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Good morning, everyone!

We are now ge�ng close to the onset of Curlew nes�ng in the meadows along the Severn and Avon.

The spell of fine weather in the last week has allowed the meadows to dry out considerably, although the big
February flood has le� some of them s�ll pre�y wet underfoot. At the height of the flood, we observed Curlews
around the edges of the flood, wai�ng for the water to recede, so that they could gain access to their normal
breeding fields. They are now spreading back onto these fields, but don’t as yet seem to be defending their
territories with their usual vigour: it looks as though the early season flood has delayed things a li�le.

Prac�cally all the tradi�onal breeding sites have now reported that Curlews are back. One very welcome returnee
was our old friend Blue Red Red. This bird was ringed in its winter quarters (already an adult) on the Severn
estuary in September 2010, and has returned every winter since then to the Severn estuary, and every spring to its
nes�ng territory in the Severn Meadows. This year the first sigh�ng in the meadows was on 23 March.

Blue Red Red, back at its breeding site for the twel�h spring in a row (Photo: John Fletcher).

We have been trying to pin down the exact sites and fields where pairs are defending territories; it doesn’t mean
they are definitely going to breed on this spot, but at least it will give us an idea of where to look for nests in April.
In some cases, pairs appears to be holding territory: they don’t do very much, just stand around, feeding quietly,
but they are at least adver�sing ownership to other pairs; in other places, they are s�ll keeping together in li�le
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groups, without much obvious impulse to defend territory.

We had a clear indica�on of this, when we tried to catch birds using a “whoosh” net. The net is elas�c-powered,
and a�racts territorial birds to the catching area, with the help of a stuffed Curlew and recordings of Curlew calls.
Last year, the technique worked well in April, and Curlews with territories reacted immediately, coming to see off
the intruder. But this year, we have tried in three sites and they showed no interest whatever: we hope we were
simply trying too early in the season and that we may have be�er luck  in the coming weeks.

Pair of Curlews (male le�, female right) inspec�ng last year’s stuffed decoy,
but never coming close enough to be caught. (Photo: Mervyn Greening).

Nothing daunted, we tried another catching method, using mist nets (very fine, almost invisible nets hung from
ver�cal poles) erected in late a�ernoon in the hope of catching Curlews at their night roosts. We have tried this
technique in the past, with very limited success – a single bird caught in four years. Once again, we were
unsuccessful, but remain hopeful about catching birds later in the season.

As explained in previous circulars, the purpose of catching the birds is to mark them with individual colour rings or
satellite tags, which allow individuals to be iden�fied, thus providing a much more detailed understanding of their
behaviour and movements. The catching is done by highly trained ringers who take the utmost care to keep
disturbance and stress to the birds to an absolute minimum.

Two of the birds men�oned in the previous circular have been individually marked in this way. The bird marked
with a satellite tag in Devon last November con�nues to send records of its posi�on, and has remained over the
last two weeks in the same very small area of floodplain. The “head-started” bird, raised from an egg and released
at Slimbridge in 2019, is s�ll present, as shown from the picture below, taken by a trail camera at its night roos�ng
area. These trail cameras also allow us to record poten�al predators on the nes�ng grounds,
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Head-started bird 33, released in July 2019 in Slimbridge and pictured at its evening roost.

In the next few weeks the studies of hay meadow botany, eels and pondlife, men�oned in the previous, will be
ge�ng under way, alongside our Curlew ac�vi�es. We are approaching farmers and land-owners to ensure we
have their permission to look more closely into these issues. 

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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