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Hello again everyone!

Over the last two weeks we have been expec�ng every day to record the first Curlews back on their breeding fields
in the Severn and Avon Vales in Gloucestershire and Worcestershire. No luck as yet, however. The only sign of
movement comes from the Worcs Wildlife Trust reserve at Upton Warren near Droitwich, where John Belsey
reports that the wintering flock has in the last few days decreased from ten to eight. If you should record Curlews
in the Vales, please forward details of where and when, and of what they were doing.

For the moment our Curlews remain on their wintering areas round the estuary, some�mes feeding on the
mudflats, but o�en moving inland to feed on wet fields, in many cases old ridge and furrow fields, which
frequently have high popula�ons of insects and invertebrates: they feed greedily, picking on the surface, or
probing deeply into the earth with their long bills, and can o�en be seen catching worms.

We have been trying in these last days before they leave the estuary to check as many as possible for colour rings,
and in par�cular to look for the “head-started” birds raised in cap�vity in Slimbridge in 2019 and released into the
wild. (The eggs came from airfield nests, which would otherwise have been destroyed to prevent airstrikes. The
eggs were hatched in incubators and the young reared in aviaries un�l they were ready for fledging. Lots more
detail available at www.curlewcall.org).  The young birds were all marked with a yellow ring on the right leg and a
white numbered ring on the le� leg (unfortunately the numbers on the rings are very small and difficult to read, so
you have to get very close to read them; we have learnt our lesson and are now using much larger yellow “flags”).
The picture below by Ma� Plenty shows number 49, recorded on the estuary near Oldbury.

Of the 50 head-started birds released in 2019, 17 have been observed since last autumn: eight round Slimbridge;
another eight a li�le further down the estuary, round Oldbury or on the opposite bank below Lydney; and one on
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the Usk estuary near Newport. The figure of 17 is of course a minimum; there will almost certainly be others which
have escaped no�ce. There is normally fairly heavy mortality in young Curlews in their first year of life, but once
they reach their second year, they may well survive for ten, twenty, even thirty years. We think that this minimum
of 17 out of 50 survivors indicates that the 2019 Slimbridge head-star�ng opera�on was successful; now we want
to know how many of them will breed in the wild, and where they go!
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In the last circular, I referred to our past efforts and future plans to catch adult Curlews on the breeding grounds in
the Severn and Avon Vales. The object of the exercise is to mark them with colour rings which allow individuals to
be iden�fied in the field; once you can recognise an individual, it is much easier to interpret its behaviour and
movements; we have many examples of how recognising an individual has allowed us to understand what it was
doing and why. (The picture above illustrates one bird caught in 2021 and ringed with a new yellow flag; this bird
was reported in early February 2022 from its wintering area near Port Talbot in south Wales). One correspondent
has queried whether catching adult Curlews does not run too great a risk of injuring the bird, or of causing it to
abandon its breeding a�empt. We fully understand and share this concern, and take elaborate precau�ons so as to
cause minimum disturbance to the birds (fully trained operators; best equipment; catching only early in the season
before egg-laying has begun). We are convinced that the ringing opera�on is jus�fied; our aim is not to record the
gradual disappearance of this much-loved species (“monitoring ex�nc�on”), but to understand its nes�ng
requirements and to protect it from the mul�tude of other threats to which it is exposed: loss of habitat,
preda�on, changes in agricultural methods. We believe that the results can then be shared with others who aim to
protect the small pockets of Curlews which s�ll nest in other lowland areas.

You should all have received an invita�on to the Curlew Ac�on online seminar “Curlews on Farmland”, to be
hosted by Mary Colwell on Wednesday 16 February at 6.30pm. If not, full details and free �ckets are available from
the Curlew Ac�on website www.curlewac�on.org . Hope to see you there! 

Best wishes

Mike Smart

P.S. As always, if you don’t wish to con�nue receiving these circulars, just let me know.     
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