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The UK has lost nearly half its breeding 
curlew in 20 years

119,000 birds

5,500 birds/year
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That is nearly 58,000 pairs or 119,000 individual birds!!
Equates to just over 5500 birds per year

CU: -46% UK, -32% England
LP: -45% UK, -27% England
SN: 5% UK (18 year), -29% UK (10 year), -14% England
RK: -45% UK, -31% England
OC: -16% UK, 56% England, -29% Scotland



Curlew in the British Isles
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in the British Isles, the recent Bird Atlas 2007-11 shows that breeding curlew are broadly distributed . . .




Curlew in the British Isles
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. . . but are most abundant in the uplands, breeding predominantly on moorland bog, heath and nearby grassland habitats
There are also lowland breeding curlew in dry lowland heath and grassland (e.g. Breckland where the BTO is) and coastal meadows
highest breeding concentrations are in N England (esp the Pennines), E Scotland and the Northern Isles



The steady loss of Curlew in the British Isles
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The Atlas paints a grim story of Curlew declines across the British Isles over the last 25-years
Black triangles in the distribution map indicate 10 km survey squares where Curlew were detected in the 1990 Atlas but not in the 2010 Atlas (pink shading present in all 3, red upward triangles present in latest Atlas but not in previous)
Extensive losses of Curlew throughout Ireland & NW Scotland, and losses also in parts of Wales and SW England
Some gains in lowland areas in England



78% range contraction in Ireland, 17% in Britain
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When we look at change in abundance using the Atlas data (1990 – 2010) and the BBS (1995-2008), the picture of decline becomes even darker
losses throughout much of Wales & Scotland despite maintaining occupancy (presence)
Over the last 40 years, the range has contracted by 78% in Ireland and 17% in Britain
Gains in eastern and southern England don’t compensate for losses in W Scotland, Wales and SW England




Habitat change Climate change

Predation pressure
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we know from localised studies that habitat and climate change together with predation pressure are some of the major factors impacting curlew populations

Habitat change has been identified as one of the primary drivers of decline
agricultural intensification
grassland improvement, particularly moorland edge
changes in grazing regimes
afforestation, particularly in upland areas
Climate change
projected declines of up to 60% by 2080 under warmer and drier climate conditions
retreating into pockets of the uplands
Predation pressure
there is a substantial amount of evidence to suggest that predation of nests and chicks is a massive factor hampering successful breeding attempts around the country
this may be due to a combination of increasing numbers of generalist predators like foxes, crows and mustelids in the landscape, as well as habitat degradation making nests more susceptible to predation
gamebird management and associated control of predators is likely to also benefit breeding curlew and other waders, particularly on upland grouse moors


But what is the picture at a national scale?



Potential reasons for declines

Adult survivalBreeding 
success

Curlew
numbers

Juvenile 
survival
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wader numbers are effectively the product of survival and breeding success (which combines nest and chick survival)
always the unknown quantity of survival of young after independence, scientists are rarely able to quantify this
scientists are fairly certain that the decline in curlew can be attributed to poor breeding success
habitat and climate change together with predation pressure are all likely impacting on breeding success – whether indirectly by reducing habitat quality of nesting and foraging habitats, or directly by resulting in nest and chick predation

sometimes, the rate of decline in numbers because of poor breeding success might be compensated for the fact that they are generally quite long-lived birds, so survival is comparatively high
however, poor breeding success year after year means low recruitment of new breeding birds to the population, meaning that high adult survival could be masking rate of decline
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We used BBS data to address this question, and looked at how curlew abundance and population change has been affected by different environmental factors over time since 1995

JPH 5 Dec 2016: Acknowledgement that this is BBS funded work and also funded by the Curlew Appeal



Variable
Effect on curlew 
abundance or 

population change

Arable farming −
Afforestation −
Semi-natural 
grassland +
Summer
temperatures −
Crow & fox 
abundance −
Gamebird 
abundance +
Strip burning −
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Increasing extents of arable farming and afforestation both had negative impacts on curlew abundance and population change, while semi-nat grassland had a positive impact on abundance
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Summer temperatures had a negative impact on curlew abundance
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The abundance of generalist predators, crows and foxes, was negatively associated with curlew abundance and population change, while the abundance of red grouse and pheasants were positively associated with curlew abundance, suggesting that gamebird management is likely having a positive impact for curlew
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however, one contradictory bit of evidence regarding gamebird management is the negative association between the amount of moorland strip burning of heather and curlew abundance
We’re not sure what the mechanism is that might be behind this relationship (could be effects on habitat quality?) so we need to examine this relationship further with future work
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however, one contradictory bit of evidence regarding gamebird management is the negative association between the amount of moorland strip burning of heather and curlew abundance
We’re not sure what the mechanism is that might be behind this relationship (could be effects on habitat quality?) so we need to examine this relationship further with future work
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BTO’s research is trying to take a more full annual cycle approach, because although our breeding population is our greatest concern, we want to also understand what factors are influencing our wintering curlew as well, since many of them are also our breeding curlew
and so is a mix of breeding season and wintering season focus

JPH 5 Dec 2016: Improve the narrative as to how these different pieces of work link together and greater explanation associated with why we’re doing these different bits of work



Habitat use & 
home range

Location every 15 
min

2000+ locations
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Working with RSPB

locations every 15 min
initial results indicate overlapping territories between all 3 males tagged
formal analysis to be undertaken in late 2016/early 2017



Curlew habitat preferences in the Brecks
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photo Plantlife
Master student from Anglia Ruskin University conducting bird and habitat surveys to find out what environmental factors correlate with curlew abundance and rough metrics of productivity in the Brecks at a more detailed scale



Engaging local stakeholders
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we’re working on engaging local stakeholders in wader research and monitoring
stakeholder approach follows on from lessons learned from the Understanding Predation project for which BTO was a key partner in delivering to SNH earlier this year
identify areas where conservation might compete with or complement other land management objectives, helping managers to target and prioritise effective conservation action.
being led by John Calladine (BTO Scotland) along with myself and Mark Wilson

Decide whether to keep the graph, if so, then needs to be bigger and split over 2 separate slides (?)



Habitat use & home range of wintering curlew 
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on the Severn Estuary, we’re looking at the impact of a proposed tidal lagoon on the habitat & home range of curlew in this very important wintering area

understand movements of birds in the Severn estuary - particularly in and around the lagoon footprint






Habitat use & home range of wintering curlew 

Graphic: Tina Smith & Nigel Hawtin
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Understand movements between estuarine and nearby terrestrial habitat, and nearby protected sites

Evaluate home ranges and examine distances between feeding and roosting sites in order to optimise design of any compensatory habitat



Survival & drivers of winter population 
change
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analysis of winter ringing data will aim to patterns in curlew survival in space and time around the UK
Regional analysis looking at drivers of winter population change using WeBS data




UK & Ireland Curlew Action Group

• gaps in productivity knowledge
• summary of AES deployed for curlew
• project register
• increased site protection for curlew
• defining a ‘favourable status’ target for the UK
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shape, drive and integrate programmes of conservation and research activity across UK and Ireland with the aim of improving the conservation status of the curlew and to support international obligations
act as an advisory group for interested parties and the statutory bodies or the organisations they represent on all matters relating to curlew.

some things flagged up by the group’s last meeting / actions to work on
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