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Introduction 

This is intended as a brief guide to collection and examination of birds’ nests. 

It is important that nests should only be collected when not in use and outside of nesting season. 
Generally, in the UK, this means August/September or later. 

The date and location of nests should be recorded together with the bird species in question. 
Location information should be both geographical and physical (i.e. on the ground, in a hedge, 
tree, etc, and type of hedge, tree where possible).  

Birds’ nests may contain biting or stinging invertebrates, hence freshly collected nests are best 
handled outdoors wearing gloves. When dismantling nests, there may be dust, including fungal 
spores, hence the use of a mask and gloves is recommended. Wash hands thoroughly after 
handling nest material. Equipment should also be washed after use, both for reasons of hygiene 
and also to avoid potential cross contamination when handling subsequent samples. 

When storing material in bags it is best to double or even triple bag the sample to confine any 
“escapees”. 

If nest material is treated with ethyl acetate or other invertebrate killing agent, please ensure 
appropriate personal protection measures are taken and observe any relevant health and safety 
procedures. 

For specimen preservation fluids, isopropanol (isopropyl alcohol/propan-2-ol) or white vinegar 
may be used. Isopropanol is flammable and potentially toxic by ingestion, hence vinegar 
provides a safer and readily available alternative. 

Do not be discouraged by thinking that identifications need to be very specific. It is useful to 
know what general categories of materials or invertebrates are present in particular nest types. 
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Methods 

The following applies primarily to invertebrates. Inanimate material can be manually separated 
and bagged for further examination, as required. The proportions of different inanimate material 
may be of interest, possibly by weight. The use of proportions, rather than absolute weight may 
minimise discrepancies due to varying water content between nests. 

Manual sorting 

“Live” material is best sorted outdoors. 

Portions of a bird’s nest to be manually taken apart and spread on a suitable tray or white surface 
and examined manually by eye or using a hand lens.  

Live invertebrates may be captured using a pooter or a small brush moistened with preservation 
fluid and placed in preservation fluid in a sealable container. 

Freezer and manual sorting 

Place the nest sample in a sealable bag (e.g. ziplock). It is best to double or even triple bag the 
sample to confine any “escapees”. Freeze overnight in a freezer. The sample can then be 
manually sorted and any invertebrates picked up with a small brush moistened with preservation 
fluid and placed in preservation fluid in a sealable container. 

Ethyl Acetate and manual sorting 

Place the nest sample in a sealable bag (e.g. ziplock). It is best to double or even triple bag the 
sample to confine any “escapees”. Add a piece of cloth or other absorbent material soaked in a 
few drops of ethyl acetate in the innermost bag. Seal and leave overnight. The sample can then 
be manually sorted and any invertebrates picked up with a small brush moistened with 
preservation fluid and placed in preservation fluid in a sealable container. 

Handle ethyl acetate in a well ventilated place (outdoors recommended) and avoid inhalation 
of the vapour. Avoid skin contact (may cause skin dryness or cracking). When opening the bag 
containing the treated material, allow the vapour to dissipate before proceeding. 

Tullgren Funnel 

 Ensure vent holes are covered with a mesh or gauze to thwart any potential escapees. 

Load the funnel with a suitable quantity of live material and the collecting vessel with about 1-
2 cm deep white vinegar. 

Run the funnel for approx. 7-10 days, checking the collection fluid periodically to ensure it does 
not all evaporate. Top up if needed. The fluid may then be placed in a sealable container for 
subsequent examination. 
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See Appendix 1 for notes on making a home-made Tullgren Funnel. 

Identifying specimens 

Birds’ nests provide a source of several types of specimen. 

 Invertebrates 

 Plant material 

 Animal hairs 

 Man-made materials 

You may wish to concentrate on all or only a selection of these categories.  

Some useful publications may be found in the Appendices. 

Invertebrates 

Larger specimens may be examined with the aid of a hand lens, but many specimens may be 
too small for this approach.  

Smaller specimens may be sorted in preservation fluid with the aid of a low powered stereo 
microscope. Identification may only be possible to genus or even only family. Identification of 
many specimens, especially mites and collembola, may require use of a higher powered 
compound microscope using specialised preparation techniques. 

A useful technique for manipulating specimens at low power is to use a clear hand gel to 
suspend the specimen in a suitable container. This permits positioning of the specimen by 
manipulation with a mounted needle. Some distortion can occur due to dehydration if an alcohol 
based gel is used, but this remains a useful technique. 

Some invertebrates may have left eggs in nests; a possible approach may be to keep material 
(securely bagged!) in a warm place and see if any fresh parasites hatch. This may take up to 
four months. 

Plant materials  

Gross identification of plant materials, e.g. grass, moss, twigs, leaves, can be attempted without 
visual aids. A hand lens may also be useful. 

Identification of some material may require more specialised microscopic techniques. 
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Animal hairs 

Whilst the presence of hairs is relatively easy to detect visually, identification will require 
recourse to microscopical techniques.  

Man made materials 

There are a multitude of possibilities here, including fabrics, fibres, plastics etc. Expect the 
unexpected! 

Microscopists may find preparation of fabric and other fibre specimens for reference purposes 
a useful and interesting exercise. Special features for identification include, presence or absence 
of a lumen, presence or absence of transverse marks (characteristics, for example of prepared 
jute and flax), longitudinal extrusion marks in artificial fibres such as nylon, twinning found in 
silk, flattened fibres, such as cotton. Polarised light techniques are useful in identifying some 
fibres.  

Disposal 

Processed nest material may be treated as garden waste and either composted or discarded by 
your usual methods for garden waste. 
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APPENDIX 1 - Home made Tullgren Funnel 

 

Electrical safety must be 
observed: ensure the lamp holder 
and relevant metal parts are 
earthed and use an appropriate 
fuse. 

  

Tullgren funnel from 2L drink bottle – basic 
version 

 Cut off the lower 15 cm or so and invert the top so 
that it fits inside the bottom. Provide vent holes 

 Place a mesh in the lower part of the top section 
 ~1 cm deep distilled malt vinegar (Sarsons!) in 

base, or other collecting fluid (e.g. 70% 
isopropanol + ~2% glycerin) 

 Mount a filament lamp in the top (e.g. 15W 240v) 
 Leaf litter goes on top of mesh 
 Lamp heat drives creatures down into collecting 

fluid for later sorting and examination 
 Takes about a week 

 

 

Improved version 

 Metal can base 
 Removable collection pot 
 Plastic mesh 
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APPENDIX 2 – Useful References for Identifications 

 An Introduction to Acarology, Edward W. Baker; G.W. Wharton, Macmillan, 1952 (out 
of print, but available second hand) 

 Soil Biodiversity UK: https://soilbiodiversityuk.myspecies.info/  

 Mites key, Matthew Shepherd: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/438740999565613/permalink/1520231228083246/ 

 A key to the collembola (Springtails), Steve P. Hopkin, Field Studies Council, 2007, 
2014 

 British Coleoptera Larvae, RES Handbooks for the Identification of British Insects 
Volume 4 Part 1a, Peter M. Hammond, Jane E. Marshall, Michael L. Cox, Leslie Jessop, 
Beulah H. Garner & Maxwell V.L. Barclay; Royal Entomological Society, 2019 

o There are many other similar handbooks available from the Royal 
Entomological Society 

 Hair of West European Mammals: Atlas and Identification Key, B. J. Teerink,  
Cambridge University Press, 2010 
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APPENDIX 3 - Record forms 

Quekett Microscopical Club Birds’ Nest Project 

Op. Name/e-mail   

Date of nest collection (yyyy-mmm-dd)  

Geographical location of nest  

Physical nest location (ground, 
hedge, nest box, tree etc.) 

 

Bird species  

Method of preparation Live manual sorting  

 Freezer + manual sorting  

 Ethyl acetate + manual sorting  

 Tullgren Funnel  

 Other (specify) 

 

 

Notes 
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Quekett Microscopical Club Birds’ Nest Project – Species & Nest Materials

ID of specimen Method/Comments 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


