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Trailing bubbles of music over the squelchy 

hillside… music as desolate, as beautiful as your 

loved places, mountainy marshes and glistening 

mudflats by the stealthy sea… 
 

Norman Alexander MacCaig (1910-1996) 



O, Curlew, cry no more in the air, 

Or only to the water in the West 

Because your crying brings to my mind 

Passion-dimmed eyes and long heavy hair 

That was shaken out over my breast: 

There is enough evil in the crying of wind. 

 
W.B. Yeats (1865-1939) 



A tale of loss 

 

Over the past 20 years, the UK has lost  

half its breeding curlew 

 

In Ireland, only 500 pairs may remain 

 



A group prone to extinction? 

Eurasian curlew Whimbrel Long-billed 

curlew 

Far Eastern 

curlew 

Slender-billed 

curlew 
Eskimo curlew Little curlew Bristle-thighed  

curlew 





Curlew in the British Isles 



Curlew in the British Isles 



The steady loss of Curlew in the British Isles 



78% range contraction in Ireland, 17% in Britain 



Reasons for decline: habitat change 

• Grazing 

• Grassland improvement 

• Agricultural intensification 

• Bog drainage & peat 

extraction 

• Vegetation change 



Reasons for decline: habitat change 

• Afforestation 

– displacement 

– edge effects 

– predator sources 

Douglas et al. 2014 J Applied Ecology 



Reasons for decline: predation pressure 
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Reasons for decline: predation pressure 

Fletcher et al. 2010  J Applied Ecology 

• Gamebird 

management 

– predator control 



Reasons for decline: predation pressure 

• Gamebird 

management 

– predator control 

Douglas et al. 2014 J Applied Ecology 



Reasons for decline: climate change 

Renwick et al. 2012 Diversity & Distributions 

Projected decline of 

> 60% due to a 

warmer & drier 

climate 



Habitat 

change 

Climate 

change 

Predation 

pressure 
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Variable 
Effect on curlew 

abundance 

Arable farming − 

Afforestation − 
Semi-natural 

grassland + 

Summer 

temperatures − 

Crow & fox 

abundance − 

Gamebird 

abundance + 

Strip burning − 



Variable 
Effect on curlew 

abundance 

Arable farming − 

Afforestation − 
Semi-natural 

grassland + 

Temperature − 
Crow & fox 

abundance − 

Gamebird 

abundance + 

Strip burning − 



Variable 
Effect on curlew 

abundance 

Arable farming − 

Afforestation − 
Semi-natural 

grassland + 

Temperature − 
Crow & fox 

abundance − 

Gamebird 

abundance + 

Strip burning − 



Variable 
Effect on curlew 

abundance 

Arable farming − 

Afforestation − 
Semi-natural 

grassland + 

Temperature − 
Crow & fox 

abundance − 

Gamebird 

abundance + 

Strip burning − 



Variable 
Effect on curlew 

abundance 

Arable farming − 

Afforestation − 
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Variable 
Effect on curlew 

abundance 

Population change 

Arable farming − − 

Afforestation − − 
Semi-natural 

grassland + 

Temperature − − (rain +) 

Crow & fox 

abundance − − − 

Gamebird 

abundance + 

Strip burning − 

Elevation / peat − / − 



Variable 
Effect on curlew 

abundance 

Population change 

Arable farming − − 

Afforestation − − 
Semi-natural 

grassland + 

Temperature − − (rain +) 

Crow & fox 

abundance − − − 

Gamebird 

abundance + 

Strip burning − 

Elevation / peat − / − 
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Photos: Rachel Taylor 

Habitat use & home 

range 

 

Location every 15 

min 

 

2000+ locations 



Habitat use & home range of wintering curlew  

Graphic: Tina Smith & Nigel Hawtin 



Survival in space 

& time 

Changes over time?  

East vs. west differences in the UK? 

Lucy Wright 

Ruth Walker 



Working locally 



What hope for curlew? 



Finding common 

ground for a 

solution 
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