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1. Season summary  

 

 Up to 35 territorial pairs (same figure as in 2019) were observed within the Severn and Avon 

Vales (SAV) during the 2021 breeding season.  

 The first records of Curlews returning to breeding areas were on 18 February at Upton Ham, 

19 February at Coombe Hill & 20 February at Asham Meadow. 

 Early season pre-breeding roosts were monitored at Coombe Hill and Bredon’s Hardwick. No 

additional roosts were found at Ripple or Kemerton.  

 Three unsuccessful attempts were made to mist-net Curlews at the roost at Bredon’s 

Hardwick. Mist-netting at Coombe Hill was not attempted because of high water levels. 

 Whoosh-netting sessions were held at four sites. A total of six birds were caught and marked 

with rings and flags, five at Upham, one at Hasfield.  

 A new colour-marking scheme was launched in 2021 & forms part of a wider scheme 

incorporating headstarting projects in the East of England and Dartmoor and wild ringed 

birds in Oxfordshire and Wiltshire. 

 The breeding season was disrupted by unusually cold conditions in April, which delayed the 

onset of nesting, and by heavy rain in May.  

 Of the thirty-five territorial pairs recorded, thirty may have attempted to nest.  

 Seven nests were found in 2021, five nests with eggs and two predated nests.  

 Following the 2019 thermal drone trial, WWT collaborated with the University of West 

England (UWE) in 2021. One nest was located at Upham Meadow.  

 No attempt was made to find nests by rope dragging in 2021 due to staff shortages.  

 Two temporary electric fences were deployed in 2021. A traditional electric fence was 

deployed at Bredon’s Hardwick and a quick-erect fence was deployed at Longdon Marsh.  

 Temperature loggers were placed in both the Longdon and Upham nests.  

 No nest cameras were deployed in 2021 due to early predation of nests.  

 No chicks were radio tagged in 2021, as no known nests survived to hatching. 

 Chick presence was detected at five sites within SAV and one site on the estuary, from 

between seven and nine broods. 

 Of the seven known broods, two fledged two chicks each & three fledged one chick each. 

Two other broods probably fledged one chick each.  

 A minimum of seven (max. nine) chicks fledged successfully in 2021, giving a productivity 

figure of 0.23 (maximum 0.30) chicks per pair, well below the 0.48-0.62 chicks per pair 

required to maintain the population. 

 One wild chick was colour-ringed this year. 

 Some fields were cut in late May and the first half of June but most hay wasn’t cut until the 

second half of July or early August.  

 Post-breeding roosts of failed breeding adults developed relatively early in the season at 

both Coombe Hill and Bredon’s Hardwick. No attempts were made to colour-mark birds at 

these roosts.  

 Engagement with farmers and landowners continued, with face-to-face discussions and 

email correspondence aimed at engaging more SAV farmers with our work. 

 Monitoring of the 2019 cohort of headstarted birds continued in 2021, with a bird 

successfully rearing a chick at a SAV site, as well as confirmed sightings of headstarted birds 

in Buckinghamshire, Brecon Beacons and Montgomeryshire.  
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2. Note on a challenging field season 

 

The 2021 field season proved challenging for a number of reasons. David Evans (Severn Curlew 

Officer) was absent during April-May which meant that the field team was reduced in number and 

was somewhat restricted in what they could realistically achieve. Mike Smart undertook the vast 

majority of the fieldwork during this period alone, albeit with assistance from Geoff Hilton (Head of 

Conservation Evidence) and Scott Petrek (WWT Slimbridge Reserve Warden), as well as from a 

number of volunteers from Gloucestershire Naturalists’ Society (GNS) and Worcester Curlew Group 

(WCG) and other individuals.  

The weather conditions in April and May undoubtedly affected the course of the nesting season. 

April was dry and extremely cold: rainfall in Gloucester only 20mm, most of it on 28 April. According 

to the Met Office, the number of days of air frost across UK was the highest since 1960, the mean 

temperature was 1.7°C below the 30 year average; thus April was colder than March for the first 

time since 2012. In May the first week of the month continued very cold and frosty and then, until 

25 May, the weather was dominated by a series of Atlantic depressions bringing heavy rain to the 

Severn and Avon Vales. The May rainfall total in Gloucester reached 170.8mm, one of the highest 

totals for any month in the last five years. These weather conditions certainly delayed the nesting 

cycle, and some nests were undoubtedly flooded by the wet conditions. Although some Curlews 

clearly nested as usual in the Severn and Avon Vales from mid-April onwards, as shown by the nests  

found, Curlews went quiet and apparently inactive at many sites in late April and May. It was 

impossible to say whether this was because the birds had abandoned nesting attempts, or whether 

they were proceeding with nesting attempts and keeping very quiet to avoid attracting attention to 

their nests. 

These two factors made for a challenging field season, however the best was made of the situation 

and the hard work of everyone involved ensured that some valuable insights and data were 

obtained. 

3. 2021 season objectives & outcomes 

 

See Appendix 1 for details. 

4. Severn and Avon Vales study sites summary 

 

Thirty-four potential breeding sites were monitored within the Severn and Avon Vales (SAV) in 2021, 

with assistance from a number of individual volunteers and volunteer groups (e.g. GNS, WCG). An 

additional eleven non-breeding sites were also monitored (See Appendix 13 for details). The field 

sites consist predominantly of flood meadows managed for hay production and are found almost 

exclusively on private farmland. The sites are located predominantly along the banks of the rivers 

Severn and Avon from Gloucester in the south, up past Tewkesbury and on towards Worcester in the 

north. There are also a handful of peripheral sites away from the rivers (see Figure 1). This year 

Aylburton Warth, a well-known high tide roost site on the Severn estuary, has also been included as 

a breeding site due to the presence of an adult and two chicks late in the season. 
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Figure 1. Map showing the sites monitored during the 2021 breeding season. 

5. New colour-mark scheme for 2021  

 

As of 2021, the 2019 colour-mark scheme (yellow scheme marker ring on right tibia, white two-digit 

alphanumeric ring on left tibia) has been replaced by a new colour-mark scheme consisting of a 

combination of colour rings and a yellow, two-letter alphanumeric flag. The yellow scheme marker 

ring on the right tibia is retained, whilst the white two-digit alphanumeric on left tibia is replaced 

with a yellow two-letter alphanumeric flag above a colour ring (see Figures 2 & 3). SAV wild adults 

have a blue ‘spacer’ ring and chicks have a yellow ‘spacer’ ring. 
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Figure 2. Diagrams showing the new colour-mark scheme for 2021 and how the different cohorts are identified. 
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Figure 3. Photographs showing examples of the new colour-mark scheme used in 2021. On the left, adult ‘AE’ and on the 

right chick ‘00’. Photo © WWT 

6. 2021 field monitoring methods 

 

In January 2021, two workshops took place aimed at overcoming some of the shortfalls of the 

current methods and producing a new methodology that could be trialled in 2021, primarily in the 

SAV study area. In short, a tiered survey methodology was devised, aspects of which could be carried 

out by volunteers with little prior experience as well as seasoned fieldworkers undertaking more 

intensive studies.   

The newly devised, tiered survey methodology was not trialled in 2021 due to staffing shortages. 

Instead the field team worked with the extensive knowledge already collated on the SAV Curlew 

population, whilst also relying on frequent consultation of expert local observers and also 

considerable input from other volunteer observers, often through birding websites or personal 

contacts. Although the project did not officially trial the new methodology, there is considerable 

overlap between what was proposed in the methods and the process used to determine where and 

when the Curlew are breeding in the SAV study area (See Appendix 2 for information on historic 

population monitoring in SAV). 

7. Early season monitoring & colour-marking 

 

7.1  Monitoring returning Curlew 

As in most years, there was heavy winter flooding in floodplain meadows in the Severn and Avon Vales. 

Autumn 2020 was relatively flood free, but from just before Christmas nearly all riverside meadows 

were deeply flooded. This flooding began to subside gradually through the first two weeks of January, 

but there was another big flood from 19 January onwards, with most sites under heavy flooding for 



6 
 

the next ten days. Severn and Avon levels hardly dropped at all and riverside meadows were deeply 

flooded until at least 11 February, water only moving off the meadows from mid-month (and at 

Coombe Hill and Cobney Meadows remaining high until the end of the month). Levels remained low 

for the first ten days of March, then rose briefly, peaking on 16 March, then dropping steadily for the 

rest of the month, so that, unlike 2019 and 2020, there was no major flood in March 2021. 

The first records of Curlews returning to breeding areas were on 18 February at Upton Ham, 19 

February at Coombe Hill, 20 February at Asham Meadow, 23 February at Severn Ham, 24 February at 

Ripple and 26 February at Ashleworth and Cobney Meadows, the birds returning to sites which were 

often still quite heavily flooded.  

7.2 Roost monitoring 

In addition to site visits, early season curlew roost sites at Coombe Hill and Bredon’s Hardwick were 

monitored in February and March by Mike Smart (MS), where counts can be made at dusk or dawn 

as birds enter and leave the roost sites. These sites hold varying numbers of curlew early in the 

season and are made up of local breeding birds, potentially alongside passage migrants stopping off 

on their way north. Six Curlew were recorded in deep flood at Coombe Hill on 24 February, 

maximum of fifteen on 7 March, decreasing to nine on 30 March, three on 6 April. The Coombe Hill 

roost appeared to transfer to Ashleworth, where up to twelve adults roosted between 28 March and 

9 April; some known to be local breeders by their colour rings, but eleven feeding together by day 

near the roost on 9 April were perhaps passage birds. At Bredon’s Hardwick, maximum of thirty-four 

on 8 March, decreasing to twelve on 20 March with none on 29 March. No roosts found at Ripple or 

Kemerton, though it would seem likely that there is at least one other roosting site, perhaps in the 

upper reaches of the Severn. 

7.3 Early season colour-marking 

7.3.1 Mist-netting to colour-mark breeding adults 
Mist-netting adults at communal roosts on the breeding grounds ahead of, or after, nesting is a 

potential method of colour-marking adults in the breeding area. The two sites where this is possible 

in SAV are at the known roosts at Coombe Hill and Bredon’s Hardwick. In 2021, attempts were made 

at Bredon’s Hardwick. As in 2019, the principal ringer was Mervyn Greening (MG) of Gloucestershire 

Naturalists’ Society (GNS). Mist-netting sessions were held on the evenings of 5, 7 and 18 March but 

proved unsuccessful and no Curlew were caught via this method in 2021 (See Figure 4 & Appendix 3 

for details). 
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Figure 4. Photos of the mist netting set up at Bredon’s Hardwick, March 2021. Photo ©WWT 

7.3.2 Whoosh netting  
Whoosh netting can be used to catch Curlew for colour-marking on the breeding grounds, and was 

attempted for the first time in SAV in 2021. The net is set up in a Curlew territory, and relies on 

attracting birds by tape lures and decoys. The target is adult birds that are territorial but haven’t 

begun to lay eggs, therefore the window of operation is relatively short: it can only be safely used 

early in the season when the bird’s urge to defend territory against intruders is high but there is no 

danger of causing nesting birds to abandon eggs or young. A feathered decoy bird and a tape playing 

Curlew display calls is used to entice the territorial birds into range of the net. The whoosh net is 
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elastic-powered and the net is fired behind two poles planted at an angle of 45 degrees. The net is 

released when the rip cord is pulled from a vehicle parked 100 metres from the net (see Figure 5). 

Six adults were caught and colour-marked in 2021 from two sites, four males and two females (See 

Appendix 4 for additional information). Five birds were caught at Upham Meadow and one was 

caught at Hasfield Ham (see Table 1). 

 

Figure 5. Photos showing the whoosh net set up ready to be fired (left) and the decoy Curlew used to entice the territorial 

bird into position (right) Photo © WWT 

Flag number 
BTO ring 
Number 

Sex Catch site Catch method Date caught 

Yellow ‘AA’ FJ28375 Male Upham Meadow Whoosh net 14/04/21 

Yellow ‘AC’ FJ28360 Male Upham Meadow Whoosh net 14/04/21 

Yellow ‘AE’ FJ28376 Male Upham Meadow Whoosh net 14/04/21 

Yellow ‘AH’ FJ28377 Female Upham Meadow Whoosh net 14/04/21 

Yellow ‘AJ’ FJ28378 Female Hasfield Ham Whoosh net 16/04/21 

Yellow ‘AK’ FJ28379 Male Upham Meadow Whoosh net 01/05/21 
Table 1. Table showing the six adults caught by whoosh net and colour-marked in 2021 
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Figure 6. Photograph of ‘Yellow AE’ prior to release at Upham Meadow. The new colour-mark scheme is shown, consisting 

of a yellow two-letter alphanumeric flag above a blue ring on the left tibia and a yellow scheme marker ring on the right 

tibia. Photo ©WWT. 

Two of the birds (AA and AH) were re-sighted in June at post-breeding roosts at Bredon’s Hardwick 

and Fleet Lane, a third (AE) on wintering grounds on the Severn estuary from July to September, and 

a fourth (AC) on wintering grounds in the Burry Inlet, south Wales in early October. The female 

caught at Hasfield (AJ) was subsequently re-sighted at Ashleworth Ham on many dates from 16 April 

to 4 June, on its presumed breeding field at Hasfield on 11 May, and at the Coombe Hill post-

breeding roost on 15 June. One male (AK) has not been re-sighted since.  

8 Nest finding 

 

8.1 Data recording protocol 

As in 2019, field observations were recorded onto site maps and data sheets so that all observations 

were standardised throughout the survey period. Each site map highlights the site boundary and 

field numbers to enable all relevant information to be recorded (e.g. curlew locations, behaviour, 

flight lines). For each observation, the time, field number, species (using BTO species codes), number 

of birds present and behaviour/activity were recorded, along with the weather conditions and start 

and finish time of the survey visit.  

8.2 Methods  

8.2.1 Site walkovers & Roaming Vantage Point Surveys 
 

See Appendix 5 for details. 



10 
 

8.2.2 Thermal imaging drone surveys 
A trial thermal imaging drone survey was carried out at Upham Meadow in May 2019, with the aim of 

locating Curlew nests using a high resolution thermal camera. The drone also flew over a known 

Curlew nest site in a different section of the meadow. The drone survey detected a number of 

‘hotspots’ consistent with that of the known Curlew nest, however a delay of fifteen days between 

the survey and reporting meant that when the field team went to ground truth the results and found 

no nests, it was impossible to say whether the ‘hotspots’ were indeed nest sites that had been 

predated or something else entirely (e.g. tussock, deer). Despite the frustrating conclusion to the trial, 

it was deemed successful enough to warrant another attempt.  

The same drone and thermal camera set up that was used in 2019 was used in 2021, consisting of a 

DJI Matrice 210 V2 UAV and a Zenmuse XT2 high resolution thermal imaging camera (600x512 pixels 

and an accuracy of 1.5m), hired for a month between mid-April and mid-May (see Figure 7). Eight 

batteries were also hired. The drone surveys were undertaken in partnership with Jim Vafidis 

(University of the West of England) and Mike Shewring (Cardiff University), both of whom have 

experience using drones for detecting ground nesting birds. 

 

Figure 7. Photograph showing the drone in flight with the drone team in close attendance. Photo © WWT 
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The use of drones in 2021 was again promising and was proved to be successful with the location of a 

Curlew nest site on 16 May. The fact that one nest was located from the surveys shows that it can 

work but the image analysis requires some modification going forward. The surveys were not helped 

by the challenging weather conditions delaying the onset of nesting and limiting site access, as well as 

by aircraft malfunction. Despite the challenges faced in 2021, it is considered worth continuing with 

drone surveys in the future (see Appendix 6 for additional information on the thermal drone surveys). 

8.2.3 Locating and marking a nest site 
When a nest site was located it was marked with a bamboo cane c.5m away from the nest so as not 

to give the exact location away. The nest coordinates were taken using a handheld GPS and photos 

were taken of the nest site and the surrounding area. When leaving a nest site, any vegetation that 

had been disturbed was restored so as not to draw attention to the nest.  

8.3 Results and nest outcomes  

Seven nests were found in 2021 (see Table 2), five nests with eggs and two predated nests. The first, 

found with only one egg at Bredon’s Hardwick on 13 April, was rapidly abandoned by the adults; the 

same pair made a second nest nearby in the same field, found with one egg on 23 April and a 

complete clutch of four by 5 May. A third nest with a full clutch of three eggs was found at Longdon 

on 5 May and a fourth nest with a full clutch of four eggs was found at Upham by thermal drone on 

16 May. A farmer also reported a four-egg clutch at Upham in late April, which he then found empty 

a few days later. The two already predated nests were found at Upham on 16 and 18 May. None of 

the nests located in 2021 survived through to the hatching stage. 

Nest 
Number 

Site Name Date Found Clutch Size Outcome Temp. Logger 

1 Bredon’s Hardwick 13/04/21 1* Abandoned No 

2 Bredon’s Hardwick 23/04/21 4 Predated No 

3 Longdon Marsh 05/05/21 3 Predated Yes 

4 Upham Meadow 16/05/21 4 Predated Yes 

5 Upham Meadow 16/05/21 2 Predated No 

6 Upham Meadow 17/05/21 1-2 Predated No 

7 Upham Meadow Late April^ n/a Predated No 
Table 2. 2021 nest summary. ^found by farmer *predated before clutch complete. n/a = nest empty when found 

8.4 Predation events 

Six of the seven nests found in 2021 were predated (see Table 2). Two nests had a temperature 

logger inserted before the predation event (nests 3 & 4) however, the temperature logger from nest 

1 could not be relocated after the predation event and the temperature logger from nest 4 was 

found to be faulty upon retrieval.  

Nest 2 was found to have been predated on 9 May when MS and GH visited with the intention of 

changing the electric fence battery. The nest was found with one broken egg by the nest and a 

second pushed into bottom of nest. The fence was intact and still live. Gulls are suspected as the 

culprit as lots of Lesser Black-backed Gulls were present in the field (trying to steal sheep's food 

pellets). 

Nest 3 is again suspected of being predated by gulls (Lesser Black-backed or Herring) after MS visited 

site on 15 May to find the field much wetter following heavy rain, with a pool of water and fifteen 

gulls present. There was no sign of the nest which had completely disappeared and the temperature 
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logger could not be relocated; gulls suspected of being predators. The nest had been protected from 

large mammalian predators with an electric fence.  

Nest 4 Nest was found predated on 18 May, when the field team returned with intention of erecting 

a nest fence. No traces of egg fragments could be located in the vicinity of the nest. The temperature 

logger was retrieved but found to be faulty.  

Nest 5 was found to have been predated when discovered by GH and SP on 16 May. Fragments of 1-

2 eggs and adult tail feathers were found but the predation event had not been recent. 

Nest 6 was found on 17 May, from a hotspot from a drone flight the evening before. When found it 

had been predated. No egg remains were present, only a single Curlew feather. It is considered 

highly likely that this nest was extant on 16 May during the drone flight as it is difficult to see how it 

would have come up as a hotspot had it already failed (there are plenty of other bare patches in the 

area that were not highlighted). 

Nest 7 was found by a farmer in late April (exact date unknown) during a site visit. He comments 

that upon returning to the site a few days later the nest was empty. 

 

Figure 8. Remains of the eggs from the Longdon Marsh nest, suspected of being predated by large gulls. Photo ©WWT 

9 Nest monitoring & protection 

 

9.1 Egg measurements and estimated hatch dates 

Egg measurements were taken from two clutches in 2021 by a BTO licenced ringer with the relevant 

endorsements (Table 3). Measurements of the maximum length and breadth were taken to the 

nearest 0.01 mm using vernier callipers for each egg in a clutch, before each egg was weighed to the 

nearest 0.1 g using digital scales. To estimate hatch dates for each clutch, the data were analysed 

using an amended version of the formula proposed by Grant, M.C (1996). None of the nests survived 

to hatching. 
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Clutch 
ID 

Site 
Name 

Egg 
No. 

Length 
(mm) 

Breadth 
(mm) 

Weight 
(g) 

Date 
Measured 

Est. Days 
to 

hatching 

Avg. 
days to 

hatching 

Est. 
hatch 
date 

Nest 3 
Longdon 

Marsh 
1 66.00 45.60 71.4 09/05 31.65 29.93 08/06 

Nest 3 
Longdon 

Marsh 
2 72.00 47.20 81.6 09/05 27.96 29.93 08/06 

Nest 3 
Longdon 

Marsh 
3 65.80 48.10 78.5 09/05 30.18 29.93 08/06 

Nest 4 
Upham 

Meadow 
1 65.60 47.00 72.8 16/05 25.93 26.66 11/06 

Nest 4 
Upham 

Meadow 
2 68.90 44.00 67.3 16/05 26.62 26.66 11/06 

Nest 4 
Upham 

Meadow 
3 71.60 45.30 74.4 16/05 27.21 26.66 11/06 

Nest 4 
Upham 

Meadow 
4 69.50 45.30 72.1 16/05 26.94 26.66 11/06 

Table 3. 2021 egg measurements and hatch date estimates. 

9.2 Temperature loggers 

Two temperature loggers were deployed in nests in 2021. One was deployed in nest 3 (Longdon 

Marsh) and one in nest 4 (Upham Meadow). Unfortunately the temperature logger deployed at 

Longdon could not be relocated after the predation event and the logger at Upham malfunctioned 

preventing the data from being downloaded. See Appendix 7 for additional information.  

 

Figure 9. Photograph of an iButton® Thermochron temperature logger next to pound coin for size comparison and glued to 

nail before deployment. Photo © WWT. 

9.3 Nest cams  

No nest cams were deployed in 2021 due to no nests surviving long enough to enable deployment. 
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9.4 Electric fences  

Two temporary electric fences were erected around curlew nests in 2021, one at Bredon’s Hardwick 

and one at Longdon Marsh.  

The fence at Bredon’s Hardwick consisted of a standard 25x25m fence, with three strands of multi-

stranded wire set at different heights, secured by four robust corner posts with multiple support 

posts along each length. The fence was electrified using a 12v energiser and a rechargeable 12v lead 

acid battery. The fence was erected by MS and a team of farm workers, taking approximately thirty 

minutes. After the fence was erected, MS monitored the nest from a distance. Both female and male 

came close to fence on the day it had been erected, but seemed reluctant to cross electric wires; on 

later visits however, they were incubating normally. The fence was erected on 23 April but was 

unable to prevent a predation event on 9 May, mostly likely from gulls.  

The electric fence deployed at Longdon was a Gallagher Smart Fence V2; a portable, easy-erect 

temporary fence consisting of four reels of multi-stranded wire 100m in length and ten posts that 

clip together onto a handheld device. The grass around the perimeter was cut back using a strimmer. 

Erecting the fence took four people approximately forty minutes, including strimming the perimeter. 

The fence was deployed on 9 May but was unable to prevent a predation event on 15 May, again 

mostly likely from gulls. 

10 Chick monitoring & productivity estimates 

 

10.1 Radio tracking 

No radio tracking of chicks took place in 2021 due to no known nests surviving through to hatching. 

10.2 Colour-marking  

One wild chick was colour-marked in 2021, from a brood located at Minsterworth Ham (see Figure 

10). Attempts were also made at Fleet Lane. See Appendix 8 for additional information.  
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Figure 10. Photograph of the Minsterworth Ham chick prior to release having been colour-marked by MG and MS. Photo © 

WWT 

10.3 Site visits and field observations 

Despite the challenging weather conditions in 2021, a number of pairs successfully hatched chicks 

from previously undetected nests. This became apparent during site visits when the adults would 

take to the air in a highly agitated state, giving the distinctive five note alarm call associated with the 

presence of chicks. Searching for small chicks in dense hay meadows is time consuming and risks 

trampling due to the chicks’ defence mechanism of hunkering down in the grass and staying still. 

Because of these factors, the distinctive behaviour of the adults was used a proxy for chick presence 

during site visits, allowing chick survival to be monitored without causing disturbance on a regular 

basis. 

Regular visits were made during June and July and the adults’ behaviour used to determine 

presence/absence of chicks. The first signs of adult behaviour indicating chick presence in 2021 were 

on 3 June (Fleet Lane), 17 June (Eckington Meadows and Minsterworth Ham), 14 July (Callow End) 

and 25 July (Aylburton Warth). At Severn Ham, the first sign of chicks was in mid-June. Observations 

were made to try and locate chicks on these visits but time was not wasted on this often futile task. 

As the exact hatch dates of these broods were unknown and for the most part the chicks were not 

visible it was not possible to determine how old the chicks were or how many were present but 

these monitoring visits continued until Curlew activity was no longer observed. As the chicks neared 

fledging they became more visible and were occasionally seen on top of the grass, allowing for a 

minimum number of chicks to be determined for some pairs.  

10.4 Brood outcomes 

Determining whether a pair successfully fledge young is incredibly challenging and it is very easy to 

either over- or under-estimate fledging success.  
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There were between seven and nine pairs with broods in 2021. At sites where there are more than 

one nesting pair it can be a challenge to determine exactly how many pairs have chicks because the 

sward length is such that the chicks can’t be seen. There were broods at six sites (see Figure 11) 

including Callow End (Powick), Eckington Meadows, Fleet Lane, Severn Ham, Minsterworth Ham and 

Aylburton Warth. Severn Ham likely had two pairs with chicks and Fleet Lane potentially had three 

pairs with chicks at one point.   

Five broods (Severn Ham, Minsterworth, Aylburton, Eckington, Fleet Lane) definitely fledged at least 

one chick, two more (Callow End and Severn Ham) probably did so. Of the five definite broods, two 

(Fleet Lane and Aylburton) fledged two chicks each, three fledged one chick each. 

10.5 Productivity estimate 

Therefore, a minimum of seven (maximum nine) chicks fledged successfully in 2021, giving a 

productivity figure of 0.23 (max 0.30) chicks per pair if it is assumed that 30 pairs attempted to nest. 

As was the case in 2019, this is well below the 0.48-0.62 chicks per pair needed to maintain a 

population. 

11 Breeding attempts close to SAV 

 

Just outside the Severn and Avon Vales, it should be noted that a pair of Curlews nested successfully 

on the Cotswolds near Bourton-on-the-Water, and that nesting Curlews were recorded at two 

Worcestershire sites away from the river valleys, but do not appear to have been successful. The 

Bourton pair is significant as a relic of the once more widely-spread Cotswold breeding population, 

which has diminished because of the extension of cereal crops and the consequent decrease of 

grassland sites. In Worcestershire, two pairs were found by WCG observers in the Tibberton area, and 

up to three in the Arley area; again these sites are relics of a once more widespread population in land 

at slightly higher land, where silage making is much more prevalent nowadays. Both these populations 

are worthy of intensive conservation effort.  

 



17 
 

 

Figure 11. Sites where chicks were recorded or where adult behaviour indicated chick presence in 2021. From south to 

north: Aylburton Warth, Minsterworth Ham, Severn Ham, Fleet Lane, Eckington Meadows, Callow Hill (Powick). 

12 Predator monitoring 

 

12.1 Trail cams 

Due to staffing constraints in 2021, a methodical effort to monitor predators using trail cams was 

not undertaken. During site visits, observations were made of potential predators (foxes, corvids 

etc.) and recorded on data sheets to enable insights to be made on the prevalence of 

mesopredators.  

13 Hay cutting 

 

Most of the relevant fields were under some kind of Agri-Environmental Scheme (AES), which do not 

allow for hay to cut before 15 June at the earliest. Some fields not in AES were cut in the fine weather 

in the first half of June, or even late May, despite the ground often still being wet from the May rainfall. 

But from the second half of June until mid-July, there were hardly any periods of the hay-making 

weather required by farmers (three or four days of sunny conditions), so that very little hay was cut 

until the second half of July, or even early August. This late cutting ought to have allowed Curlews to 

raise their chicks without being affected by agricultural machinery. But so few appear to have passed 

the egg stage, that there was in the end little material advantage.    
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Figure 12. Hay cutting at Eckington Meadows taken from the tractor cab by MS. Photo ©WWT 

14 Farmer and landowner liaison 

 

The field team continued to work with farmers in SAV in 2021, building on the work of previous 
years with the aim of creating the best possible conditions for Curlew to breed successfully (see 
Appendix 9 for details).  

 

15 Post breeding observations of colour-marked Curlew     

  
Observations of Curlew in the post-breeding season have been carried out on the Severn estuary 
for a number of years and this continued in 2021 (see Appendix 10 for details). 

 

16 Resightings of WWT headstarted Curlew during the 2021 breeding season 

 

See Appendix 11 for a report on resightings covering the period April-July 2021. 

17 References  
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18 Appendix 1.  2021 Project Objectives 

 

Project Activity Targets for 2021 Outcomes 

Continue to 
develop a 
partnership for 
Curlew 
conservation in 
the Severn 
waterscape 
(including the 
Avon Vales) 

 Continue close contact and cooperation 
with volunteer groups 

 

 Members of Gloucestershire  Naturalists’ 
Society (GNS), Worcester Curlew Group 
(WCS), and many individuals actively 
involved in a volunteer capacity 

 Zoom talks given to volunteer groups: 
Teme Naturalists, BTO, Oxford, GNS and 
Glamorgan Bird Club 

 Continue close contact and cooperation 
with individual observers 

 

 12 email updates were circulated to 60 
members of volunteer groups and 
fieldworkers throughout the season 

 Maintain close links with statutory bodies 

 

 Regular correspondence with personnel 
from Natural England and Environment 
Agency who received the updates. 
Extensive exchanges with Natural England 
about Coombe Hill enquiry 

 Continue with and improve upon 
relationships with local landowners and 
farmers 

 The field team had regular interactions 
with farmers regarding breeding season 
progression and hay cutting dates. The 
email updates were circulated to 50 
farmers 

Continue to 
conduct close-
order 
management 
activities in the 
Severn 
waterscape 
(close-order 
management: 
interventions 
where 
management is  
down to the 
individual bird 
level) 

 Trial a new curlew survey monitoring 
method for monitoring lowland curlew 
populations to replace O’Brien & Smith  

 Due to unforeseen staff shortages (see 
season summary for details), this objective 
was put on hold until 2022 

 Record curlew numbers & concentrations 
at evening roosts in the pre-nesting season  

 Roosts identified and surveyed at three 
sites 

 

 Colour-mark as many breeding adults as 
possible in the pre-nesting season 

 

 Unsuccessful attempts at mist netting 
made at one site. Whoosh netting carried 
out at three sites; six adults colour-ringed 
using flags 

 Locate as many nests as possible up to 
mid-May, by field observations 

 

 Three active and two abandoned nests 
located by field observation. Nest finding 
hampered by weather 

 Following on from the 2019 thermal drone 
trial, work alongside our partners at UWE 
to continue trialling thermal drone survey 
methods for finding nests 

 Drone surveys at three sites from 23 April 
to 24 May. Results promising (one nest 
identified) 

 Develop own capacity to conduct drone 
surveys in future years 

 

 Drone and drone pilot courses purchased 
to enable DE to become licenced to fly 
drones in future seasons 

 Where appropriate, install  a temperature 
logger in nests to identify hatching dates 
and to provide data on predation events 

 Temperature logger installed in two nests 

 

 In every nest found, weigh and measure 
eggs 

 Egg measurements taken from three of 
the four clutches found  
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 Deploy 6 new 2021 LapCam nest cameras 
on active nests 

 No nests survived long enough for nest 
cameras to be deployed 

 Deploy temporary electric fences on all 
nests found in SAV study area 

 

 Two electric fences deployed at nest sites: 
one quick erect fence at Longdon, one 
traditional fence at Bredon’s Hardwick 

 Colour-mark as many wild chicks as 
possible at c.10 day old 

 Only one wild chick (found on cut hayfield) 
colour-ringed (using flag) 

 Radio-tag and track as many wild chicks as 
possible to monitor survival, post-hatching 
dispersal and causes of mortality 

 No wild chicks radio tagged in 2021 due to 
no nests surviving to hatching stage  

 

 Monitor post-breeding dispersal of adult 
Curlew within the SAV study area 

 

 Post-breeding roosts at Coombe Hill and 
Bredon’s Hardwick monitored until 18 
June, using portable hides and trail 
cameras 

 Monitor breeding of Curlew chicks 
headstarted and released at Slimbridge in 
2019, with major contributions from 
volunteer observers. 

 

 Headstarted (HS) bird 23 nested 
successfully at Minsterworth Ham, HS 21 
attempted to nest in Bucks. HS 53 was 
observed in Brecon Beacons in May & 
back on the estuary on 2 July. HS 24 was 
mist-netted at Dolydd Hafren, 
Montgomeryshire in June. HS 25, 32, 41, 
48 and 68 returned to the Severn estuary 
from June onwards  

 Monitor summering and post-breeding 
dispersal of 2019 head-started chicks on 
the Severn with major contributions from 
volunteer observers; trail cameras 
installed on the Dumbles at Slimbridge. 

 Other 2019 head-started birds were seen at 
Aylburton, Guscar, Oldbury, Newport 
Wetlands). HS 54 summered on the Severn 
estuary.  
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19 Appendix 2.  Historic population monitoring in the Severn and Avon Vales 

 
Past records of breeding Curlews in the Severn and Avon Vales (SAV) include the Breeding Waders 

surveys of 1981 and 2002 (Wilson & Smart, 2003) and the very comprehensive study of the Vales 

carried out from Slimbridge (Quinn, 1995). Since the 2002 BTO survey, volunteer groups have kept 

track of breeding waders in the Vales, with occasional reports in the Gloucestershire Bird Report, 

and since 2015 they have given special emphasis to Curlews with a series of annual reports. This has 

provided an understanding of the estimated total number of breeding pairs within the Severn and 

Avon Vales and of the core breeding sites used. To date, no annual standardised monitoring protocol 

has been used over the whole SAV area to establish a baseline level of data on the population that 

can be used over consecutive years to establish trends. The major limiting factors preventing a 

monitoring programme such as this in the past have been a lack of personnel and time constraints, 

meaning that conducting multi-visit, standardised surveys over the whole area has not been 

possible.  

In 2019, the use of the O’Brien and Smith (1992) method for surveying lowland waders was 

considered at the start of the season but it soon became apparent that the field team didn’t have 

the time to cover the survey area in sufficient detail, with field time more productively spent nest 

finding at sites that were most likely to produce positive results. It is also widely acknowledged that 

established survey methodologies such as O’Brien and Smith and BTO Breeding Waders of Wet 

Meadows are not particularly suited to monitoring lowland Curlew due to methodological issues 

such as the number of visits and the timings of visits, so undertaking such surveys in SAV is not seen 

as the way forward. 

19.1 References 

O’Brien, M. & Smith, K.W. 1992. Changes in the status of waders breeding on wet lowland grasslands 

in England and Wales between 1982 and 1989. Bird Study 39: 165–176. 

Quinn, J.L. 1995. Severn Vale Breeding Wader Study. Report prepared by The Wildfowl and Wetlands 

Trust’s Wetlands Advisory Service under contract to  The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. 

Two parts, three volumes. 

Wilson, A, & Smart, M, 2003. Breeding Wader Populations in the Severna & Avon Vales Natural Area 

in 2002. BTO Research Report No. 329. 59 pages  
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20 Appendix 3.  Mist-netting to colour-mark breeding adults - additional information 

 
On 5 March, twenty-nine Curlew were already present in the meadow upon arrival. They dispersed 

as the sixty foot wader nets were erected from 16:00 onwards, moving to other fields and to the 

island in the adjoining lake. After dark, bubbling calls were heard in fields to the south of the scrape 

but the birds were clearly wary of the nets and none were caught. 

On 7 March eighteen Curlew were present on the meadow; they again flew off as the nets were 

being erected, but twenty-five returned, with most hunkering down in the middle of the field. Just 

prior to sunset a group of eighteen flew up, apparently heading for the gravel island in the lake, but 

returned to the scrape field later. This time the tape lure was not used, as it was feared that the 

constant repetition might discourage rather than attract the Curlew. Again no Curlew were caught. It 

appeared again that the Curlew could see the nets and were wary of them.  

As a check on the behaviour of the roosting birds, further visits to the site (without mist nets) were 

made on the evening of 8 March and the early morning of 9 March. In the late afternoon of 8 March, 

twenty-five Curlew had gathered on the scrape field, the number increasing to thirty-four by the 

time it was nearly dark. The whole group hunkered down in the middle of the field, without going to 

the scrape - just as they had done on 7 March - and appeared to be roosting in the middle of the dry 

field. However, at first light on the morning of 9 March, at least twenty (including colour-ringed bird 

06 – known to breed on site) were found roosting on the gravel island on the lake, staying until 

06:45 with most flying to the scrape field. It would appear that the scrape field is a gathering area 

used before a move to the roosting site on the gravel island. 

On 18 March a third attempt at mist-netting was made. The strategy on this visit was to erect the 

nets much later, when it was almost dark, in the hope that any roosting birds would move to the 

island in the lake. Then, after the nets were in place, the birds could be flushed from the island back 

to the scrape in the wet field. There were only seven Curlew at the roost in late afternoon. When 

disturbed by the installation of the nets, they dispersed and did not go to the island, but were heard 

calling from fields all around. No Curlew were caught.  

Another visit to the site was made at first light on 20 March. No Curlew were roosting on the gravel 

island in the lake, but twelve were roosting at the edge of the wet scrape in the field, where there 

were extensive Curlew droppings. At first light on 29 March, no roosting Curlew were found either 

on the scrape in the meadow or on the gravel island, but there were droppings on the scrape 

indicating that the roost had been used.  

The efforts to catch and colour-mark Curlew via mist-netting in 2021 were therefore once again 

unsuccessful. The principal difficulty is how to persuade the birds to return to the scrape field once 

the nets have been erected. Tony Cross visited the site on 14 April and could see no reason why the 

efforts had been unsuccessful. He emphasized the need to make sure that there was no alternative 

roosting area available, and advised carrying on in the hope that luck would change. It is therefore 

worthwhile making further efforts in future, noting that this roosting behaviour lasts only for a 

relatively short time – late February to late March, and mid-June in the post-breeding period.  

In the post-breeding period, the Bredon’s Hardwick roost was reconstituted in mid-June. At this 

period the scrape in the meadow was completely dry, but the Curlews still gathered there (up to 24 

between 11 and 23 June), but generally moved to roost on the island just before dark. No post-

breeding mist-netting was attempted.   
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21 Appendix 4. Whoosh netting – additional information  

 

A first attempt was made on 14 April at Upham Meadow (five-six breeding pairs of Curlew) under 

the guidance of Tony Cross, with MG of GNS, who again provided the equipment. Experience is a 

major factor in success with whoosh nets (more birds were caught on the first day with Tony’s help 

than on several later attempts). A key factor is the precise siting of the net: it needs to be near the 

centre of a Curlew territory, so that that the male of the occupying pair will immediately come to 

investigate an intruder. If the net is not situated close to the centre of the territory, the male shows 

less interest (it is normally the male that reacts).  

Four adults were caught during the first session on 14 April at Upham, three males and one female. 

The territorial Curlew reacted very quickly, as soon as the tape lure was played a male Curlew would 

approach on the wing. The net would then be erected, the decoy put in place and the elastic cords 

covered with grass. The lure would then be played, the territorial bird would fly over, walk into the 

catching area to see off the intruder, and would be caught very rapidly; the operation would then 

move on to the next territory. If there was no immediate reaction to the tape lure, the operators 

would move on and try again a little further off.  

Each bird was marked with a two letter alphanumeric engraved yellow flag above a blue colour-ring 

on the left tibia and a yellow scheme marker ring on the right tibia.  

Further whoosh netting sessions were undertaken by MG and MS at Upham Meadow on 1 and 4 

May, at Hasfield on 16, 21, 24, 27 April and 11 May, near Haw Bridge on 24 and 27 April, and at 

Bredon’s Hardwick on 14 and 21 April. Two further birds were caught and colour-marked (see Table 

1 in main report), a female at Hasfield on 16 April and a male at Upham on 1 May.  

These later whoosh netting sessions were less successful, partly because the operators were less 

experienced. On several occasions, a bird came into the catching area, but was able to fly out 

without being caught; it is important to ensure that the wind is behind the released net. At times the 

bird would come close to the net without coming into the actual catching area. We got the 

impression that the male was more likely to attack the decoy if the female was in attendance, 

encouraging him. Some individuals are clearly naturally more aggressive than others, and more likely 

to engage with the decoy; the Haw Bridge male seemed particularly reluctant to come close enough 

to the net to be caught; he would circle round the net on foot for a very long time, without coming 

into the catching area.  

In the early attempts we used a constantly repeating call recording, but got the impression that this 

was intimidating some birds, so later used a recording with an interrupter, which allowed for periods 

of silence between the calls. It may also be that the technique is more effective in the early stages of 

holding territory (late March and the first half of April), and that males guarding territory are less 

inclined to attack as the nesting season progresses and eggs are laid. 

Early in the season, Curlew (especially males) reacted very rapidly and aggressively to the tape lure. 

It seems worth taking a recording into the field in late March or early April and using it to identify 

presence or absence of territorial birds. The recording would have to be used sparingly, to avoid 

excessive disturbance to the bird, but could be a valuable tool for identifying nesting pairs.   



24 
 

22 Appendix 5. Site walkovers and Roaming Vantage Point survey methods 

22.1 Site walkovers 

The methodology for site walkovers entailed walking transects over the fields (using public footpaths 

when access permission hadn’t been granted) and using hedgerows and other landscape features as 

screens to provide cover. Each field was scanned for curlew using binoculars and telescopes to 

enable observations to be made with minimal disturbance, although the nature of the walkovers 

meant that disturbance could not be fully prevented. All curlew sightings and behaviour were 

recorded to build up a picture of the number of pairs present at each site, field use and potential 

nesting fields. These initial visits enabled more targeted nest finding visits to be carried out later in 

the season. 

22.2 Roaming Vantage Point surveys 

Double cab pickup trucks were used to access sites and to enable closer observations of curlew than 

is possible on foot, with the vehicles acting as mobile hides. Sitting in the vehicles make a noticeable 

difference in terms of how close you could get to the Curlew and if patience and caution were used, 

relatively close-quarter observations were possible with seemingly no (or very little) adverse impact 

on the behaviour of the birds.  

Having previously established the majority of key fields at each site during the site walkovers, the 

methodology involved driving the vehicles around the perimeter of each field, intermittently 

stopping and scanning for curlew activity. When Curlew were found, a vantage point (VP) was 

selected and the survey began. An optimal VP position was not always the closest point to the birds 

being surveyed, but the position giving most coverage (such as an area of elevated ground), allowing 

a more expansive view. Often multiple VP positions were used during the course of a survey, 

depending on the movements of the birds and environmental conditions. 

The observer used both binoculars and a telescope to watch the curlew from inside the vehicle, 

recording notable behaviours and movements (e.g. display flights, mating, mobbing of predators). 

No fixed timescale was given for each VP survey, the duration of each VP was determined more by 

experience and the intuition of the observer; if the birds were behaving in a manner that suggested 

a nest could be nearby then the survey would be extended, if not the VP would be cut short and the 

observer would move to another field or survey site.  
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23 Appendix 6. Thermal drone survey – additional information  

 

Thermal drone surveys have to be carried out at a time of day where there is sufficient contrast 

between the target species and the surrounding habitat. Unlike in 2019 when the survey took place 

very early in the morning in the dark, it was deemed sufficient to carry out the 2021 surveys either 

early in the morning or late in the evening, in order to maximise the contrast between an incubating 

Curlew or its eggs and the cold ground. Due to the weight of the equipment, the drone flights had to 

be carried out at sites near a road, or accessible by vehicle. 

More than ten surveys took place between 28 April and 26 May. Due to a malfunctioning of the drone, 

there were no flights between 8 and 15 May, a crucial period when clutches are completed and 

incubation initiated. After mid-May, Upham Meadow was no longer accessible by vehicle because of 

the wet conditions, though Asham Meadow and Haw Bridge could still be reached. 

Priority for drone flights was given to Upham because of the relatively large number of pairs there, 

and the difficulty of finding nest by conventional methods in such a large site. Flights were made at 

Upham Meadow on 28 April (evening), 29 April and 7 May (first light), and 16, 18 and 19 May (evening). 

Flights at Asham Meadow were made on 5 May (first light) and 17 and 24 May (evening). Single flights 

were made near Haw Bridge on 26 May (evening) and at Bredon’s Hardwick later in the morning of 29 

April, so that the drone could be flown over a known Curlew nest.   

The drone flew at a height of 65 metres, a pre-determined height chosen by Jim and his team to avoid 

disturbance to nesting Curlew. During a survey the drone monitor identified white hotspots during 

the flight, and also gave the temperature of the ground below. Using these hints, it was possible to 

pick out potential nest ‘hotspots’ immediately. One Curlew nest was discovered by a direct visit to a 

white hotspot, at Upham Meadow on 16 May. However, often the hotspots turned out to be other 

warm items – sometimes stones (e.g. doll stones at Upham to mark the boundaries of cut hay strips), 

sometimes puddles of water that were warmer than the surrounding ground, sometimes clumps of 

vegetation (notably clumps of docks which stood out above the surrounding grassland, or growing 

patches of buttercup at Asham), sometimes roe deer or warm areas of grass where roe deer had been 

resting. 

As a further check, the drone team sent copies of their survey images to a team of WWT volunteers 

recruited and managed by Scott Petrek. These volunteers used a formula provided by the drone team 

to convert the images into grid references (often within 24 hours and at most within 48 hours). MS 

then re-visited the site immediately, to ground truth the hotspots and determine whether they 

represented a Curlew nest.   
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24 Appendix 7. Temperature loggers – additional information 

 

The temperature loggers used were iButton® Thermochron loggers, programmed to record 

temperature at ten minute intervals, allowing an estimated fourteen days of data to be stored in the 

internal memory. The function of the temperature loggers was to record predation events so they 

were programmed to rollover when the internal memory was full, negating the need to retrieve 

them halfway through the incubation cycle. This meant that as long as the loggers were retrieved 

within two weeks of a predation event or the cessation of incubation then the required data would 

be available.   

The loggers were coloured in black permanent marker to reduce their shine and glued to a 2 ½ inch 

nail using Evo-Stik Strong Stuff Waterproof Adhesive, to prevent them being removed from the nest. 

At the nest site, the loggers were inserted into the middle of the nest and covered loosely with nest 

material.   
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25 Appendix 8. Chick colour-marking - additional information  

25.1 Minsterworth Ham  

MS received news in June that a pair of Curlew were showing potential breeding behaviour at 

Minsterworth and on further investigation were confirmed to be rearing a single chick in a recently 

cut hay meadow. One of the adults was seen to be carrying yellow and white rings, indicative of a 

headstarted bird from the 2019 cohort. A concerted effort to read the ring confirmed that the adult 

bird was male 23 from 2019. Over the following days and weeks the birds were monitored regularly 

and the chick was caught and colour-marked by MG and MS on 22 June. The chick has a yellow ring 

on its right tibia (the scheme marker), a yellow two digit alphanumeric flag on its left tibia engraved 

‘00’ (enabling it to be individually identified), above a smaller yellow ring which identifies it as a wild 

ringed chick (see Figure 10). The adult female had departed for the coast by 8 July and the chick was 

seen flying on 12 July with male 23 still in attendance on the breeding site. However, the following 

day a report came in from local birder Peter Hazelwood that he had seen male 23 back at Oldbury 

power station on the Severn estuary, where it had been seen regularly during the 2020/21 winter. A 

check of the breeding site later that day failed to locate the fledgling which we are confident fledged 

successfully. 

25.2 Fleet Lane 

Attempts were also made by MS and MG to catch and colour-mark chicks at Fleet Lane in June, after 

two well developed chicks were observed during a routine site check. Unlike at Minsterworth where 

the chick was easily visible in a cut meadow, the chicks at Fleet Lane were in thick hay meadows 

making observations extremely difficult and catching them impossible without high risk of trampling. 

Catching attempts were therefore abandoned.   
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26 Appendix 9. Farmer and landowner liaison – additional information 

 

Most breeding Curlews in the Severn and Avon Vales nest on the ground in traditional hay meadows, 

which are subject to flooding even in summer and where conditions are too wet for arable crops; the 

agricultural model is therefore for a late hay cut (mid-June onwards), with aftermath grazing by 

cattle or sheep. Many of these meadows have for the last ten years or more been in Agri-

Environmental Schemes (AES) or stewardship promoted by Natural England with strong support 

from the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (FWAG). These schemes encourage farmers to strike a 

balance between cutting hay relatively late, so as to allow breeding Curlews and other waders to 

fledge chicks, but not too late, so as to conserve the very valuable flora of the meadows. Any project 

investigating breeding Curlews therefore must interact with the farming and land-owning 

community, both to obtain permission for access, and to understand and influence the pattern of 

hay-cutting. It cannot be emphasized enough that most of the farmers come from families who have 

farmed these same fields for generations and are deeply attached to traditional land uses and to the 

flora and fauna of their land, most notably to the nesting Curlews.  

 
From the earliest days of studies made by volunteer groups, the Curlew team have made efforts to 

get to know farmers and to understand their management schemes, and this has been accentuated 

since the beginning of the WWT Severn Vale Curlew project in 2019. Project staff have taken part in 

meetings and discussions organized by the Severn Vale Guardians Facilitation Fund, administered by 

FWAG, and have had regular consultations with Natural England staff, and with the Severn Ham 

Committee at Tewkesbury which supervises hay cutting there. Project staff have maintained close 

relations with individual farmers, and have on several occasions advised them on which fields might 

be included in stewardship schemes (e.g. at Fleet Lane).  

 
In the 2021 season, hay cutting was heavily influenced by weather conditions. The cold weather in 

April meant that grass was slow to grow, and thus delayed hay cutting. The heavy rainfall in May 

meant that many fields were simply too wet to carry machinery. There was a short window of fine 

weather from the late May bank holiday to mid-June, when some farmers on drier land not in 

stewardship schemes cut their hay (and probably destroyed one or two Curlew nests or chicks); but 

then the weather was morose from mid-June until mid-July, with occasional showers and no periods 

of four or five days of fine weather long enough for hay making. Hay making did not really begin in 

earnest until the second half of July, and at the major site of Upham Meadow, where hay making 

normally begins on 15 June and must be completed by 5 August, it only began in the last ten days of 

July. On the Severn Ham at Tewkesbury, where hay-making is supposed to be complete by 14 July, it 

had not even started by this date. 

 
There are many examples of farmers cooperating with the team. One of the Upham Meadow 

farmers reported a nest with eggs in late April (sadly predated at an early stage); at Callow End, 

Powick Meadows, an observer found adult Curlew behaving as though they had young in July, and 

hay making was immediately suspended. At Minsterworth one farmer reported nesting 

Oystercatchers (a first for a site which also held nesting Curlew), while his neighbour allowed 

botanical surveys to be carried out on land which had never been ploughed since the Second World 

War. At Longdon Marsh the farmer made arrangements for the team to drive through a neighbour’s 

land onto the nesting field. At Fleet Lane, the famer provided keys to padlocks, allowing project staff 

to drive their trucks round the nesting fields, and consulted them about the date of cutting on one 
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field where Curlews appeared to have chicks. Many other farmers gave project staff the number of 

combination locks on gates into their property, thus allowing vehicle access. At Bredon’s Hardwick 

the farmer provided the electric fence to protect a nest, and one of his staff helped install the fence. 

At Eckington a Curlew with young was moving back and forth between two neighbouring farms; 

both owners were keen to avoid damage to the nesting birds and chicks, and were prepared to delay 

hay cutting. When the hay was finally cut in mid-July, they allowed a project staff member to sit in 

the tractor, to look out for any Curlew on the ground. The role of the contractor driver who cuts the 

hay should not be forgotten; it is often the same driver who cuts the hay over a large area, as was 

the case at Eckington, where, happily, the driver is a local man, also very sensitive to the presence of 

Curlew. 

 
Finally, it should be noted that a series of a dozen Curlew circulars was sent out by email in the 

course of the season, not only to bird-watchers and to conservation bodies, but to about 50 farmers, 

many of whom expressed their appreciation (and often provided new information) by email, or in 

person at social gatherings attended by staff.    
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27 Appendix 10. Post breeding observations of colour-marked Curlew – additional 

information 

 

For a number of years, observations of colour-ringed Curlews have been carried out on the Severn 

estuary between Lydney and Chepstow, downstream of Slimbridge, mainly by John Sanders, with 

some observations from MS and other volunteers. The main object of study has been the 165 Curlews, 

almost exclusively adults, ringed in this area using cannon-nets between 2010 and 2013; three of these 

colour-ringed birds are known to nest in the Severn and Avon Vales, but others nest as far off as the 

Yorkshire Moors, Breckland, the Low Countries, with a good number going to Sweden and Finland. 

These observations continued in 2021, with in addition observations of birds caught with whoosh nets 

earlier in 2021 and of head-started birds released from Slimbridge in 2019.  

One of those known to have nested regularly near Hasfield (Blue Red Red) was regularly seen in and 

around its nesting area from 26 February until 2 April. It was then seen at Leigh Meadows (away from 

its nesting territory) on 12 May, feeding by day at Coombe Hill on 7 June and in the Coombe Hill 

evening roost from 11 to 16 June  These observations suggest that it had abandoned any nesting 

attempt by mid-May. It was recorded back on the Severn estuary near Guscar Rocks from 15 July. 

The adult female whoosh-netted at Hasfield (AJ flag) on 16 April was seen in this area until 4 June; it 

then appeared once in the Coombe Hill roost on 15 June, but not afterwards. These observations 

suggest that it had abandoned any nesting attempt early in the cycle. Its wintering area is not known; 

it has not been observed on the Severn estuary. 

Another adult, AE (a male), whoosh-netted at Upham Meadow on 14 April, was recorded on the 

Severn estuary at Guscar on five occasions between 15 July and 16 September, again suggesting a 

nesting failure and early departure from the breeding grounds; no males are likely to have fledged 

chicks by mid-July in a late year like 2021. 

As in spring, there was very limited evidence of migrant Curlews returning via the Severn and Avon 

Vales to wintering grounds on the coastline. On 5 July a lone Curlew flying over Cheltenham and 

moving in a southwesterly direction is likely to have been a passing migrant. Observations of passing 

migrants seem most likely to be made at sites with standing water (and fairly heavy observer pressure) 

such as Coombe Hill, Ripple or Bredon’s Hardwick. At Coombe Hill a fledged juvenile, most unlikely to 

have been born locally, was observed briefly on the scrape at midday on 9 July; five Curlews, three 

apparent juveniles and two adults one of which was carrying yellow colour rings, were observed there 

on 11 August. At Ripple a flock of seven adults flew over on 18 September. No migrants were recorded 

at Upton Warren.   
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28 Appendix 11. Report on WWT headstarted Curlew resightings 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 the 

Severn and Avon Vales. 

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 4). 

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 4. 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 were unsuccessful and therefore its identity 

remained frustratingly unconfirmed. 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 ring on right tibia) but 

the number wasn’t read preventing its identity from being confirmed. 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.  

28.1 Individual resightings summaries 

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. 

28.1.1 Bird 21 
21, a female, was recorded on eight occasions between April-July. The bird was recorded twice in 

May at a site near Ludgershall in Buckinghamshire, some sixty miles (as the Curlew flies) from its 

2020/21 wintering location on the Severn estuary. It was then recorded back on the Severn Estuary 

on 7 June. This suggests that it either didn’t attempt to breed in Buckinghamshire at all or that it 
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failed early before returning to the coast. 21 was recorded another five times at a high tide roost site 

on the estuary up to the end of July. 

 

Figure 13. 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 14. Photograph of bird 21 at Gallowsbridge Farm, Ludgershall May 2021. Photo ©Judith Hadgkiss 

 

28.1.2 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, 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 

https://www.curlewcall.org/milestone-reached-for-wwt-curlew-headstarting-project/
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and is the first successful breeding attempt by a headstarted Curlew 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 day 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 15. Photograph of male 23 keeping a close eye on its chick in a recently cut hay meadow. Photo © WWT 

28.1.3 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, 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 seventy 

miles north-west of the last known location of the bird (WWT Slimbridge). This record suggests that 

the bird could have been making a 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://curlewcountry.org/
https://curlewcountry.org/
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Figure 16. Map showing the last known location of bird 24 (WWT Slimbridge) before it was caught in mist nets at Doyldd 

Hafren on 20 June 2021, seventy mile away. 

 

Figure 17. Photograph of bird 24 having been caught at a roost site at Dolydd Hafren. Photo © Tony Cross 

20/06/21 Dolydd Hafren 

22/02/21 WWT Slimbridge 
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28.1.4 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 roosts are well monitored by local ring reader John Sanders and the two month gap between 

the second and third sightings suggests that perhaps the bird left the estuary to attempt to breed 

somewhere. In a typical year you would expect Curlew to have left their wintering grounds for a 

breeding site by 17 May but due to the very cold and wet start to this year’s breeding season it is 

possible the bird delayed this until much later in the season.    

28.1.5 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, 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.   

28.1.6 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. 

28.1.7 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, which suggests that the bird may well have left the estuary and attempted 

to breed somewhere before returning.  

28.1.8 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. 
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Figure 18. 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 19. Photograph of bird 53 at Llangorse Lake in the Brecon Beacons 15 May 2021. Photo © Mark Waldron 

15/05/21 Llangorse Lake 

04/11/19 Littleton Warth 
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28.1.9 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.   
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29 Appendix 12. Public enquiry into proposal for residential building works near Coombe 

Hill  

 

In late March and April, MS attended the public enquiry (held by zoom) into a proposal to build 95 

houses near Coombe Hill. Tewkesbury District Council and Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust had 

objected to the proposal on the grounds that the resulting visitor pressure at the GWT reserve 

would affect birds using land functionally linked to the Severn Estuary Special Protected Area. The 

QCs on both sides recognised at the outset that the key question was environmental (rather than 

flooding or pressure on local facilities such as schools or medical facilities), and much of the 

discussion revolved around the importance of Coombe Hill for Curlews. This highlighting of the 

presence of Curlews may well set a precedent for other similar enquiries. The Inspector’s final 

decision (published in June) was that the number of Curlews involved at Coombe Hill was insufficient 

to affect the SPA wintering Curlew population, and the objection was over-ruled, subject to payment 

by the developer of considerable amounts to allow measures to mitigate disturbance at Coombe Hill. 

In fact other major plans by several local District Councils envisage the building of many thousands 

more houses in the vicinity of Coombe Hill, and represent a much greater threat of long-term 

disturbance.   
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30 Appendix 13. 2021 site summary & individual site accounts  

 

30.1 Site summary 

Thirty-four potential breeding sites were monitored by the field team in 2021, with significant 

assistance from a small number of volunteers and volunteer groups. In addition another twelve sites 

where Curlews occur but do not breed were surveyed; a further eight non-breeding sites are known 

but were not surveyed in 2021. The breeding sites are predominantly made up of flood meadows 

managed for hay production and are found almost exclusively on private farmland. The majoiry of 

field sites are located along the banks of the River Severn from just north of Gloucester in the south, 

up towards Tewkesbury where the Severn and Avon rivers converge, and then continuing north 

along the Severn almost to Worcester. From Tewkesbury other field sites are located along the river 

Avon northwards past Twyning and Bredon and up towards Pershore and Evesham in the north. In 

2021 some sites along the Severn south of Gloucester were also covered (notably Minsterworth 

Ham) as well as some foreshore saltmarsh sites along the estuary. 

30.2 Site accounts 

Section 1: Severn North of Worcester 

1.1 Upton Warren 

A Worcesterstershire Wildlife Trust reserve, north of Droitwich, composed of a lake and subsided 

former salt workings, with intensive cover by local bird-watchers, led by John Belsey. Not a breeding 

site, but holds a small and dwindling wintering flock of Curlews (nesting area unknown), numbering 

ten in winter 2020/21, down to five by 23 March. Flock of ten returned by 23 July, increasing to 13 

by mid-September. Stopover point for small numbers of passing birds on migration, though none 

recorded in autumn 2021. 

Section 2: Worcester to Uckinghall 

2.2 Grimley Gravel Pits 

Series of gravel pits by the Severn, around the village of Grimley, northwest of Worcester. Never 

considered to be a breeding site, but acts as a stopover for migrants using inland migration routes 

along the Severn. Good ornithological coverage by Worcester bird-watchers: single birds present on 

1, 15, 19, 25 April and 25 May. 

2.3 Powick Meadows 

Meadows at the confluence of the Teme and the Severn immediately south of Worcester. Identified 

as a Curlew breeding site in Breeding Waders of Wet Meadows surveys, but none recorded there in 

recent years. No observations from the early part of the year in 2021, but during hay making 

operations in July 2021, an agitated pair, apparently with young, were recorded and reported to the 

Worcester Curlew Group. The farmer immediately suspended hay making, and it is believed that at 

least one chick fledged from this site. 

2.4 Kempsey Ham 

Former Curlew breeding site along the east bank of the Severn, downstream from Powick, liable to 

flooding. Rather small and much disturbed, so unlikely still to hold breeding Curlews nowdays. WCG 

observers found one in flood conditions on 7 March, none found in mid-March. 
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2.4a Clifton Pits  

Gravel pits, recently worked out and restored, between Worcester and Upton. Not considered to be 

a breeding site, but a potential stopover site for migrant Curlews following inland migration routes. 

Regularly covered by Worcestershire bird-watchers.  Two birds, probably migrants, on 21 February, 

no autumn passage records.  

2.5 Northfield Farm Meadows 

Former breeding site, north of Upton, with records of breeding Curlews in the late 20th century. 

Many meadows now converted to arable. No indication of breeding in recent years, no coverage in 

2021. 

2.6 Ryalls Court, Upton  

Former breeding site on riverside meadows on the east bank of the Severn immediately north of 

Upton. Includes Fish Meadow, now used as a camping and music festival site; probably too much 

disturbance for Curlews to nest. Some coverage in 2021 by WCG, and very occasional records of 

Curlews, probably coming from nearby Upton Ham. New sand and gravel pits to the north, where 

two Curlew were noted on 30 March. No sign of any breeding attempt in 2021. 

2.7 Ryall Pits 

A series of former gravel pits, now largely worked out and overgrown, but still processing gravel 

extracted from other pits along the Severn. Not a breeding site, but probably occasionally visited by 

Curlews from Upton Ham (immediately across the Severn) or by migrant Curlews. Some coverage in 

2021 by WCG. 

2.8 Upton Ham  

A traditional and regular breeding site on a large riverside meadow, close to the town of Upton, 

designated as an SSSI for its botanical value. Privately owned by a group of farmers. Subject to 

considerable disturbance by the public (joggers, dog-walkers) who generally keep to designated 

footpaths, though this year some of the signs requesting people to keep to the footpaths were 

vandalised. Regularly watched by WCG members, and by householders overlooking the Ham, with 

occasional visits from the WWT field team, and vehicular access round the edges . 

First bird recorded on 18 February, up to four (two territorial pairs) by 22 February, one record of a 

group of nine, probably migrants, on 28 February. Two pairs seen in April, decreasing to one pair in 

May, may have bred but no proof, last observed on 5 June. After a gap, a bird making  alarm calls as 

though it had chicks was recorded on 22 June, but no sign of Curlews during long visit by WWT team 

on 23 June, but some calling on 26 June; these calls were assumed to be from a passing migrant. 

Two pairs present, at least one of which probably tried to nest but failed. 

Section 3: Severn: Uckinghall to Tewkesbury 

3.1 Longdon Marsh 

A traditional nesting site in a large almost enclosed basin west of the Severn, once a major wetland 

but largely reclaimed for agriculture in the 19th century. Still floods heavily in mid-winter via back-up 

from the Severn. Much of the area now used for sheep grazing and arable crops (especially maize), 

but three big hayfields on the west side of Longdon Brook provide Curlew nesting habitat; east side 

is heavily sheep grazed, not suitable for Curlews’ nests, though off duty or guard birds may loaf 

there. 
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In the early season (late March and April), WCG observers looked regularly and were surprised to 

find no returning adults, with no indication of breeding; visits also by the WWT field team, with 

vehicular access to parts of the site. But on 5 May, Simon Evans located a sitting female, apparently 

with a nest, which he visited with MS on 7 May, and confirmed that it had three eggs. WCG 

members and the WWT field team visited the site on 8 May (when the male was incubating) with 

the intention of erecting an electric fence, but did not do so because of the threat of impending 

thunderstorms. They returned on 9 May and erected the fence, an operation which, with four 

people took only 38 minutes, including strimming which was the most time-consuming part of the 

operation. There was heavy rain over the following days, and when MS visited the nest again on 15 

May, there was a large pool in the nesting field, with Shelduck and immature Herring and Lesser 

Black-backed Gulls present. The nest had been predated, and two eggs were alongside it, with 

obvious beak marks. It is presumed that the nest had been predated by the gulls. No further 

observations at this site after this date. 

3,2 Hill Court Farm, Longdon Marsh 

The Worcs Wildlife Trust reserve south of Marsh Road, with a scrape. Not a Curlew nesting site, but 

off duty Curlews from Longdon Marsh may go there, or use the scrape as a pre- or post-nesting 

season roost. Regularly visited by Worcs bird-watchers. No records of Curlews this year. 

3.3 Uckinghall Meadows 

Traditional nesting meadow on the east bank of the Severn below Upton. Occasional visits by WWT 

team on foot but covered mainly and very regularly by WCG, who organized an all-day watch there 

on 14 May, which made detailed observations of the pair present and noted much chasing of crows, 

but did not succeed in locating a nest. First bird recorded on 26 February, pair through March and 

April, last sighting on 23 May. One pair present, probably nested but failed. 

3.4 Queenhill Rough  

Traditional nesting site on the west bank of the Severn, immediately south of the M50, and across 

the river from Ripple Lake and Uckinghall; nesting Curlews often fly to Ripple to drink, wash and 

preen. The female of the breeding pair was formerly colour-ringed (Blue Yellow Red) from the 

September 2010 Severn Estuary catch, seen in summer 2014 and 2015, last seen on the estuary in 

spring 2016 and now presumed dead. Limited coverage by WCG in 2021 but no birds recorded, as in 

the previous few years. Site not occupied by Curlews in 2021. 

3.5 Ripple Lakes 

Two former sand and gravel pits on the east bank of the Severn, on either side of the M50 bridge, 

where extraction has recently been completed (though there are plans for new extractions 

immediately to the south). A relatively recent and major addition to the areas of open water along 

the Severn, with adjoining Curlew nesting sites (Uckinghall, Queenhill and Mythe Brook), from which 

birds often come to wash or rest: two on 12 March, four on 28 April. Not a breeding site. Looks as 

though it would make a good roosting site (there are several islands), but no roosting birds found by 

MS in an evening visit to look for a possible roost on 12 March, and Andy Warr (who covers the site 

very reguarly) has never seen any sign of a Curlew roost there. 
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3.6 Mythe Brook 
 
Immediately south of Ripple Lakes, one traditional breeding field to west of brook, on access land 

under the CROW Act. Covered by the WWT field team on foot in April and May, but no sign of 

Curlews this year. Site not occupied by Curlews in 2021. 

3.7 Severn Ham, Tewkesbury 

A traditional nesting site in a riverside hay meadow, comparable to Upton Ham, in that it is an SSSI, 

situated close to the town, and is widely used by local people for recreation, including fishing, dog-

walking and jogging. The Severn Ham is, however, common land, governed by the Tewkesbury Town 

Council. New dog-friendly signs (financed by GNS) erected this year. A principal water main from the 

Severn-Trent Water (STW) Treatment Works at The Mythe, which supplies much of northern 

Gloucestershire, passes directly under the Ham; in recent years it has caused constant problems by 

leaking, so this year STW decided to replace the Victorian era pipe completely during the summer, a 

major undertaking with potential disturbance for nesting Curlews and other birds and for the 

meadow flora. STW’s ecologist, Steve Pullan, recruited a consultant ornithologist, Paul Fisher, to 

monitor possible disturbance, in particular to the Curlews; both Steve and Paul provided detailed 

information to the WWT field team, who as a result paid few visits to the site until the end of the 

season. The replacement of the water main extended over both the Ham proper and Breakingstone 

Meadow, a field across the Avon north of the Ham; a gravel trackway, with a bund of earth alongside 

it, was built during these operations and public access to Breakingstone Meadow suspended. 

At least two, perhaps three, pairs present from late February. Two pairs present from April to June, 

the adults often sitting on the earth bund to gain height. A chick was seen on Breakingstone 

Meadow, but it is not known whether it fledged. Another pair on the Ham proper, west of the bund, 

appeared to have a chick in late June; on 26 June (the latest date when Curlews were observed) MS 

saw an adult in this area which behaved as though it had a chick or chicks. Three pairs probably 

present: one pair probably fledged one chick; a second pair may possibly have done so. 

A pair of Peregrines nested (as usual) on the tower of Tewkesbury Abbey, which overlooks the Ham, 

and a nest camera which could be viewed online was installed. The Peregrines often hunted over the 

Ham, and there was one report that an adult had carried off a long-legged chick, possibly a Curlew, 

to feed its young. Each image from the web camera of a prey item brought to the nest has been 

reviewed by Ed Drewitt who reports (pers. comm.) that no baby Curlews were brought in by the 

adult Peregrines, though two Moorhen chicks were brought in.      

3.8 Tewkesbury Nature Reserve 

Recently established Local Nature Reserve along the River Swilgate, almost in the middle of 

Tewkesbury, fairly small, heavily used by local people and dog-walkers. Curlew used to breed 

(maybe 30 years ago) along the Swilgate, upstream of the present nature reserve, as noted in the 

1981 BTO Breeding Waders of Wet Meadows data. Not a current nesting site, though there were 

occasional records of single Curlews in summer 2021, probably birds from the nearby Ham. 

Section 4: Severn: Tewkesbury to Gloucester 

4.1 Lower Lode Brickpits 

Field north of the former brick-pits, which has been arable in previous years, but was resown with 

rye-grass in 2021. Not a breeding site, but sometimes used as a resting or loafing site by Curlews 
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from across the Severn at Severn Ham, or from Lower Lode to Chaceley Stock, immediately to the 

south. Occasional visits by the WWT field team, but no records of Curlews in 2021. 

4.2 Lower Lode to Chaceley Stock 

A large suite of traditional hay meadows of high botanical value, in multiple ownership, on the west 

bank of the Severn, extending from Lower Lode to Chaceley Stock. Curlews have frequently nested in 

the past in fields belonging to New Farm, which are not under Higher Level Stewardship. Coverage 

by WWT field team on foot, not as intensive as would be desirable. 

In late March and early April a territorial pair appeared to be established in the southern part of the 

site, near Chaceley Stock; this pair may have been moving between the southern part of this site and 

the northern part of the Chaceley Stock to Haw Bridge site, immediately to the south; there was no 

confirmation of breeding in this part of the site later in the season. Around New Farm the farmer 

reported occasional sightings, but did not believe the birds had bred successfully, and the WWT field 

team found no sign of breeding birds or young in longer visits in June. Probably one territorial pair in 

the north, which attempted to nest but failed early on.   

4.3 Chaceley Stock to Haw Bridge  

Another large suite of traditional hay meadows, many of high botanical value, along the west bank 

of the Severn, immediately south of the previous site, again with multiple ownership. Coverage by 

the WWT field team, with vehicular access to parts of the site. One traditional breeding field where a 

territorial pair was present early in the season is not in Higher Level Stewardship and the hay there 

was cut by 12 June, and nest or chicks may have been destroyed. At a second traditional field which 

is in stewardship, a pair was present; several unsuccessful attempts were made to catch them by 

whoosh netting and the drone was operated, but no nest was found. A third pair appeared to be 

present early in the season in the northern part of the site but was not found later in the season 

(perhaps overlapping with the Lower Lode to Chaceley site). Probably three territorial pairs present, 

two of which attempted to nest but failed, while the third probably did not nest. 

4.4 Haw Bridge East  

A series of hay fields south of Haw Bridge, some of high botanical value, on the east bank of the 

Severn, from the B4213 down to the outflow of the Deerhurst Parish into the Severn. Covered by 

WWT field team, on foot. Again in multiple ownership; the major part of the area belonging to one 

owner is not in stewardship. A traditional breeding site, possibly some exchange of birds with nearby 

Cobney Meadows. A territorial pair present from mid-March; as at Chaceley Stock to Haw Bridge, 

there was an early hay cut on 16 June, no sign of breeding Curlews there afterwards, but one lone 

Curlew on a cut hayfield on 23 June. One territorial pair which probably nested but failed early. 

4.5 Straight Lane, Staunton 

A former breeding site, in fields south of Straight Lane; no breeding records in recent years, probably 

now abandoned. Not covered in 2021. 

4.6 Hasfield Ham 

A large traditional breeding site, with multiple ownership, made up of traditional hay meadows of 

considerable botanical value, on the west bank of the Severn between Haw Bridge, much of it 

designated as an SSSI. One of the major sites along the Severn. Birds from Hasfield are often seen 

drinking, preening or roosting at the adjacent Ashleworth Ham GWT reserve.  
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Well covered by the WWT field team (with vehicular access) and by volunteer observers. Whoosh 

netting attempts were made on several occasions and one female was caught and marked with flag 

AJ; this individual was later seen on its presumed breeding field and at roosts on Ashleworth Ham. 

The male ringed Blue Red Red in 2010 on the Severn estuary normally nests at this site, but was not 

seen on the breeding fields in 2021, though it did occur in roosts at Ashleworth Ham. The first record 

was of a single on 26 February, and two territorial pairs were present in March. Something of an 

enigma: no sign of breeding behaviour on the usual core breeding fields, and no sign of breeding by 

BRR, which in May wandered to Leigh Meadows and Coombe Hill. The only pair which may have 

tried to nest was AJ and mate, regularly seen roosting at Ashleworth Ham in April, and by day on 11 

May and 12 June on a distant field beyond Stank Lane; they did not however produce any chicks. 

Two territorial pairs present early on, one of which probably attempted to nest but failed early, 

while the second may not have made the attempt. 

4.7 Ashleworth Ham 

A GWT reserve, contiguous with Hasfield Ham, where nesting Curlews from Hasfield come to bathe, 

rest and roost. Not a breeding site, but regularly covered by local bird-watchers, whose many 

observations from the hide overlooking the reserve help to interpret activities at Hasfield. Regularly 

observed from the hide by the WWT field team, notably at dawn and dusk to check on roosting 

birds. 

First record was of the colour-ringed male Blue Red Red (BRR) on 26 February, which was seen again 

with a mate on the evening of 25 March. Up to 12 Curlews coming in to roost from 28 March until 9 

April, sometimes (but not always) including BRR. In this period, numbers roosting at Coombe Hill, 

only three to four miles away, decreased, and it seems likely that local breeding Curlews changed 

their roosting site from Coombe Hill to Ashleworth Ham. After 9 April not more than four Curlews 

were observed in the Ashleworth roost; apparently two roosting pairs, but not including BRR; the 

female of one pair was AJ flag (ringed at Hasfield on 16 April). Active chasing and mating was seen by 

the unringed pair on the evening of 23 April, and by AJ and mate at first light on 24 and 29 April. 

During May water levels on the GWT reserve rose sharply following heavy local rainfall. AJ and mate 

were seen by day on the reserve on 9 May, and on 4 and 13 June; this might indicate a wash and 

brush up session by nesting birds, but since both were together seems more likely to indicate a lost 

nest. 

These observations at Ashleworth indicate that up to 12 Curlews (presumably local breeding birds 

rather than migrants) used the roost until 9 April, but then probably dispersed to their nesting areas. 

After this date, just two pairs came to roost in the evenings and were active in courtship chasing (the 

males extremely excited) and mating. 

No records at all of a post-breeding season roost. 

4.8 Coombe Hill, Glos (north of canal)  

A traditional breeding site, one of the best covered, both by the WWT field team (mainly on foot), 

and by local observers. Comprises the GWT Coombe Hill Meadows reserve (which is a site being 

restored after ploughing in the 1980s, with a number of scrapes holding open water), and fields 

belonging to neighbouring farmers, most of which have never been ploughed and are therefore of 

higher botanical value. Important not only as a breeding site, but for the pre-and post-breeding 

season roost site on the GWT reserve. Floods by backing up of the Severn via local streams and 
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ditches, and flooding is often slower to drop here than at other sites, because the floodwater has to 

move a long way back to the Severn. 

At the beginning of the Curlew breeding season in late February, there was still quite heavy flooding. 

First record on 19 February. On the evening of 24 February a pre-season roost held six Curlews, 

forced to stand in water reaching to their bellies, a depth which Curlews always find uncomfortable. 

Water levels remained high until mid-March, and numbers in the roost, late evening and early 

morning, reached 15 on 7 March, with eight on 13 March and nine on 30 March, not more than five 

in April, at no times were any colour-ringed birds seen on the roosts; BRR from Hasfield usually 

appears at the Coombe Hill roost early in the season, but did not occur this spring. Birds from 

Coombe Hill South generally join the overnight roosts at Coombe Hill North. 

Most unusually, no territorial pairs and no displaying birds were found in the meadows at Coombe 

Hill North, despite extensive searches, in March, April or May. In the last week of May there was 

once again heavy flooding (following May’s unusually high rainfall) and water levels were higher 

than in late February, flooding out nesting Oystercatchers, Avocets, Lapwings and Redshanks. It 

appears that no pairs of Curlews even attempted to nest at Coombe Hill in 2021, and certainly none 

succeeded. 

The post-breeding season Curlew roost began to build up in late May, another indication that 

nesting had failed, with six birds at first light on 22 May, three on 25 May, up to 14 from 10 to 16 

June, including BRR and flag AJ from Hasfield/Ashleworth, plus two birds with yellow and white 

rings, unfortunately unread, which could have been either chicks ringed at Hasfield in 2019, or head-

started birds released at Slimbridge in 2019. Numbers decreased to three on the evening of 22 June, 

with none found roosting after this date, either by direct observation or by trail cameras installed 

round the roost for a week from 1 July. BRR was first recorded back in its wintering quarters on the 

Severn estuary at Guscar Rocks on 15 July, but may have been there well before this date. 

There were some records of returning migrants: a lone juvenile spent an hour at midday on 9 July, 

while on 11 August a group of five, including two juveniles, appeared at mid-day, but again left after 

an hour. It is highly unlikely that any of these birds had bred at Coombe Hill.         

4.9 Coombe Hill South  

A traditional nesting site (locally called “Prestbridge Meadows”) across the canal from Coombe Hill 

North. Comprises extensive areas of traditional meadow (some forming part of the GWT reserve, 

some belonging to private farmers), a few agriculturally improved meadows, and one arable field 

(spring barley). There are no areas of open water, so birds from this area fly across the canal to 

drink, wash or roost on the GWT scrapes. 

Coverage by local observers much less intensive than at Coombe Hill North, because there is no 

public access to this section of the GWT reserve. Access to the fields of private farmers is possible 

with their permission or by some footpaths. Coverage by the WWT field team, on foot. Most 

unusually, no records at all of individuals or territorial pairs. As at Coombe Hill North, no nesting 

attempts this year.      

4.10 Cobney Meadows 

A traditional breeding site, situated on either side of the River Chelt, between Haw Bridge East and 

Leigh Meadows with both of which there may be exchange of birds. Extends south eastwards from 

Wainlodes Lane in the west as far as the footbridge crossing the Chelt.  Comprises in the west 

Cobney Meadows proper (meadows of high botanical value), a number of arable fields (intensive 
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maize crops) and other agriculturally improved fields. There is a small area of standing water in the 

flight pond on Cobney Meadows.  

Cobney Meadows, like Coombe Hill North and South, are subject to occasional heavy flooding 

through back-up from the Severn. There was extensive flooding on 27 February (at a time when 

flooding at Coombe Hill was even deeper); a group of 11 excited Curlews was feeding at midday at 

the edge of the flood, almost certainly birds which had used the Coombe Hill roost. Coverage mainly 

by the WWT field team, on foot. 

A pair was present on Cobney Meadows on 4 April; on later visits in May and June, single birds were 

noted, or sometimes two flying together as a pair. However, there was no sign of territorial 

behaviour or song flights, and the pairs in flight could easily have been birds from Haw Bridge East or 

Cobney Meadows. Probably one pair present and nesting, but if it made an attempt, it failed early. 

4.11 Leigh Meadows 

Traditional breeding site on both sides of the Chelt, extending from the boundary of Cobney 

Meadows further upstream to the A38. Comprises some traditional hay meadows of high botanical 

value and some agriculturally improved fields on which slurry is spread. Some standing water on the 

field owned by the Gloucestershire Wildfowlers and Conservation Association (GWCA). Coverage by 

the WWT field team, mainly on foot but with some vehicular access. 

Three birds in flight but no territorial pairs on 30 March. Single birds in flight in May, possibly birds 

from Cobney or Haw Bridge East. One pair probably attempted to nest but failed early. 

4.12 Sandhurst 

A traditional breeding site along the Severn just north of Gloucester; in the past breeding has been 

suspected both at the southern end (near the Sandhurst factory) and at the northern end (near 

Sandhurst Brawn pond). Rob Davies now farms whole area, including fields at northern end, 

previously used for intensive sheep farming, which are now to be managed as traditional hay 

meadows with late hay cut (June, July). Coverage by the WWT field team, on foot. 

Walk over of whole large area carried out in March, April and May, but no Curlews found, even 

though the habitat looks ideal. No sign of any breeding attempt. 

4.13 Cox’s Brook 

Traditional, though quite small, site between Wallsworth and Twigworth, just north of Gloucester, 

along a small brook flowing into the Severn below Sandhurst. Three hay meadows surviving in area 

of ditches and hedges, many surrounding meadows now converted into maize and cereal 

production. Limited coverage by WWT field team, on foot. 

No Curlews found during visit in March. Local farmer reported hearing a Curlew calling in April. No 

sign of any breeding attempt.  

4.14 Leadon Valley 

A major tributary on the west bank of the Severn, flowing from Ledbury past Newent, and 

discharging into the Severn just above Gloucester. Poorly covered in the past because of the lack of 

footpaths, though the habitat looks promising. A Curlew apparently nested successfully in 2020 on a 

confidential site, whose owner does not wish the birds’ presence to be revealed or publicized. The 

owner confirms that a pair was present in 2021, but was left in peace, so no confirmation of whether 

nesting was successful. One pair probably attempted to nest.  
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4.15 Maisemore Ham 

Huge island in Severn between Upper and Lower Partings. Northern sector is largely arable 

nowadays, but maize stubble sometimes floods, attracting Godwits and Shelducks. Pool at SO825216 

has recently been converted into steep-sided fishing lake. Coverage by local volunteers and WWT 

field team, on foot. Some flooding in February, drying by mid-March. Not a breeding site and no 

Curlews recorded, but a likely loafing spot for local breeding birds or passage birds. No sign of any 

breeding attempt. 

Section 5: Severn south of Gloucester 

5.1 Elmore Back 

An area which formerly flooded but has undergone under-drainage and extensive “improvement” 

for agriculture in the last 50 years. Was a former breeding site (John Christian found nests with four 

eggs on 12 May 1956 and 2 May 1962), but no breeding recorded in recent years (though coverage 

has been poor). Owner currently has plans for rewilding. Coverage by WWT field team and local 

volunteers, on foot. No sign of Curlews during extensive walkover in March and May. No sign of any 

breeding attempt. 

5.2 New Grounds, Slimbridge 

For the first time in living memory a pair of Curlews attempted to nest in 2018 on the Dumbles, the 

saltmarsh area outside the sea wall at the New Grounds, Slimbridge, hence a quite different habitat 

from most of the nesting sites in the Severn and Avon Vales. They have continued to do so in the 

following years. In 2021 they again attempted to nest, and were observed by the WWT reserve 

team. The nesting site was not approached, to prevent disturbance to the birds, but was not 

successful.    

5.3 Minsterworth and Corn Hams 

An extensive and pretty undisturbed area of floodable grassland south of Gloucester on the west 

bank, often suggested as a possible site for wetland re-recreation; not a traditional breeding site for 

Curlew, though under-recorded and with extensive habitat that superficially looks suitable. Much of 

it has been “improved” for agricultural purposes, with “improved” grassland and some arable (cereal 

crops). There is however a small area of ancient hay meadows, which have never been ploughed up 

since the Second World War, in the northeast part of the site, which have been rather neglected by 

ornithologists in the past. Coverage by local volunteers and the WWT field team, with vehicular 

access. 

Visits in the early part of the season to the western part of the site produced no sightings of Curlews. 

However from 11 June, active Curlew presence, with possible breeding behaviour, was reported 

from the north-eastern sector, and on 20 June a pair with a hatched chick was found on an already 

cut hayfield, together with three other excited adults. The male of the breeding pair proved to be HS 

23, one of the head-started birds raised and released at Slimbridge in 2019, which had been 

regularly observed wintering on the Severn estuary near Oldbury in the previous winter; this was the 

only head-started bird known to have nested in the vicinity of Slimbridge. Among the other three 

adults was another ringed bird, originally marked as a chick at Hasfield in June 2019. The pair with 

the chick remained for the next three weeks on this and a neighbouring cut hayfield, allowing closer 

observation of their behaviour than is usual when adults are raising young in long grass in uncut hay 

meadows. It was noticeable that the adults kept quite close to the chick, without actually doing very 

much else. The chick would wander across the hayfield, feeding itself, and the two adults kept within 
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ten or twenty metres of the chick. The chick was ringed with a white 00 flag on 22 June. Both 

parents stayed with the chick until at least 4 July; on 12 July, when the chick was flying strongly, only 

the male was in attendance, the female having apparently departed before the male, as noted with 

other pairs. The last date on which the chick was seen was 12 July; on 13 July, neither the ringed 

adult male nor the chick could be found at Minsterworth and, quite remarkably, the adult was found 

feeding that same morning of 13 July on the Severn estuary at Oldbury, where it had spent much of 

the previous winter. It has been recorded regularly either at Oldbury or Sheperdine on the east 

bank, or at nearby high tide roosts at Guscar on the west bank from July to September, and is clearly 

spending the winter in the same area as in winter 2020/21. Hence one breeding pair produced one 

chick in what is to all intents and purposes a new site. It will be of great interest to see whether the 

adult pair return to Minsterworth in future, and whether the three other adults noted in June may 

breed there.             

5.4 Walmore Common 

A major wetland site on the west bank of the Severn, unusual in Gloucestershire for its peat 

substrate; much closer to the tidal estuary than other sites, it floods regularly and once held 

breeding Lapwing, Redshank and Snipe; in recent years only Lapwings have bred (in small numbers) 

though Curlews may have attempted to re-colonise the site in the last few years. Covered regularly 

by local observers, in particular Andy Jayne, with little coverage from the WWT field team. 

Only three records of Curlew this season: two on 14 March did not stay long, one on 4 April; two on 

11 June were thought to be failed breeders from another site. Not thought to have attempted 

breeding here this year.  

5.5 St Briavels, Forest of Dean 

Strictly this site is not in the Severn and Avon Vales, rather an upland relic of a perhaps once 

stronger Forest of Dean population, linked with upland breeding populations in Herefordshire and 

east Wales, but is included here for convenience. A traditional site at Wyegate Green, near Stowe 

Green, Forest of Dean. The land is owned by 4 or 5 farmers with some of the land leased to other 

farmers from outside the immediate area. Coverage mainly by local volunteer Frank Williams.  

Only one observation of Curlews this year on 10 April. No signs of breeding, perhaps because of a 

change of land use – greater sheep grazing, and installation of a glamping site. 

5.6 Aylburton Warth 

A new breeding site, on estuarine saltmarsh similar to the New Grounds at Slimbridge, but on the 

west bank.  The site normally acts as a high tide roost for Curlews feeding on the estuary, a major 

moulting/wintering site from June to March. Another high tide roost is found a mile or so 

downstream at Guscar Rocks, and observations of Curlews, mainly concerned with reading colour-

ringed birds, have been carried out by local observers, in particular John Sanders, for the last ten 

years. The site is covered every month for BTO WeBS Counts. Coverage by the WWT field team and 

local observers. Nesting by Curlews has not been suspected here in the past, and was confirmed for 

the first time in 2021. 

A suggestion of possible nesting was first noted during the May WeBS count on 23 May, when 

bubbling was noted over an area of grassland, almost an island, in the saltmarsh; at this time of year, 

the summering flock on the estuary (made up mostly of immature and non-breeding birds), was 

quite small, numbering only about 15 individuals. A follow up visit was made on 28 May, when one 

bird flew in to the island from inland, quite separate from the summering flock; there was no sign of 
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breeding birds on the island during the next WeBS count on 13 June, when the moulting/wintering 

flock had increased to 31 birds.  

During the 25 July WeBS count, the number of Curlews in the moulting/wintering flock at high tide 

roosts had increased to 320, 280 at Guscar and 40 at Aylburton; in addition however, there was a 

single adult on the inland side of the saltmarsh at Aylburton Warth, behaving as though it had chicks: 

not yet in wing moult (unlike the birds in the high tide roosts), flying round with constant alarm calls, 

chasing crows and repeatedly landing in roughly the same area. A follow-up visit was made on 27 

July, when the adult male was behaving in the same way, and one non-flying juvenile was seen close 

to the adult. On 8 August, two juveniles were seen by Andy Jayne, and two juveniles have been 

sighted in the high tide roosts in August and September. One pair nested and produced two fledged 

juveniles. 

Section 6: Avon from Evesham to Eckington Bridge 

6.1 Woodnorton & Craycombe, Fladbury   

Traditional breeding site in the Avon river meadows at Woodnorton. Coverage mainly by Rob 

Prudden. Meadows south of the Avon were sheep grazed from early on, making them unsuitable for 

Curlews. On the north side the meadows had lain wet for many months, and grass was just about 

non-existent. No Curlews seen at this site in 2021. 

6.2 Lower Moor / Wick 

Traditional breeding site. Lower Moor includes a number of riverside meadows on the right bank of 

the Avon, managed by the conservation body Avon Vale Trust, often used for bathing and resting by 

breeding Curlews; Wick, where the breeding site is located, is on the left (southern) bank of the 

river. Coverage by Worcs volunteer Rob Prudden. 

After a single female and three males on 22 and 23 February, all of which moved off to the north and 

were considered to be migrants, a single male was present daily from 24 February until 6 March 

when it was joined by a female. This pair was present but mobile throughout March until 2 April. The 

male was seen along on 6 April, and for the last time on 9 April. One pair present early on, but no 

sign of nesting.  

6.3 Avon Meadows Community Wetland, Pershore 

Local Nature Reserve, maintained by local authorities, very well watched by volunteer team led by 

Richard Stott, with almost daily observations. Not a breeding site (too small, habitat not right), but 

birds from neighbouring sites (Woodnorton or Lower Moor) may drop in. No Curlew records in 2021.  

6.4 Rough Hill Orchard, Pershore 

A reserve of the People’s Trust for Endangered Species, on the west bank of Avon between Pershore 

and John Bennett. Not a nesting site; any Curlews observed here are likely to be passing birds, 

moving between other breeding sites in the vicinity. No records of Curlews in 2021. 

6.5 John Bennett Nature Reserve 

A restored wetland with a pool of open water, very close to Gwen Finch, created in about 2015 in 

fields on the west bank of the Avon. Not a breeding site; Curlews are recorded here throughout the 

season, and are presumed to be the nesting birds from Asham Meadow, which come in to wash and 

preen. Coverage by Rob Prudden. A single male on 28 April. No sign of nesting in 2021.  



50 
 

6.6 Gwen Finch Nature Reserve 

Another restored wetland along the Avon, very close to John Bennett Reserve, established by the 

Worcs WT in the early 2000s. Some open water but much encroachment by reeds. Not a breeding 

site; birds seen here are presumed to be the breeding birds from nearby Asham Meadow. Coverage 

by Rob Prudden. The Asham pair recorded visiting to wash and brush up three times from 8 to 14 

March, the male only on three occasions from 19 March to 15 April. No sign of breeding this year.   

6.7 Asham Meadow 

Traditional Lammas Meadow breeding site (with multiple owners) alongside the Avon at Eckington 

Bridge. The site is not under any stewardship arrangements, because some strip owners wish to cut 

their hay from mid-June. At the western side of the site, grass was relatively short and suitable for 

Curlew nests, and this was where Curlews were generally found; at the eastern end, the vegetation 

was much denser, with tall stands of Meadow Buttercup by mid to late May, not really suitable for 

Curlew nests. Coverage by WWT field team, WCG and Rob Prudden, on foot. Several drone flights 

made here in May, since it was one of the few accessible sites (near a road) in the very wet 

conditions in mid-May. The first strip was cut just before 17 June. Site is crossed diagonally by a 

public footpath, and a second footpath goes along the river bank; both are widely used by local 

people for exercise and dog-walking; signs asking people to keep to the footpath were installed last 

year, and still present this year; they are largely but not always respected.  

First record a lone male from 20 February to 1 March, joined by a female on 5 March, this pair 

recorded regularly through March and April; everything very quiet on 22 April, perhaps because the 

birds were incubating eggs? The pair were seen again in late April and through May, often flying 

about together as a pair, which suggests that they were no longer incubating; thus a pair flew off 

together towards Gwen Finch and John Bennett at dusk on 24 May, apparently going to roost, rather 

than staying to look after any eggs or young.  

After three visits in the second half of May, during which he saw a pair of Curlews casually 

wandering about the field, Rob Prudden commented that when dog walkers walked across or 

around the field the birds showed little or no interest. In previous years after the pair had arrived, 

prior to egg laying they would regularly fly the short distance to Gwen Finch or John Bennett to 

wash, brush up or just loaf. Once the eggs had been laid, the off duty bird (more often the male) 

would regularly to Gwen Finch or John Bennett. If the clutch/brood were lost, the pair would again 

visit the two sites together, usually for just 48 hours before leaving the area completely. 

A single male was noted on two occasions in mid-June, the last date on 23 June. One pair was 

present and probably nested, but appear to have lost their nest at an early date in late April or early 

May. 

Section 7: Avon, Eckington Bridge to Tewkesbury 

7.1 Eckington Meadows/Marshes 

A traditional riverside meadow Curlew breeding site, downstream on the east bank from Eckington 

Bridge, extending to Strensham lock. At the northern end, many of the fields have agriculturally 

improved grassland, at the southern end the hayfields are of greater botanical interest. Some of the 

northern fields are grazed by sheep, particularly in the early part of the season. Two of the fields at 

the southern end have shallow, rather old scrapes, now largely overgrown, with little open water. 

During the period of heavy rain in May, several of the fields held large pools of water, and the track 

from Eckington village to the meadows was deeply flooded, making access very difficult and the 
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planned drone flights impossible. Coverage by the WWT field team, and by WCG, mainly on foot. The 

nesting fields at the southern end of the site were not cut until 12 July, when MS was able to sit in 

the tractor cab, and to observe the effects of hay cutting on Curlews and their chicks. 

The first Curlew was recorded by one of the landowners on 2 March. One territorial pair was 

recorded from 5 to 18 April, two territorial pairs on 23 April. On 19 May the two territorial pairs 

present were indulging in excited courtship chasing - perhaps birds which had lost their nests in the 

wet conditions and were preparing for a second attempt? From 17 June to 6 July, a pair of adults 

were behaving as though they had young, chasing crows and gulls; on 11 July only the male was left, 

still behaving as though a chick was present. After the hay was cut on 12 July, a male and a large 

chick were seen on a neighbouring already cut hayfield; the site was visited on 13 July, with a view to 

ringing the chick, but it was already flying.  

7.2 Bredon’s Norton Meadows 

Comprises meadows on the east bank of the Avon between Bredon and Eckington, and meadows on 

the west bank, immediately north of Upham Meadow. The east bank sites Includes the two fields of 

the Rectory Farm Meadows SSSI, designated mainly for its rich hay meadow flora; Curlews have 

traditionally nested on the SSSI, and possibly on other meadows on the east bank. The west bank 

meadows are of lesser botanical and ornithological interest, but may occasionally be visited by 

Curlews from the east bank or from Upham Meadows. The whole site is in private ownership and 

there are no footpaths, but throughout the period of the COVID-related lockdown, the owner 

complained of much trespassing along the east bank of the Avon, so that signs indicating there was 

no public access were provided with funding from GNS.  

Coverage mainly by the WWT field team (with vehicular access), sometimes from across the Avon at 

Upham Meadow. A territorial pair was present with much song-flight on the SSSI on 14, 15 and 23 

April and on 19 May, when the site was still very wet. No later records. One pair probably nested but 

failed early on. Hay cutting began unusually early on the west bank, with most hay cut as early as 31 

May during a short period of fine, dry weather. An unringed female, which could have come from 

Upham or Bredon’s Norton, was feeding on this cut area on 3 June.  

7.3 Upham Meadow and Summer Leasow 

Upham Meadow is a very large Lammas Meadow on the west bank of the Avon, bisected by the M5. 

Summer Leasow is an area of grassland on higher ground immediately adjoining the meadow. Both 

sites are designated as an SSSI, largely on ornithological grounds. There are no footpaths across the 

meadows, although it is designated as access land under the CROW Act, but public access is not 

allowed during the wader breeding season (1 March to 31 July), so that the site is more or less 

undisturbed. Signs explaining the access arrangements and the importance of breeding waders, 

financed by GNS, have been posted at the entrance points. Because of its large size, lack of 

disturbance, and traditional management practices (late hay cut with aftermath grazing), Upham 

Meadow has always been the prime site for nesting Curlews in the Severn and Avon Vales. But its 

very size makes it difficult to monitor, which is why it was a priority site for whoosh netting and 

drone flights in 2021. Coverage by the WWT field team, including vehicular access. 

In previous years a colour-ringed female from the Severn estuary (White Blue Yellow – WBY) had 

regularly been observed nesting at Upham Meadow. It was ringed at Wibdon in September 2011, 

and recorded at Upham from April to June 2015, March to April 2016, February to April 2017, March 

2018 and February 2019. In 2019 it surprised observers by appearing first at Fleet Lane, then by 

moving and apparently attempting to nest at Coombe Hill, an unusual case of a breeding bird 
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changing its nesting area. There were no observations in spring 2020 because of COVID restrictions. 

Each winter WBY was observed back on the Severn estuary, often in a discrete flock of wintering 

Curlews upstream of Slimbridge at Rodley. However the bird was not seen at Upham in 2021, and 

must now be presumed to be dead. 

First record a single male on 20 February. Early in the season, when the grass was still short, 

considerable numbers found by day (probably birds which went to roost at nearby Bredon’s 

Hardwick): 13 on 9 March, 20 on 20 March, 14 on 8 April – but little courtship activity. However by 

29 April there were plenty of bubbling song-flights and courtship chasing, suggesting that egg laying 

had not yet commenced in the very cold conditions in April. 

On 14 April four birds were caught in a whoosh netting session, and a fifth on 1 May, none caught on 

4 May. Drone sessions were held on 28 and 29 April, then on 7, 16, 18 and 19 May; the very wet 

conditions in mid-May made access for drone flights difficult, and must have impacted the nesting 

cycle. There was no actual flood in May but conditions were very wet underfoot. One nest with a 

complete clutch of four eggs was found by the drone on 16 May, but it had been predated already 

on 18 May, when the WWT team returned with the intention of erecting an electric fence. Two 

other already predated nests with traces of eggshell were found on 16 and 18 May. Thus egg-laying 

had certainly begun, but visits on 3 and 10 June did not reveal any signs of adults behaving as though 

they had young in the long grass; on 21 June one or two pairs were behaving as though they had 

young, but on 2 July the adults present did not seem very agitated. Hay cutting on some strips can 

begin from 15 June, but because of the wet ground and unfavourable weather, hay making did not 

begin this year until the unusually late date of 14 July. The farmer making the hay commented on 11 

July that no adults or young had been seen, and that the Curlews had probably already left. During 

visits in July, no agitated adults were found and no sign of chicks. It seems that, while six or seven 

pairs were present (as usual) early in the season and at least three laid eggs, three others may have 

tried to nest but failed early on, and no chicks were produced.      

7.4 Fleet Lane 

Traditional breeding meadows on the east (Worcs) bank, just downstream from Upham Meadow, on 

either side of Fleet Lane, which leads from Bredon’s Hardwick village to the former ferry across the 

Avon to Twyning. North of Fleet Lane, there is a footpath along the river bank, quite widely used by 

dog-walkers and fishermen, and another across the meadows, less often used; south of Fleet Lane, 

there is no footpath along the river, but there is one across the fields, occasionally used by dog-

walkers. The fields at the southern end of the site are largely undisturbed and over the years (as 

again in 2021) have been some of the most successful for raising Curlew chicks. Cattle graze some of 

the fields near the lane. Coverage by the WWT field team, including vehicular access, coverage in 

early part of season less intensive than desirable. 

At least two pairs to the south and one pair to the north on 29 March, at least five birds on 5 May. A 

very significant visit on 3 June, when at least three pairs were acting as though they had young in the 

grass – ‘whaup’ calls, bubbling on the wing, stalling flights, chasing crows, barking alarm at a dog-

walker, short flights, then landing again. This behaviour was not noted at this time at any other site, 

and suggested that first clutches had been successful here (with egg-laying in late April or early May 

and hatching in late May or early June), whereas at other sites clutches had probably been lost and 

any young were from replacement clutches. Similar behaviour was noted on 10 June, while on 25 

June DE saw two advanced chicks sitting on a field with shorter grass. On 27 and 29 June two pairs of 

adults were still behaving as though they had young. On 6 July, two adults (perhaps both males) 

were still guarding chicks, one of which was seen in the long grass. On 11 July only one adult was 
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seen, not agitated, as though any chicks had been predated. But on 14 July DE found a fledged chick 

north of the lane, and on 30 July, an adult male was still accompanying two fully fledged chicks (one 

of them with a limp) south of Fleet Lane. Thus there were three pairs, two of which hatched chicks, 

but only one of which successfully fledged two chicks.    

7.5 Bredon’s Hardwick 

Traditional breeding site comprising largely “improved” grassland on a sheep farm on the east bank 

of the Avon; the presence of sheep may disturb nesting Curlews – a nest was destroyed by lambs 

even though protected by an electric fence in 2019. One of the meadows has a low wet area which 

dries out in the course of the summer, but is used by Curlews as a roosting area. Alongside the 

meadows is a large lake, one of three former gravel pits, now managed as a fishing lake. The lake is 

surrounded by willows and has three islands, two of them overgrown with willows, but the third a 

gravel island largely free of vegetation. Roosting Curlews move, often very unpredictably, between 

the wet area in the meadow and the gravel island in the lake. No footpaths at all, but some 

movement of fisherman’s vehicles along tracks. Considerable efforts to control predators, especially 

foxes, on a sheep farm. Coverage by the WWT field team, with vehicular access. 

Bredon’s Hardwick is thus a site of importance both as a breeding area, and as a night roost. Thanks 

to a sympathetic owner and easy access, the site is very suitable for mist-netting, and several 

attempts, though with very limited success, have been made here since 2019. Only one adult Curlew 

has been colour-ringed (unmarked yellow ring on right tibia, 06 reading down on left tibia) in March 

2019, but observations of this single bird have proved most illuminating. 

The first record was at an evening roost on 26 February, when 18 birds were already present, 

including one bird with yellow and white rings, too far off to read, but which must have been 06 

from 2019. On 5 March the pre-roosting flock numbered 29 birds and an unsuccessful attempt was 

made at mist-netting in the evening. On 7 March when the flock comprised 25 birds, another netting 

session failed. On 8 March there were 34 roosting birds, including the colour-ringed bird. On 18 

March, when the colour-ringed bird was seen again, another unsuccessful attempt at mist-netting 

was made. Numbers in the roost decreased in late March (12 on 20 March, none on 29 March). It 

seems likely that the roosting birds represented not migrants, but the majority of potential nesting 

birds from surrounding areas along the Avon – Upham Meadow (cf. 20 birds there by day on 20 

March), Fleet Lane, perhaps Eckington. 

On 10 April a territorial pair were found in the meadow alongside the lake, and on 13 April a nest 

with one egg was found; the female was the colour-ringed bird 06, and the nest still had only one 

egg on 14 April and again on 21 April, when the egg was cold and clearly abandoned. The same pair 

(including the female ringed 06) began another nest in the same field with one egg on 23 April, when 

an electric fence was erected, two eggs on 26 April, three eggs on 29 April and four eggs by 5 May. 

Feeders put out for sheep in May contained pellets which attracted large gulls, and the nest was 

found to be predated, probably by gulls, on 9 May. No signs of nesting Curlews were found on the 

other fields in this site. Thus one unsuccessful pair of Curlews.  

The roost began to build up again in June, with as many as 20 birds already on the evening of 11 

June, suggesting that many birds had already failed; these 20 included one yellow /white ring and 

two birds carrying yellow flags; none were read, but must have been 06 and two birds from the April 

Upham catches. Numbers at the roost remained of this order through mid-June, with 19 on 17 June 

(when flag AA was definitely read, and a second flagged bird, probably AH was present together with 

06), 24 on 21 June, 20 on 23 June but only three on 29 June. Ring-reading at the roosts proved quite 
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difficult, as the birds did not arrive until it was almost dark, and did not always allow a close 

approach, even with the use of a portable hide. 

7.6 Twyning to Tewkesbury 

On the west (Gloucestershire) bank of the Avon, directly opposite Bredon’s Hardwick. Birds recorded 

here are probably pairs from Bredon’s Hardwick, but could just conceivably have been an additional, 

separate pair. Very limited coverage in 2021. No sign of any breeding attempt in 2021. 

7.7 Carrant Catchment 

The Carrant Brook runs south of Bredon Hill from Beckford to Tewkesbury, where it flows into the 

Avon; it includes several former gravel pits and Cowfield Marsh. Curlews no doubt once nested in 

this valley, but nowadays many of the fields are in arable cultivation, and there are no recent nesting 

records. Nevertheless the site is of interest and worth investigating. Coverage by the WWT field 

team very limited in 2021, though local farmers are active and interested and would have reported 

any sightings No sign of any breeding attempt in 2021. 

7.8 Kemerton Lake, Worcs 

Kemerton Lake is one of the former gravel pits in the catchment of the Carrant Brook, and is now a 

nature reserve, managed by Kemerton Conservation Trust. It does not really offer suitable breeding 

habitat. Birds recorded here are likely to be passing migrants, or birds from nearby nesting sites 

coming in to drink or preen. There are suggestions that the lake might be used as a roost: on 23 April 

at first light two birds flew from the direction of Kemerton straight over Asham Meadow, heading 

north, as though moving from a roost to a territory; on 7 May at first light birds arrived at Upham 

Meadow, coming from the Kemerton direction (and this behaviour has been noted at Upham on 

other occasions). MS visited Kemerton at first light on 10 May, but found none at all. Rob Prudden, 

who visits the site very regularly, comments that, while he never visits the site at dusk or dawn, he 

would be surprised if Curlew are roosting there because of the numbers of gulls that spend the night 

there; he adds that the islands have been recently cleared annually, which is good for roosting water 

birds and any passing waders, but opportunistic immature large Gulls also find this to their liking. 

Several hundred Gulls tend to be present most nights with similar numbers also present at certain 

times during the day. 


