am on the right track 

of the census route! 

Make sure you know the census route well in advance. We suggest you 

visiting the route at least once beforehand. 

If you are not sure if you have been side-tracked, try to mark down the 

route you have taken (e.g. use “Tracking” function on TrailWatch app). 

Avoid going back over and inform HKBWS about the chances at record 

submission. 

8 

What if I can only hear the birds but 

cannot see them, how should I take the 

record? 

Hearing calling by sparrow means there is at least one sparrow present. 

You may try to look for the bird for confirmation as sparrow for record. 

If you cannot see the bird nor being confident in the bird’s call, do not 

record it under the conservative approach. 

9 

If I find an injured sparrow, how should 

I record it and what should I do? 

Record the number of injured sparrows. 

Refer to HKBWS’s suggested actions to take: 

http://www.hkbws.org.hk/BBS/viewthread.php?tid=23365 

10 

Should I record sparrows that are being 

fed by someone? 

Record as usual since the aim of census is to record the daily life of 

sparrows. Being fed is also part of life to them. We do not suggest 

surveyor to intervene during survey. 

(Reminder: Surveyors should not feed the sparrows) 

11 
Do I need to mark down the location 

where I found each flock of sparrows? 

No need. 

12 

Do I need to inform HKBWS if I need to 

change the survey date? 

Definitely, please inform HKBWS by email as soon as possible. 

If the survey has to be re-scheduled because of urgent reasons, inform 

HKBWS immediately for other arrangement. 

13 
If I got sick on the survey day, can I find 

my friend to replace me? 

Yes. Try to replace your role with a friend who is familiar with the survey 

method or having other group members as company with him/her.  

http://www.hkbws.org.hk/BBS/viewthread.php?tid=23365

