
farmland and bog.
BirdWatch Ireland and the NPWS have

been in discussions with the Department of
Agriculture, Food and the Marine for several
years now about the Curlew’s continuing
decline. The Department consequently
introduced a specific Curlew conservation
option in the agri-environment scheme
GLAS in 2015, and so far 169 farmers have
entered just over 2,300 hectares into this

This year, the National Parks and Wildlife
Service (NPWS) contracted BirdWatch
Ireland to carry out the second phase of a
national Curlew survey (the first was carried
out in 2015). Preliminary results show that
we know of less than 150 breeding pairs in
the country. This represents a staggering loss,
bringing the population close to extinction
in Ireland. The remaining breeding pairs are
located in a number of habitats, mostly on

measure.
This is a significant step forward, but we

have urged the Government to provide
additional supports to these farmers,
including advisory services and capital works
payments, to create optimum breeding
habitat for Curlew.

For Curlews nesting on bogs, there are
few, if any, measures currently available to
protect them, especially given that they are
outside designated conservation areas. The
threat, particularly from commercial peat
extraction, is ongoing.

Bord na Móna continues to work with
BirdWatch Ireland on this and has again this
year funded surveys of their landholdings to
locate breeding Curlews, with the aim of
protecting them, and we welcome this
action.

These developments will contribute to
the massive effort now needed by
Government, local government, semi-State
bodies and environmental NGOs to protect
our remaining Curlews from continued
pressures such as agricultural intensification,
afforestation, peat extraction, upland burning
and wind farm developments.

We are calling on the Government to
prepare a Threat Response Plan for
Curlew. This is the formal framework for

Evidence is mounting that Ireland’s breeding Curlew population is edging ever closer to extinction
and that drastic measures are needed to save it. BirdWatch Ireland is urgently calling on the
Government to prepare a Threat Response Plan for the species. Anita Donaghy reports

Curlews roosting in damp meadow in summer. Photo: Richard Mills
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Curlew chick in moorland. Photo: Richard Mills
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breeding success. Numbers dropped sharply
until, towards the end of the century, just a
handful of birds clung on, migrating faithfully to
a traditional wintering site in Morocco and also
occasionally stopping off in Italy. By the mid-
1990s these few individuals were gone; they
may very well have been the last of their kind.

Our own Eurasian Curlew may now be
starting down the same path, with significant
declines noted not just in Ireland but across
Europe and Asia. The Climatic Atlas of European
Breeding Birds (2007) predicts that climate
change will reduce Ireland’s suitability for
Eurasian Curlew, and perhaps we are seeing
the effects of this already.

Recent history has shown that curlew
species cope very poorly with change and
disturbance and that they have a tendency to
go from abundance to extinction over the
space of just a few decades. It’s time to heed
the warnings and to demand action while there

is still time to make a
difference.

The species of curlew which breeds in Ireland,
the Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata, is one
of eight closely-related curlew species known
from around the world. Many were once highly
abundant, but sadly most are now showing
serious population declines or have vanished
forever.

The Eskimo Curlew Numenius borealis is a
case in point. Until the middle of the 19th

century it was perhaps the most abundant
wader in the Americas, breeding in the Arctic
tundra of Canada and Alaska and wintering in
huge flocks in South America. Then suddenly,
vast swathes, both of the prairies where they
staged on migration and of the pampas
grasslands where they wintered, were
converted to agriculture and changed forever. 

At the same time, hunting of the migratory
flocks of Eskimo Curlews increased rapidly
across the US, with approximately two million
being shot each year. Unable to cope
with such pressures, populations
plummeted and the last confirmed records
of the species were in the early 1960s.
Probable sightings continued until the 1980s,
but the Eskimo Curlew is now most likely
extinct.

Closer to home, we have the tragic example
of the Slender-billed Curlew N tenuirostris. This
species is believed to have bred across large
areas of Siberia and Central Asia, though very
few nests were ever actually discovered. We do
know, however, that for much of human history
it was one of the commonest migratory
waders in the Mediterranean region. It
remained abundant until the start of the 20th

century, but a heavy toll was taken by hunters;
at the same time unknown factors seem
dramatically to have reduced the birds’

Mary Colwell’s
cross-country walk
to save Curlew

identifying the measures required to
address the threats to species, in this
case Curlew. It will identify who is
responsible for implementing the
measures and will provide a time-frame
for delivery.

Only the Government has the power
to bring all the stakeholders to the table
to produce such a plan. We urge them
to do this without delay. The plan can not
be produced quickly enough for Ireland’s
few remaining pairs of breeding Curlews.

!We thank very much the many
BirdWatch Ireland members who have
been diligently submitting breeding
Curlew records to us; do please keep it
up. Over 150 sightings have been
submitted via the BirdWatch Ireland
webpage – for more details please visit
http://bit.ly/29m1Ari.

! Readers can also help breeding
Curlew by signing the petition against
the proposed changes to the Wildlife
Act, extending the period for hedge-
cutting and burning (see also page 13).

! Finally, TDs need to hear support for
birds and biodiversity on the doorstep
so that they know people care about
these issues. Don’t forget to give our
birds and nature a mention.

Slender-billed Curlew: last seen during the 1990s. Photo: Chris Gomersall (rspb-images.com)

Eskimo Curlew specimen 
in Laval University Library,
Québec. Photo: Cephas

(Creativecommons.org)
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A wonderful, positive initiative was
undertaken by Mary Colwell of BBC
Radio 4 this year when she walked
from the west coast of Ireland to the
east coast of England to raise
awareness of the plight of the Curlew,
here and in the UK, and to raise funds
for its conservation. She met many
people along the way who were
passionately committed to the cause of
the Curlew. This November, along with
BirdWatch Ireland, NPWS and UCD,
Mary Colwell is organising a Curlew
conference to bring together
stakeholders and practitioners in
Curlew conservation, to share their
information and experiences. She is on
Facebook at http://bit.ly/29HxznJ.

Curlews in trouble around the world
Niall Hatch reports on how other curlew species are experiencing
declines or have become extinct in other parts of the world


