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Curlew: the sight & sound of Orkney in all seasons 

Orkney consists of around 70 

islands situated only 6 miles north 

of the Scottish Mainland



An Important Landscape for Curlew

 Orkney is just under 100,000ha in 
area and is recognised as being 
important for a variety of habitats & 
associated wildlife.

 A network of designated areas 
includes SSSIs, SPAs, SACs, and 
Ramsar sites that cover over 25% of 
the islands.

 13 RSPB Reserves cover around 
8,500ha of mixed habitats.

 260 Local Nature Conservation Sites 
(LNCS) spread across the county 
covering over 15%.



Curlews & Agriculture on Orkney

 The mixture of natural & semi-natural habitats 
adjacent to farmed land seems to generally 
provide what curlew need in terms of food & 
nesting habitat.

 The population of curlew on Orkney remains 
despite - and because of - the land 
management on the islands. However, 
pressures exist through continued intensification 
and we shouldn’t be complacent.

 The farming calendar through the curlew 
breeding season creates conflicts - be it 
ploughing, turning cattle out in Spring, rolling, 
spraying and grass cutting for silage in May, 
June & July.



The Curlew Year on Orkney

 Nov – Mar – The wintering population is found around 
the coastline & adjacent farmland, often foraging in 
large flocks numbering a few hundred birds.

 Apr – May – Males carry out aerial displays with their 
evocative song, while females lay between 2-5 eggs 
in a shallow scrape on the ground in a variety of 
habitats across Orkney.



 June – July – Chicks are on the go, 
adults can be seen on fences or 
walls watching over their broods.

 July - Aug – Post breeding flocks 
gather on cut silage fields.

 Jul – Oct – Orkney population 
increases with migrants from 
Fennoscandia.

 Nov – Mar – Wintering population 
is found around the coastline & 
adjacent farmland.

Good opportunities to see legs and 
read colour-ring combinations



Breeding Curlews on Orkney

The breeding population is thought to have increased since the 1930s to perhaps a peak of 

around 6,000prs in the 1990s, with evidence of decline since, especially in upland and lowland 

bog areas. 

Recent population information suggests that the current figure may be as low as 3,000 – 3,500prs 

across Orkney. 



Current Monitoring in Orkney – Not all Doom & Gloom

 Upland areas are covered by  
transects; Birsay Moors, Hobbister 
& Trumland (using Brown & Shepherd 
methodology)

 Vantage point counts, walking 
site/mapping registrations at 
reserves; The Loons, Loch of 
Banks, Mill Dam, Brodgar, 
Onziebust & Rendall Moss (using 
modified O’Brien & Smith 
methodology)

 Local Nature Conservation Sites 
on Orkney have been monitored 
on four occasions during the mid 
1980s, 90s, 00s & a selection of 
key wader sites were done in 
2017. 



Rendall Moss – Curlew Survey Area

Breeding Curlew Survey of 

365ha of Rendall Moss in 

1986/87, 1993/94 & 2012



Rendall Moss Survey Results 1986 - 2012
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Hoy RSPB Reserve

Breeding Curlew1984 - 2018

Whole Reserve Monitoing plots

0.009prs/ha in 1984 that 

dropped to 0.001prs/ha in 2000. 



Breeding Curlew pairs across our five key 

Orkney RSPB Reserves 2001 - 2018
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The Loons RSPB Reserve

Breeding Curlew Population 2000 - 2018
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Brodgar RSPB Reserve

Breeding Curlew 2001-2018
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Breeding Curlew 1996-2018

Year

0.16prs/ha



Orkney Ringing Project 2013 - 2018



 Colour-ring curlew chicks within 

Orkney core areas.

 Build up a marked population that 

could aid further research into curlews 
on Orkney.

 Find out more about chick survival & 

movements to help inform our current 
knowledge of the species for the 

future.

 Search for marked birds outwith the 

breeding season and maintain a 

database of the findings.

 Share results with interested parties.



Historical Ringing Information 

 Between 1980 – 2012  Orkney Ringing 
Group members  ringed over 1600 
curlew chicks. However, only 42 (< 3%) 
have ever been recovered!

 Road casualties pre-fledging account 
for about 25% of our known recoveries.

 Seven birds were recovered away from 
Orkney: two in Ireland, one in Northern 
Ireland, three in North Scotland and a 
single in the Western Isles. This follows 
the understanding that Scottish 
breeding curlew (including fledged 
chicks) winter to the South & West of UK 
and in Ireland.



Results so far . . .

Over 420 curlew chicks colour-

ringed 2013 -2018

 56 chicks (13%) have been re-

sighted since first ringing on Orkney
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Catching Locations



Core Study Area



 We are still awaiting our first 
sighting of a colour-marked 
bird away from Orkney 
since the project began in 
2013.

 11% of chicks ringed have 
been re-sighted wintering 
on Orkney.

 Some birds are even 
returning to winter in the 
same few fields between 
years.

 Perhaps it is only a matter 
of time until we get a 
movement off the islands…



 17 (4%) marked birds have 

been found in the same 

wintering areas from year to 

year.

More re-sightings required 

really, as it is still early days...





Future Research & 

Monitoring ?
Information on productivity established, revised 

methodologies?

Adult survival / home range studies through GPS 

tagging in the breeding season

Collecting habitat & land use information across 

key breeding areas

Nest site profiles catalogued

Orkney wide breeding and wintering population 

assessments updated

Repeat historical work done on Orkney by Murray 

Grant on the species back in the 90s

Predator impacts studies, Orkney is different to 

Mainland Scotland … No Mr Fox!

Research into food availability – Are New Zealand 

flatworms a big issue?



Threats
Curlew FC55124 was 

found dead under a 

turbine on Hoy in May 

2017. This bird had 

been originally ringed 

as a chick in May 1991 

26 year old !!!



Thank you



Thanks to Christine Hall, & Morris Rendall for the use of their images. 

Many thanks to the following individuals; Thomas Plant, Ruth & Phil Sheldrake, 

Carmen Biondo, Alison Phillip,, Kate Thomson, Lorna Dow, Lee Shields, James 

Silvey, Iain Malzer, Tim Lill, Christine Hall, Rebecca Etheridge, David Roche, 

Brian Ribbands, Bea Ayling, Julian Branscombe, Amy King, Sarah West, Jenny 

Weston, Aaron, Jamie & Ella Leitch for their assistance during the past 6 

seasons, which resulted in an excellent number of chicks being marked.  

SOC & RSPB Scotland have provided some funding towards colour ring costs, 

with the RSPB also supplying the occasional vehicle time.


