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Report on the PhD thesis of Jan Havlíček

I have read the thesis with great expectations and must admit that they were met to the large extent. The thesis provides clear results on the House Sparrow’s habitat selection, a key aspect of its natural history, and one can, based on these results, judge their relevance for explanation of the species’ population trajectory. The papers included in the thesis provide decisive evidence of pretender’s scientific competence and the overall introduction and conclusion sections show that the author can go far beyond the results of that studies in his ecological and conservation thinking. Taken together, I have positive impression after reading the thesis. Below, I provide some specific remarks on its respective parts.

Introduction
I was really impressed by the size of the body of literature collected for purposes of composition of this part of the thesis. The piece is very well written and provides detailed insights. On the other hand, I have some reservations:
(i) It is a bit too descriptive and inconclusive. Reporting of the new data on long-term population dynamics of the House Sparrow in various European countries and regions calls for a formal analysis of contribution of possible drivers (e.g., by relating various socioeconomic or land use indicators in respective countries to the House Sparrow trends – to my knowledge, such an analysis has never been published) underlying these patterns, but the author mostly limits his thoughts on description of the situation. Even without such a formal evaluation, I would appreciate if the author was bolder and provide more thoughts on possible causes of the revealed variability in the House Sparrow’s trends. The PhD thesis is one a few possibilities in this regard.
(ii) Linked to the previous comment, I would be very happy to see some new outstanding ideas on the causes of the House Sparrow population declines and on explanations of conflicting results of existing studies. Is there something overlooked by current knowledge? Something you suggested but hesitate to articulate? Jan, please, go ahead! This is an opportunity!

Paper I
It is a simple and clear study providing valuable results that are expectable, but important at the same time. I am surprised by strong avoidance of cropland by all studied species (one would suppose their use of stubble fields for example), but I concur with author’s arguments on unsuitability of this habitat due to intensive agricultural production.
Although the reported patterns are intuitive, I think that the analysis was not fully correct because the length of the transects used for bird counts varied and this variability was not taken into account in statistical analysis (at least based on the information I found in the manuscript). By that means, there was a higher probability of detection of the focal species, as well as a higher probability of sampling of poultry or diary farms along the longer transects. As a result, the positive association between the species’ occurrence/abundance and the presence/number of poultry/diary farms can be an artifact to some extent. Even though convincing arguments on biological plausibility of this association exist, the transect length should be considered to adhere to scientific rigour.

Paper II
This is an updated and much improved version of the previous study. I appreciate the smart sampling approach including random points and buffer zones that fixed the problems of the previous paper.
An interesting pattern shown, but not fully acknowledged by this paper is a higher habitat selectivity of all species during the winter period compared to the breeding season (compare Fig. 3a and 3b). This result suggests narrowing of habitat niche of the focal species during winter that is, in my opinion, somewhat counter-intuitive: I would expect that birds would be more selective during breeding due to, for instance, territoriality and nestling care, whereas birds’ wider space use in winter period should broaden their habitat niches. I would like to ask the author whether the pattern he found in his data can be viewed as a general feature of bird habitat selection or it is a specific case for the studied species and some other bird groups (e.g., insectivores such as tits or creepers) would coincide with the opposite expectation I propose above?
	My additional comment to this paper concerns a bit too vague discussion of incongruences with the other studies – the author leaved unexplained why the House Sparrow does not prefer woody plants and why a negative effect of modern buildings was not observed in his data, even though some other studies reported different results. Therefore, I am curious about biologically interesting explanations.
	Finally, I would add one thought on higher densities of the focal species recorded in winter than in breeding season: I think that it may be linked to the date of winter sampling when the species did not yet undergo the bottleneck at that occasion (especially when counted early in winter during December or January since some studies indicate that the population limitation occurs in late winter/early spring), whereas the breeding count inevitable recorded only a fraction of the birds that survived the whole winter. Is this explanation plausible according to the candidate? How does it relate to the explanations presented in the paper?

Paper III
The last paper represents an in-depth study based on colour marking and observations of the marked individuals. I was very excited by this paper and appreciate the hard fieldwork the author enjoyed when collecting data for this study. These data provide valuable insights on the House Sparrow’s fine-scale habitat use and foraging strategy and support perceptions based on casual observations or less detailed studies.
	On the other hand, I think that this manuscript would benefit from further editing (in comparison to the other studies, the language is a bit weaker and does not fully meet the level of excellence set by the scientific content of this study; there are some typos in the list of references – this problem, by the way, concerns the reference list of the thesis itself too) and from focusing of the Discussion section more directly on the results revealed by statistical analysis – some parts are largely based on unpublished material or personal observations which are difficult to corroborate. Nevertheless, I was satisfied by the conservation implications of the study since they are fully based on results and realistic.

General conclusion
This part summarizes the key findings of the studies included in the thesis and repeats their management recommendations. Even though this is a fair approach to composition of this part of the thesis, I would welcome elaborations on solutions for practice. Specifically, I would like to ask the author:
(i) How the small-scale/poultry/diary farms should be supported? Are the current subsidy tools sufficient for this purpose? Is the recently approved reform of the European Union’s Common Agricultural Policy tracking the right direction in this respect?
(ii) The author stated that establishment and maintenance of ruderal habitat patches was recently applied “in our settlement” (I suspect České Budějovice) – what is the experience with public acceptance and stakeholder allowance for this approach? What is the author’s opinion on possibilities of its wider application (“export” to other cities and countries)?

Taken together, I find the PhD thesis interesting and well conducted – the above-mentioned comments should be perceived as ideas for discussion at the defence, and not as a criticism aiming to invalidate outcomes of the doctoral studies of the candidate. I am convinced that the thesis of Jan Havlíček fulfils demands of the Faculty of Science and recommend its acceptation.
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