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Good morning, everyone!

Our studies of Curlews in the Severn and Avon Vales in Gloucestershire and Worcestershire con�nue: the last two
weeks have not been quite as posi�ve as the first fortnight of May: we have lost some nests to preda�on, but
some nests are now hatching (which means intensified contacts with the farming community) and we con�nue to
discover interes�ng new aspects of Curlew behaviour.

I hope you have been able to access the wonderful Live Curlew Camera set up by Curlew Country in Shropshire: it
gives mesmerising insights into the minu�ae of the life of a male and a female Curlew as they incubate their eggs.
If you haven’t already done so, do take a look at h�ps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hyqKJkiAK4 . The eggs are
due to hatch around 11 June, a�er which the chicks will run around independently, out of sight of the camera.

Along the Severn and Avon, we managed to find 15 Curlew nests in the first half of May, largely by watching from a
distance as the birds returned to their nests in rela�vely short grass. In the second half of May, the grass has grown
up, making this kind of observa�on much more difficult; furthermore the adults become very discreet when they
have a nest, no longer making the bubbling song-flights of the early breeding season; incuba�ng birds sit very �ght
and o�en allow an observer to come within two or three yards of the nest before flying up; it is thus very easy to
overlook a nest even in a tradi�onal, known field.
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A Curlew si�ng �ght on its nest, allowing close approach

A few nests have been abandoned by the birds: one was abandoned with only a single egg laid; the one with eight
eggs was also abandoned. Some nests have been predated: in some cases we know the perpetrators, because we
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have installed cameras close to many nests; one of them produced drama�c pictures of a nest being a�acked and
the eggs being removed by Ravens. We have observed that Ravens in the vicinity of Curlew nests cause extreme
panic among adult Curlews.

A Raven preda�ng a Curlew nest

At other nests we suspect that the predators have been Carrion Crows; the Curlews frequently chase passing
Carrion Crows, but Ravens arouse a whole new category of distress. We think that early clutches of Curlew eggs
are par�cularly vulnerable to Ravens and Carrion Crows which would have their own young to feed in May. It may
be that later clutches, or second clutches laid to replace predated nests, will be less targeted by members of the
crow family.

The pace of nest-finding has decreased considerably in the second half of May. However, since the early clutches
are now hatching, we can some�mes iden�fy nests that had hitherto escaped our no�ce by watching the
behaviour of the adults. As soon as the chicks hatch, the adults become much more agitated and vocal, and their
noisy behaviour draws the observer’s a�en�on to the presence of chicks. We found a sixteenth nest in this way at
one tradi�onal site which we thought had been unoccupied this year: it turned out that the birds had been
present all the �me, but had remained extremely discreet; there may be a few more nests to be found in this way.

So far, of the sixteen nests found, four have been abandoned, four have been predated, four have hatched in the
last few days (the earliest on 16 May), while the remaining four are s�ll being incubated and are likely to hatch in
the next few days. The young remain in the nest for the first 24 hours; their legs are well enough developed to take
metal rings on day one. A�erwards, they become extremely ac�ve, running around in the long grass where they
are extremely difficult to find, as they tend to burrow deep into the thick vegeta�on; but some�mes they call, so
can be found. Colour rings with an engraved code (easy to read from a distance) can only be a�ached when they
are about ten days old, so that finding them again is really important, though o�en difficult.
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Freshly hatched Curlew chicks

It will be another four to five weeks before the chicks can fly. They will spend this �me feeding on insects in the
long grass, soon to be cut for hay, so they are at risk from hay-cu�ng machinery. We aim to iden�fy the places
where they are feeding and to alert farmers to hay fields holding young Curlews, so that accidents can be avoided.
We also expect that some of the pairs with abandoned or predated nests may nest again, so we shall be on the
lookout for these late nests too. 

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.

The weather gods have con�nued to be kind in the first half of May; may these favourable condi�ons con�nue, so
that the young Curlews fledge, and the hay crop is gathered in!

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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