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Evening, everyone!

Apologies for the slight delay in providing an update on studies of the breeding Curlews in the Severn and Avon
Vales: it’s been a busy couple of weeks, as hay-making (a �me of considerable stress both for Curlews and for
farmers!) has now begun in earnest; we have had many very posi�ve exchanges with land-owners.

Most of those 15 nests that we found in the second half of April and early May were due to hatch in June, as was
the case with a few extra nests which we had failed to find early on: Curlews nest on the ground in large grassy hay
meadows and finding their nests is always difficult; added to which, some individual Curlews are more discreet
than others and hide their nests be�er. At some tradi�onal nes�ng sites, we had looked earlier in the season, but
found no nests; in at least three of these sites, however, we have in the last few days found adults behaving as
though they had chicks – they circle the observer, making a vast hue and cry which contrasts with their earlier
discre�on, no doubt to warn the chicks to lie doggo in the long grass and thus avoid detec�on. So we are at
present up to 18 nests from the 30-35 pairs in the whole area. In several cases we are grateful to farmers who
found these chicks as hay-making began, and immediately no�fied us; one of them found three small chicks and
took them into his tractor cab un�l he had finished hay-making (and did the same again next day); another
immediately suspended hay-making un�l the fate of the chicks was clear. Many farmers have consulted us before
beginning hay-making, to make sure there was no danger to nes�ng Curlews. This involvement of the farming
community is an essen�al feature of the Curlews’ success.

While we can try to protect the nest and eggs by erec�ng electric fences to deter foxes and badgers (though not
avian predators like Ravens or Carrion Crows), it is much harder to protect the chicks; they only stay in the vicinity
of the nest for about a day while they dry out, and then become hyperac�ve, running all over the fields in search
of insect food. Those of you who have been watching the marvellous Curlew County web camera from Shropshire
will know that the chicks there remained in the nest just for a day or two, before disappearing completely a couple
of days ago, and never returning to the nest. This presents us with a problem: we are keen to ring as many chicks
as possible with both metal and colour-rings so that we can trace their future movements; this means we have to
find the chicks on the day of hatching, or they will simply vanish into the long grass; the metal rings are no
problem, since Curlew chicks are born with huge feet, on which the metal rings can be affixed from day one; but
their legs have to develop for a week or ten days before they are big enough for  colour rings to be a�ached. So we
need a way of finding them again in the thick grass when they are ten days old.

The method used is to a�ach a �ny radio tag to the chick’s back on day one; the tag gives out a signal which can be
picked up on a portable radio receiver. The tags fall off within a few weeks, as soon as the chicks moult their down
and replace it with feathers. If we are lucky, we can find the tags (not cheap!) and reuse them.
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Day old Curlew chicks fi�ed with radio tags
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Operator using a radio receiver to re-locate tagged chicks

We hope that chicks like CK will provide us with more informa�on about the movements of Curlews born in the
Severn and Avon Vales, when they are observed by bird watchers in future, in their winter quarters, or in their
breeding habitats. In the field it is impossible to read metal rings, hence the need to a�ach clearly marked colour
rings which can be read from a distance with the help of binoculars or a telescope.
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Chick CK, colour-ringed at the age of about 10 days.
The metal ring on the right tarsus had been applied on the first day.

Unfortunately, not all of the 18 nests have been successful. As noted in the previous circular, a number of nests
were abandoned or predated at the egg stage, and in others the chicks have disappeared, presumably predated,
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because the adults are no longer making their loud defensive behaviour around the nest site. We have as yet
found no sign at all of Curlews making second a�empts and laying second clutches, and it is now very late for them
to be doing so.

We fear that the chicks have survived at only four or five of the 18 nests, a graphic illustra�on of the difficulty of
raising Curlew chicks in the wild; and as yet we are only half way through the fledging period, which may last for
five weeks. We should know in a few weeks’ �me exactly how many Curlews have been produced in the hay
meadows of the Severn and Avon this year.   

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.

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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