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The Curlew
Numenius arquata

Introduction
n More than 75% of the global population 

is in Northern Europe.

n The UK is the third most important country 
in the world for breeding curlew, hosting 
nearly 25% of the global population

n Breeding curlew have declined by 
48% since 1995 in the UK.

n The curlew was on the quarry list in England until 1981.

n Species of principal importance – 
England, Wales and Scotland.

n Priority biodiversity species in Northern Ireland.

n RED on list of Birds of Conservation Concern

Curlews are in trouble!!
Curlews breed across northern Europe and 
Russia, as far east as Lake Baikal.

Unfortunately, national bird monitoring schemes 
show breeding populations are declining 
sharply across much of their range.

In 2008, curlews were deemed of global conservation 
concern and became listed as ‘Near Threatened’ on 
the IUCN RED List of Threatened Species.

Steep declines have been particularly evident in the 
UK. Between 1995 and 2012, the breeding populations 
declined by 61 per cent in Scotland and 30 per cent in 
England. The population has declined by 81 per cent 
in Wales (between 1993 and 2006) and by 82 per 
cent in Northern Ireland between 1985 and 2013.

Curlews are in real trouble. 
Regional and even country level 
extinctions are now a possibility.
The Northern Upland Chain 
Local Nature Partnership 
is working to conserve the 
curlew – see here for details.
http://www.nuclnp.org.uk/curlew-conservation/
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The Northern Upland Chain is a stronghold 
for the UK’s curlew population

For many people living, visiting or working in the Northern 
Upland Chain, the call of the curlew is the first sign of 
spring, dominating the landscape in spring and summer, 
becoming frantic when the chicks are at risk from 
predators. The curlew is part of the upland culture.

We must ensure that future generations can 
enjoy the call of abundant curlews, by working 
together to safeguard the places where curlews 
breed and to ensure they breed successfully.

The partners in the Northern Upland Chain Local 
Nature Partnership are determined to secure the 
future of the curlew by helping and encouraging farmers 
and landowners to carry out curlew conservation 
work using the latest practical advice. The partners 
are also working with government agencies to 
promote the development of well funded, practical 
and sustainable environmental land management 
schemes that support curlew conservation on farms.

Challenges
Research indicates that the main causes of declines in 
curlew numbers in the UK are modern farming methods, 
predation and forestry encroachment onto breeding sites. 

Population
Officially 68,000 pairs breed in the UK. Whilst some 
of ‘our’ birds spend the winter in Ireland and France, 
we receive an influx of Scandinavian-breeding curlews 
taking advantage of our relatively mild winter. This means 
there are around 150,000 birds during the winter.

Distribution
n In its remaining strongholds in the north of England, the 

curlew is abundant but elsewhere is widely dispersed.

n The UK has between 19 per cent and 27 per 
cent of the global breeding population.

n The UK’s estimated 68,000 breeding curlews are 
now breeding mainly in the Northern Uplands.

n 150,000 individual birds overwinter 
around the UK coastline.

Lifespan
n Up to 31 years

n 10 to 20 years is the normal range

Curlew diet
Adults – earthworms, crane flies, leatherjackets, 
beetles, snails, spiders, caterpillars.

Chicks – surface insects.

Breeding
n Maintaining the population – 0.5 chicks per 

pair per annum minimum required to halt decline 
i.e one chick every two years as a minimum.

n Eggs laid – Mid April to early May.

n Clutch size – Two to five but normally four. Incubation 
by both male and female for 27 to 29 days.

n Single brooded although may re-lay if eggs are lost.

n Pair faithful to each other.

n Site faithful – curlews return to the 
same breeding site each year

n Fledging takes five weeks.

n Nesting habitat 
open moorland, 
rough pasture 
and meadows.

n Optimum 
breeding sites and 
surrounding habitat 

– need to provide 
cover, camouflage 
and abundant insect 
life with soft wet 
ground to probe 
with the bill.

© Crown Copyright and database right 2015 Ordnance 
Survey 100022521 (Northumberland National Park)

Clutch size varies between 
three and five with four as 
the norm.



Grassland management to benefit 
curlews and other waders
Curlews prefer to nest in rough pasture where there 
is a mixture of tall vegetation to provide cover and 
open spaces for chicks to feed. Satellite tracking has 
shown that adults will travel vast distances across 
the countryside to forage, so a landscape approach 
(i.e. groups of farms working together) is required.

Applications of lime and farmyard manure help to maintain 
good soil structure and encourage soil invertebrates such as 
earthworms and insect larvae which are food for curlews.

Traditionally managed species rich hay meadows can 
be attractive to breeding curlews as the sward is often 
more open and insects are abundant.

Curlew chick

Curlews will breed both on the in-bye and on moorland 
but will avoid hard-grazed sheep pasture, preferring 
the taller wetter vegetation in the foreground of this 
view of Arkengarthdale. Note the digger creating a 
wader scrape.

Farmyard manure boosts soil invertebrates



How to help curlews on your farm

Silage
The main challenge to curlew from farming is silage 
making. The short sward in late spring can be attractive 
to prospecting curlews, which will sometimes nest in 
silage fields only for the eggs to be destroyed by the 
mowing in May. Frequent cuts through the season 
and earlier or later silage cuts are also a threat.

Harrowing and Rolling
Harrowing, rolling, applications of slurry and farmyard 
manure and other field operations should not be 
carried out on fields used by breeding waders during 
the breeding season – typically 1 April to 31 July or the 
dates specified in the agri-environment agreement.

Livestock
High stocking densities in Spring, particularly of 
sheep in rough pastures and allotments, can lead to 
trampling and there are records of sheep eating wader 
eggs although this is not a common occurrence.

The solution is to avoid using known curlew and other 
wader breeding fields to hold large numbers of stock 
during the spring and to take care when gathering 
with a dog. Take care with tractors and quad bikes 
when in fields known to have breeding curlew.

Cattle grazing on curlew breeding sites is preferable to 
sheep grazing as it creates a more tussocky sward with 
varying sward heights and the dung attracts more insects. 
Try to avoid moving “freshly turned out cattle” into 
fields where curlews and/or other waders are nesting.

Under-grazing or abandonment of pasture can lead to a 
dense thatch in the bottom which is unsuitable for curlews.

Soil health
Some of the most fertile fields on upland farms are 
those used to produce silage and or hay, as these fields 
often receive farmyard manure, slurry or artificial 
fertilisers and lime. Some of these fields will be richer in 
invertebrates than the grazing pastures and rough grazing 
allotments elsewhere on the farm but the soil is often 
too compacted for curlews and other waders to get their 
beaks into to feed on earthworms and leatherjackets.

Some farmers are turning to soil aeration machines on 
their most productive land to get more air and moisture 
into the soil profile to boost grass growth and improve 
soil structure. This is benefitting curlews and other 
farmland waders such as lapwings and oystercatchers 
because the soil holds more invertebrates, which are 
important food sources, and is more penetrable. Ensure 
work is carried out outside the breeding season

Soil aeration aids rainwater penetration and reduces 
compaction.

Compaction from machinery can reduce the ability of 
curlews and other waders to penetrate the soil to feed 
on invertebrates.

Curlews are at risk in silage meadows

Curlew nests are at risk from trampling by livestock 
and quadbikes



Farming with curlew
Curlews will nest in a variety of fields on the farm – hay 
and silage meadows, rush pasture, rough tussocky pasture 
and moorland. Curlews will avoid rank pasture. They will 
nest in silage and hay meadows until the chicks are well-
grown and mobile. Typically, this will be in mid to late July.

In an ideal world mowing would be delayed until the 
end of July when the breeding season is over.

Mowing from the centre of the field can improve 
curlew chick survival.

Curlew country – Nidderdale

Curlew-friendly 
mowing techniques
When curlew chicks are known 
to still be in a meadow about 
to be mown, consider mowing 
from the middle of the field. 
This is achieved by mowing 
firstly around the outside of the 
field at least 4 times and then 
splitting the field up the middle 
and working up and down and 
working out towards the edges of 
the field. This will hopefully allow 
the curlew chicks to walk out of 
the unmown blocks where they 
can be shepherded to safety.



Rush management to benefit 
breeding curlews
Rush cutting 
Rush cutting is carried out on many hill farms to create 
more grazing for sheep and cattle. This can benefit curlew 
and lapwing when the cutting is carried out to create large 
open patches with irregular edges rather than straight edged 
rectangular blocks. 

This benefits lambs as well by creating a scattered 
rush landscape providing shelter. Cutting should be 
delayed until after the middle of August to avoid 
disturbance to late breeding waders such as Snipe.

Open rush pasture suitable for breeding curlew 
in Bowland. The rush cover could be reduced 
in parts of the field by annual mowing outside 
the breeding season to benefit both curlews 
and lapwings and grazing. Aim for 30% rush 
cover scattered across the whole field.

Forest of Bowland AONB Unit

Well managed rush pasture benefits grazing. This 
photo shows good conditions for curlew with 
open ground for chicks and cover close by. Annual 
rush cutting to create scattered rush has worked 
well here, the curlews will nest in the taller rush 
areas and the lapwings in the more open sheep 
grazed pasture in the distance. Aftermath grazing 
in the autumn will ensure that the pasture and 
rushes are kept short for the following spring.

In this spring photograph, rushes have been cut in 
early autumn to benefit grazing and breeding curlew. 
Careful aftermath grazing has kept the rushes and 
pasture short to suit breeding waders but the rushes 
have grown back sufficiently to hide a curlew’s 
nest in the denser areas. This level of rush cover 
will also suit breeding lapwing and oystercatcher 
which will nest on the more open grass areas.

Try to avoid straight edges when cutting rushes. Aim 
to leave bays and coves on the edge to provide shelter 
from the wind for curlew chicks and lambs. When 
managing rush within an agri-environment scheme, aim 
to reduce rush cover to 30% scattered across the field 
and check the timings of operations in the agreement.



Chemical control of rushes
Where rushes are extensive and dense then chemical 
control can be considered using either MCPA or Glyphosate. 
Always consult an agronomist before making a decision 
on which chemical to use to ensure that the legal label 
recommendations apply as the legislation is often changing 
for herbicides. Avoid spraying during the breeding season.

There are two options for applying the chemical: (a) 
through a Weed wiper using Glyphosate but not MCPA 
(b) using a tractor mounted or quad bike mounted 
boom sprayer to apply MCPA but not Glyphosate.

Before making a decision, always check that there 
are no rare or important plants/wild flowers growing 
amongst the rushes that may be affected by the chemical 
or destroyed by cutting and avoid these areas. Your 
local conservation adviser can help with this.

Weed wiping is the preferred option as it applies the 
chemical directly to the rushes and the ground flora 
is largely unaffected provided that the rushes are 
taller. Grazing or cutting prior to treatment and then 
treating the rush regrowth can help to protect the 
ground flora. Unlike using a boom sprayer there is 
no risk from chemical drift by using a weed wiper.

The chemical should be applied anytime after the middle 
of August once the waders have finished breeding. Snipe 
can still have chicks in late July and early August. The rushes 
should be green and actively growing to absorb the chemical. 
A surfactant will help the chemical to stick to the rush.

Dense old stands of rushes should be cut from 
mid August or in the previous winter and left to 
regrow to at least 20cms before weed wiping.

Further details here:

https://www.fas.scot/downloads/tn701-control-of-rushes/

Check for important wildflowers before cutting or chemically treating rush pasture such as from left to right – 
ragged robin, orchids and lady’s smock.



Predation
The absence of widespread suitable habitat means curlew 
populations can be extremely vulnerable to the impacts 
of predation, particularly from carrion crows and foxes.

The Northern Upland Chain Local Nature Partnership 
believes that good habitat management is key to the 
breeding success of this and other upland wader species. 
But it is accepted that some evidence shows an adverse 

effect of some generalist predators, e.g. fox & carrion 
crow, on wader populations, particularly regarding egg and 
chick survival. Therefore, in some circumstances, predator 
control may be necessary. This control may be via non-
lethal techniques such as scaring and anti-predator fencing 
but on other occasions legal lethal techniques may have 
to be employed at the appropriate geographical scale.

Woodland and forestry
Curlews are open country birds. Consequently 
their nesting and feeding habitat can be adversely 
affected by tree planting schemes.

Curlews use both unenclosed moorland habitats 
and adjacent semi-improved grassland pastures and 
meadows. Adult birds and chicks often move from 
one habitat to another during the breeding season. As 
a result, nesting and feeding habitat can be adversely 
affected by woodland planting schemes involving both 
commercial non-natives and native broadleaves.

As well as the impact of direct habitat loss, habitat 
adjacent to forests and woodland is less suitable for 
curlews as evidence shows that breeding productivity 
in such areas is unsustainably low due to nest 
predation by foxes, stoats and carrion crows.

Various woodland and forestry planting schemes are 
being promoted within the Northern Upland Chain Local 
Nature Partnership area at various scales. The Forestry 
Commission should consult on all new planting and there 
is a wader guidance document to guide the process

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/719944/
FC-_NE_Joint_Guidance_Note_-_Afforestation_and_
important_wader_sites_FINAL_V7.pdf

Natural England, the national park authorities, AONB’s, 
RSPB, land management companies and various other 
agencies can advise on individual and non-grant-aided 
plantings and check that there is no conflict with the 
needs of curlews and other ground nesting birds.

Other useful information
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/ 
projects/curlew-recovery-programme/

https://curlewcountry.org/

http://marycolwell.blogspot.com/

https://www.bto.org/about-birds/species-focus/curlew

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vt8ZK8fI3W8

http://www.curlewcall.org/curlew-forum- 
newsletter-5-19-april-2018/

https://www.unep-aewa.org/sites/default/ 
files/publication/ts58_eurasian_curlew_ 
issap_website_version.pd

References:
Changes in breeding success and abundance of 
ground-nesting moorland birds in relation to 
the experimental deployment of legal predator 
control – Fletcher et al 2010 GWCT

https://community.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/b/biodiversity/
posts/testing-conservation-delivery-for-curlew

The Northern Upland Chain Local Nature Partnership 
would like to thank Chris Tomson, former RSPB 
Conservation Adviser for Yorkshire, Humber and 
Bowland, for all his work in helping to collate this leaflet.

Taking up poorer land for forestry can lead to loss of 
curlew habitat and increase the presence of predators.



Curlew Checklist
Key dates for permitted field operations - check your agri-environment scheme agreement as dates vary between agreements, 
and make a note here. 

ACTIVITY START DATE FINISH DATE DATES TO AVOID

Rolling and 
harrowing

Slurry and or 
farmyard manure 
spreading

Rush cutting and 
or weed wiping

Stocking calendar

Other
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