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Hello again, everyone!

This will probably be the most posi�ve Curlew circular ever: we have had two unbelievably successful weeks,
thanks to a combina�on of favourable weather condi�ons (mild without much rain), intensive fieldwork and sheer
good luck; and our technological experiments have produced really interes�ng results.

A�er a gradual start to the nes�ng season in the second half of April, when the Curlews were comple�ng their
clutches and had barely begun incuba�ng the eggs, the first fortnight of May has shown them ge�ng down to
serious incuba�on. Our long-term es�mate of the number of pairs of Curlews nes�ng in the Severn and Avon Vales
has been of the order of 30-35 pairs; we have so far managed to find as many as 15 nests (and we may s�ll find a
few more, par�cularly if any failed pairs make a second a�empt) - though the grass is now growing fast, and it is
becoming more and more difficult to follow the birds in the fields; the early Curlew observer finds the nest! We
have found most nests along the Avon in Worcestershire, but also a respectable number along the Severn in both
Gloucestershire and Worcestershire. It is very sa�sfactory to report that most nests have been found by careful
fieldcra� – watching the birds from a distance, as they go to their nests; but the drone has found one nest with its
infra-red camera, and two birds marked last month with satellite tags have obligingly shown us where their nests
were located.

Most nests have had a full clutch of four eggs, but there have been a couple with only three, and one quite
abnormal nest with eight. (The literature records from two to six eggs, so it seems likely that this clutch of eight
was the work of two females). We have installed electric fences round some of the nests – not all of them, because
we wanted to make a comparison between fenced and unfenced nests (and we found more nests than expected,
so ran out of fences). So far, one fenced nest has been abandoned with only one egg laid (by bad luck, this was the
one nest where both adults were ringed); just today, two unfenced nests have been found with the eggs predated,
apparently by crows; we also know of a site where there undoubtedly was a nest, which we did not succeed in
finding, but the birds have abandoned the site, probably because of the large number of crows present round the
nes�ng area (we know this because the male is colour-ringed, and has been seen at a roost five miles away). Since
these nests have been predated early in the season, there is s�ll �me for the birds to make a second a�empt. All
of the nests, whether fenced or unfenced, have a camera installed close to the nest, so that we should be able to
find the cause of any preda�on incidents. At all nests we weigh and measure the eggs, so that we can calculate the
hatching date. We hope to ring as many chicks as possible, a difficult task since they become totally independent
and run all over the place within 24 hours of hatching; we therefore need to ring them on day one.
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Curlew’s nest with eight eggs, May 2022

As noted in a previous circular, we have caught and marked four males with satellite tags: the tags send regular
messages with the bird’s loca�on, and these have provided fascina�ng insights into the movements of the birds.
Two of the tagged birds have remained extremely faithful to the field where they were caught and, by returning
repeatedly to the same spot, have revealed the site of their nest. But the two others have surprised us by making
long journeys all over the place, going as far as Melton Mowbray, Cambridge, Birmingham and the Upper Thames
Valley round Faringdon. We strongly suspect that these are una�ached males, in search of a nes�ng partner; very
interes�ng that they make stopovers in other known Severn and Avon Curlew sites, as well as more distant areas:
the ques�on then arises: is there a Curlew internet/grapevine, by which Curlews know likely spots to find a mate?
Or do they just recognise likely nes�ng areas when they fly over them? They do however always seem to return to
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their departure point.

Travels of a satellite-tagged male Curlew.
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As regards the 50 “head-started” birds, raised in an aviary and released at Slimbridge in July 2019, five have now
been reported back in the Severn and Avon Vales this breeding season, and we have found the nest of one of
them. A sixth bird has appeared in the Upper Thames Valley and seems likely to be nes�ng there. A volunteer
team has been checking sites within five kilometres of the release point at Slimbridge, just in case any birds have
returned to nest there. We look forward to observa�ons of other head-started birds,

Curlew observers in the Cotswolds in Gloucestershire have been successful in finding and fencing at least one
Curlew nest, and furthermore have observed larger than expected numbers of Curlews at a roost: perhaps there is
hope for these very small remaining Curlew popula�ons. A public enquiry into a proposal to build large numbers of
houses near Tewkesbury has refused permission for the development, partly on the grounds that the proposed
site is very close to Curlew breeding grounds; but there will no doubt be an appeal.

Once again, it is a pleasure to offer our thanks to the many people who have contributed to these studies, both to
the volunteer observers in the field, but above all to the farmers and landowners, who have supported and
encouraged our inves�ga�ons.

Fingers crossed for con�nuing favourable weather, and to successful hatching in the coming fortnight! 

Best wishes

Mike Smart

P.S. As always, if you don’t wish to receive these circulars, just let me know.
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