
Report on resightings of WWT headstarted Curlew April-July 2021 

Curlew are able to breed from their second year onwards (although some won’t try until at least 
their third or fourth year) so the 2021 breeding season represented the first opportunity for the 
headstarted birds released at WWT Slimbridge in 2019 to attempt to breed. This article summarises 
the resightings of the 2019 cohort over April-July 2021, which is the core breeding period in lowland 
England. 

There were 52 confirmed resightings of 9 headstarted Curlew over this period, 41 (79%) of which 
came from the Severn estuary. Of the remaining 10 resightings, 7 came a single site in the Severn 
and Avon Vales (SAV), 2 from Buckinghamshire, 1 from the Brecon Beacons and 1 from 
Montgomeryshire (see Table 1). 

Location April  May June July Total 

Severn estuary  1 (1) 5 (2) 12 (3) 23 (8) 41 (8) 

Severn and Avon Vales - - 4 (1) 3 (1) 7 (1) 

Buckinghamshire - 2 (1) - - 2 (1) 

Brecon Beacons  1 (1) - - 1 (1) 

Montgomeryshire  - - 1 (1)  - 1 (1) 
Table 1. Summary of resightings of headstarted Curlew during April – July 2021. Number = number of sightings, number in 

brackets = number of individuals involved. 

There were also a number of unconfirmed sightings that are worth mentioning. Firstly a headstarted 
bird was seen at Ashleworth, Gloucestershire, on 31 March. The observer said it was almost certainly 
bird 49, although the possibility of it being bird 48 couldn’t be ruled out. Although definitely a 
headstarted bird, repeated efforts to relocate the bird in the next few days were unsuccessful and 
therefore its identity remained frustratingly unconfirmed. There were no further sightings in the SAV 
study area during the season so it’s possible that the bird was passing through on passage from its 
wintering grounds to a nesting area further north. Bird 49 hadn’t had a confirmed resighting since 6 
February 2020, although there was an unconfirmed resighting at Newport Wetlands in September 
2020, whilst bird 48 had last been seen on the Severn estuary on 22 March 2021.  

A second bird was observed in the Peak District National Park near Buxton on 11 May. It was 
confirmed as a scheme-marked bird (yellow on left tibia, white alphanumeric on right tibia) but the 
number wasn’t read. As there are nine wild ringed birds colour-marked with the same scheme, it 
couldn’t be confirmed as a headstarted bird and there were no further sightings of the bird during 
this period.  

There was also a sighting of two scheme-marked Curlew at a roost site at Coombe Hill, 
Gloucestershire on 10 June but they remained too distant for the ring numbers to be read in the 
poor light.  

The nine headstarted Curlew resighted during this report period were birds 21, 23, 24, 25, 32, 41, 48, 
53 and 54. A summary of each bird’s resightings during this time are detailed below. 

Bird 21 

21, a female, was recorded on eight occasions between April-July. The bird was recorded twice in 
May at a BBOWT (Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust) reserve near 
Ludgershall, Bicester in Buckinghamshire, some fifty miles (as the Curlew flies) from its 2020/21 
wintering location on the Severn estuary. It was reported to be one of a pair that attempted to 



breed in Buckinghamshire, but failed early. It was then recorded back on the Severn Estuary as early 
as 7 June. 21 was recorded another five times at a high tide roost site on the estuary up to the end 
of July. 

 

 

Figure 1. Map showing the movements of bird 21, with its last recorded location on the Severn estuary in March, before 
being observed in Ludgershall in May and then resighted back on the estuary in June. 

 

Figure 2. Photograph of bird 21 at Gallows Bridge Farm, Ludgershall, May 2021. Photo ©Judith Hadgkiss 
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Bird 23 

Bird 23, a male, was recorded twelve times from April-July. Having spent the winter of 2020/21 on 
the Severn estuary it was last recorded there at Wibdon Warth on 4 April 2021, before being 
relocated on Minsterworth Ham in the Severn and Avon Vales (SAV) in June in the process of rearing 
a single chick (see here for summary article). As covered in the article, this represents a milestone 
for the project and is the first successful breeding attempt by a headstarted Curlew from Slimbridge 
in the UK. The bird (and its chick) were recorded seven times at Minsterworth in June as the field 
team kept a close eye on the chick’s development. Last seen there on 12 July, amazingly bird 23 was 
recorded back on the estuary the very next morning where it has been recorded a further three 
times up to the end of July. There has been no sign yet of the chick but we eagerly await a resighting 
of it somewhere on the coast this winter.   

Figure 3. Photograph of male 23 keeping a close eye on its chick in a recently cut hay meadow. Photo © WWT 

Bird 24 

Bird 24, a male, was resighted only once during April-July when it was caught during a ringing session 
at a roost in Dolydd Hafren (“Severn Meadow” in Welsh), Montgomeryshire on 20 June by Tony 
Cross who works with Curlew Country in Shropshire and has also assisted the Severn Curlew Project. 
Dolydd Hafren is a Montgomeryshire Wildlife Trust reserve, seventy miles north-west of the last 
known location of the bird (WWT Slimbridge); it is a regular roosting site for Curlews in the upper 
reaches of the Severn, where Curlews gather (and are ringed using mist-nets) both before and after 
nesting. This record in late June suggests that the bird could have been making an unsuccessful 
breeding attempt in the surrounding area or possibly passing through on its way back to the Severn 
estuary where it spent the 2020/21 winter, although it is yet to be seen since this recapture.  

https://www.curlewcall.org/milestone-reached-for-wwt-curlew-headstarting-project/
https://curlewcountry.org/


 

Figure 4. Map showing the last known location of bird 24 (WWT Slimbridge) before it was caught in mist nets at Dolydd 
Hafren on 20 June 2021, seventy miles away. 

 

Figure 5. Photograph of bird 24 having been caught at a roost site at Dolydd Hafren. Photo © Tony Cross 
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Bird 25 

Bird 25, a female, was resighted three times during April-July at high tide roost sites on the Severn 
estuary. It was resighted on 7 and 17 May at Guscar Rocks and then at Aylburton Warth on 31 July. 
These sightings suggest that the bird stayed on the estuary throughout the breeding season, opting 
not to breed this year.  

Bird 32 

Bird 32, a male, was recorded only once during April-July when it was observed from Middle Point at 
WWT Slimbridge by the reserve team on 18 July. The last confirmed resighting of the bird prior to 
this was on 18 February 2021, again at WWT Slimbridge. It’s possible that the bird left the estuary 
during the 2021 breeding season but there is currently insufficient coverage of this section of the 
estuary during the summer period to draw any conclusions as to its whereabouts.   

Bird 41 

Bird 41, a female, was resighted ten times during April-July between 7 June and 31 July, with all ten 
sightings coming from high tide roosts on the Severn estuary. These sightings suggest that the bird 
stayed put on the estuary during the breeding season, opting not to attempt to breed this year, 
although a very early failure somewhere away from the estuary before returning can’t be ruled out. 

Bird 48 

Bird 48, a female, was resighted five times during April-July, with all five sightings coming from 
Severn estuary roost sites between 1-31 July. The last confirmed resighting before this came from 
the estuary on 22 March 2021, which suggests that the bird may well have left the estuary and 
attempted to breed somewhere before returning.  

Bird 53 

Bird 53, a male, was resighted twice during April-July. The first sighting came from Llangorse Lake in 
the Brecon Beacons on 15 May, before it was resighted in a high tide roost on the Severn estuary on 
2 July.  The resighting at Llangorse Lake came eighteen months since it was last resighted at Littleton 
Warth on the Severn estuary and the bird has only been resighted four times since its release in 
2019, suggesting that it spends its winters away from the Severn estuary at an as yet unknown 
location. The fact that it hasn’t been resighted on the estuary since 2 July suggests that it may have 
been passing through on its way further south.  



 

Figure 6. Map showing the last confirmed resighting of bird 53 at Little Warth on the Severn estuary in November 2019 
before being resighted at Llangorse Lake in May 2021. 

 

Figure 7. Photograph of bird 53 at Llangorse Lake in the Brecon Beacons 15 May 2021. Photo © Mark Waldron 
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Bird 54 

Bird 54, a female, was resighted ten times during April-July from 7 May through to 15 July, with all 
sightings coming from the Severn estuary. These sightings show that the bird chose not to attempt 
to breed this year, which is not unusual for a young bird.  

The sightings of headstarted birds this season have proved fascinating for the Severn Curlew Project, 
as the team has been waiting in anticipation to see if, when and where the 2019 birds were going to 
turn up. The main aim of the 2019 headstarting is to bolster the SAV population, which currently 
stands at 30-35 pairs, so it is hoped that the majority of these individuals will eventually find their 
way there over the next few seasons. The success of bird 23 at Minsterworth Ham this year has 
provided optimism that this is achievable, however the sightings of individuals in Buckinghamshire, 
the Brecon Beacons and Montgomeryshire show this is by no means guaranteed. We will be looking 
hard for more birds next season and hope to find further success stories to share.   

The WWT Severn Curlew Project would like to express thanks to all those who have sent in 
sightings over this period, which have allowed us to gain invaluable and fascinating insights into 
the movements of the headstarted birds during their first viable breeding season. Special thanks 
go to John Sanders, a local ring reader who has supplied the majority of the Severn estuary data. 

 

Author: David Evans (WWT Severn Curlew Officer) 

 


