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Good morning, everyone!

Once again, the last two weeks have seen big developments in the world of the Curlew along the Severn and Avon.

The Severn level had already peaked before the end of February, following the passage of the three named storms,
but flooding on the riverside meadows was, as always, much slower to clear. Along the Avon, most floodwater had
gone by the first days of March (though the meadows remained very wet underfoot), but along the Severn, the
fields only emerged slowly from the high waters, and sites like Coombe Hill and Ashleworth are quite deeply
flooded even now. The behaviour of the Curlews in response to these condi�ons is very interes�ng: even if their
preferred meadows are under water and inaccessible, they gather around the edges of the floodwater, pa�ently
wai�ng for the level to drop; this behaviour has been observed along the Avon around Bredon, in the
Minsterworth area, and round Coombe Hill. This is another indica�on of how faithful they remain to their
tradi�onal breeding spots; if they are under water, the birds  just sit and wait it out. Now that the waters are
receding, they are tending to return to the breeding fields by day, gathering at communal roosts in the evening in
quite fair numbers: so far, a maximum count of 34 together along the Avon, with smaller numbers along the
Severn.

The teams of Curlews observers have been looking with great interest at these concentra�ons, searching in
par�cular for any ringed birds which will allow individuals to be iden�fied. Last spring five adults were colour-
ringed along the Avon, and one along the Severn; three of these were iden�fied in their winter quarters, one on
the Severn estuary just above the M4 motorway crossing, two others further along the Bristol Channel in south
Wales. Two of these three have returned to the Avon in early March, together with a third bird, whose winter
quarters are as yet uniden�fied. Not a surprise, we expected them to come back, but good to confirm their
presence.

Two other ringed birds have however provided considerable surprise and excitement. The first was one of those
raised from eggs in an aviary (“head-started”) and released at Slimbridge in July 2019; it was located at one of the
evening roosts, and is the first of the 50 birds from Slimbridge to appear in the core breeding area; (one 2019 bird
bred successfully south of Gloucester in 2021, much nearer to Slimbridge, three others went further afield, to
Wales, the Peak District and Buckinghamshire). Curlews would normally breed for the first �me at age two or
three; we very much hope that this almost three-year-old (and others too) will stay on to breed.

The biggest excitement however came from the sigh�ng of a female Curlew that had been marked with a satellite
tag on the Taw/Torridge estuary in north Devon by the Devon and Cornwall Wader Ringing Group in November
2021. The satellite tag, provided by the Bureau Waardenburg of the Rijkswaterstaat organiza�on in The
Netherlands, sends messages about the bird’s whereabouts every two hours. Star�ng in 2016, Rijkswaterstaat
ini�ated a central and long-term research programme on behalf of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate;
so far, the research has generated important insights into how wind farms affect birds, bats and marine mammals.
The bird stayed in north Devon un�l 22 February 2022, when it was last recorded at 17.53; at 19.53 it was flying
just north of Cardiff, and by 21.53 it was near Bredon. On 26 February (when the floods were s�ll high), it was seen
by a Worcestershire observer. The satellite records for this bird show how, in its early stay, it kept to the edge of
the area, for the very good reason that the rest was deeply flooded.    
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Later pictures clearly show how, as the floodwater recedes, the bird is able to forage more widely.

We have seen this bird on the ground in the same area on three more occasions. The original ringing team value
these field records greatly; as they comment, “Colour-ring records of tagged Curlews are most useful in helping
with data valida�on from tags and in demonstra�ng that the various tags are not affec�ng the birds’ behaviour”. It
has now been in our area for almost three weeks and is behaving just like the other local breeders. It seems highly
unlikely that it  is  a bird making a migra�on stopover,  en route to a breeding area somewhere further to the
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northeast: Curlews on migra�on generally fly at night and move fast, they don’t dawdle in flooded meadows for
three weeks. We shall obviously be keeping a close watch on this individual in the coming weeks; the satellite tag
will help us to keep tabs on its movements, perhaps even to find its nest.

Interes�ngly, another Curlew, tagged in Devon at the same �me, has migrated, not to the Severn and Avon Vales,
but much further north to Barnard Castle in County Durham.

This year our Curlew studies are being broadened to look at the habitats in the Vales used by the Curlews. In close
collabora�on with the Floodplain Meadows Partnership and with the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group
(Gloucestershire), we plan to look at hay meadow botany, eels and pondlife. We hope that farmers and land-
owners will allow us and our colleagues to look more closely into these issues, to give a broader picture of the
unique habitats of the Vales.

Many thanks to all those of you who have provided details of Curlew sigh�ngs in the last fortnight. Please con�nue
to let me know if you record Curlews in the area, or if you have any comments on this note.

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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