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Overview 

¶ The Curlew Conservation Programme was established in 2017 to pioneer Curlew conservation 

efforts in Ireland. It is funded and coordinated by the National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS) 

of the Department of Housing, Local Government & Heritage and the Department of 

Agriculture, Food & the Marine, with a comprehensive framework that includes habitat 

restoration, maintenance, enhancement and creation; survey effort, nest protection; public 

and community engagement and much more.  

¶ The Curlew Conservation Programme involves a wide range of actors, proactively working to 

help Curlew. Central among these are the farmers and owners of ƭŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ 

remaining Curlew breed.  

¶ A locally-led approach is taken. In 2021, nine geographical areas that are important for 

breeding Curlew in Ireland were assigned locally based teams, working with local people and 

adapting techniques, efforts and priorities to what works best locally.  

¶ The fifth year of the Curlew Conservation Programme, 2021, saw direct efforts in the following 

areas:  

o {ǘŀŎƪΩǎ Mountains (Kerry)  

o Lough Corrib North (Galway)  

o Lough Ree (Roscommon/Westmeath) 

o North Roscommon/Mayo 

o Mid-Leitrim 

o North Monaghan 

o Donegal 

o Slieve Aughties (Clare/Galway)  

o Laois-Kildare 

¶ The local teams, known as Curlew Action Teams (CATs), are comprised of three main roles: 

o A Curlew Conservation Officer 

o A Nest Protection Officer 

o A Curlew Champion.  

o An assistant role is assigned to CATs where required.  

¶ The Curlew Conservation Programme is well received on the ground, where the local teams 

liaise closely with landowners and local communities (who are a central part of conservation 

efforts) in the search and protection of breeding Curlew.  
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¶ In the nine operational areas, a total minimum of 34 pairs were confirmed breeding, with 

possibly 27 additional (probable) pairs breeding (a total of up to 61 breeding pairs). The total 

number of pairs recorded by the CCP annually since 2017 has been 54 in 2017, 45 in 2018, 

between 41 and 56 pairs in 2019, and between 42 and 64 pairs in 2020. When the Curlew 

Action Team areas that were covered in each of the five years are compared, those figures are 

46 in 2017, 42 in 2018, 41-56 in 2019 and 41-58 in 2020, and 30-50 in 2021.  

¶ Of the 34 pairs for which breeding was confirmed in 2021, at least 22 reached hatching stage 

(65%), with a minimum of 57 chicks hatched. A minimum of nine pairs produced fledglings 

(possibly others did so but were not confirmed), so the breeding success rate was at least 26%. 

The total number of juveniles recorded to have fledged was at least 17, but again may have 

been more. This represents a breeding productivity of 0.50 fledglings/breeding pair, which is 

above the threshold of 0.43 fledglings/pair required for a stable population. It is a decrease on 

the breeding productivity recorded in 2019 and 2020. The first year of the CCP (2017) saw a 

breeding productivity in the action areas of 0.38 and in 2018, it was 0.43. In 2019, it was 0.81 

fledglings per breeding attempt, and 0.60 in 2020.  

¶ This productivity estimate is only for those pairs where we have a known outcome, and 

represents a subsample of the CCP pairs, which are likely to have a higher productivity thanks 

to conservation efforts. This does not include pairs outside the CCP, who likely have lower 

productivity. The Irish population of breeding Curlew as a whole is very probably below the 

threshold required for a stable population.  

¶ The Curlew Conservation Programme continues to build skillsets, experience and momentum. 

The programme is widely supported, both nationally and internationally and most importantly 

in the local areas where it is active.  

¶ For the first time this year, the satellite-tagging of a several adult males was pioneered by 

NPWSΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƭƛŎŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ /ǳǊƭŜǿ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ ¢ŜŀƳǎ ǘǊŀŎƪ ŀŘǳƭǘ ōƛǊŘǎΩ 

movements, locate nests more easily and learn more about Curlew ecology and behaviour in 

Ireland.  

¶ It is intended that the principles applied by the Curlew Conservation Programme will continue 

into the future, acting for Curlew conservation with local people, particularly landowners. The 

CCP is multifaceted, with various aspects of conservation applied, from nest protection to 

habitat enhancement to education, promotion and community liaison and much more.   
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Background 

The first national breeding Curlew survey, undertaken between 2015 and 2017, found drastic declines 

of the national breeding population of Curlews. Whereas 3,300-5,500 pairs are estimated to have bred 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфулǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƴƻǿ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƴƻ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мрл ǇŀƛǊǎ όhΩ5ƻƴƻƎƘǳŜ 

et al., 2019). This represents at least a 96% decline. Breeding productivity is so low that population 

viability analysis, undertaken in 2017, predicted that unless an average of 0.425 fledglings were 

produced per breeding pair, the Curlew will go extinct as a breeding species in Ireland before 2030 (A. 

Lauder, unpubl. data, 2017). This figure matches closely with the more recent generic threshold 

estimate of 0.43 produced by Cook et al. (2021). 
 

The National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS) of the Department of Housing, Local Government and 

Heritage established the Curlew Conservation Programme (hereafter CCP) in 2017. Since 2020, the 

Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine have been partners on the CCP. This brought many 

positives, including the facility for the programme to have a presence in two additional areas, namely 

the Slieve Aughty Mountains and Laois-Kildare. This brought the total number of Curlew Action Teams 

operating across the country to nine. This report presents the main points of the Curlew Conservation 

Programme in 2021.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. A Curlew calling at Lough Ree (Photo: Joe Carr / CCP) 
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Introduction 

The Curlew Conservation Programme (CCP) has been designed to deliver action on the ground, at a 

local level, engaging with local people so that they are part of the project, not apart from it. The Agri- 

Ecology Unit of the NPWS manages the CCP. In 2021, the Programme was financed by both the 

Department of Housing, Local Government & Heritage, and the Department of Agriculture, Food & the 

Marine, with a total budget of approximately ϵ500,000. The additional support from both Departments 

in 2021 allowed the Curlew Conservation Programme to begin earlier and to have a presence in nine 

geographical areas across Ireland.  
 

In parallel, in 2018 the Irish Breeding Curlew EIP was established, co-funded by the Department of 

Agriculture, Food & the Marine and tƘŜ 9¦Ωǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ CǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ wǳǊŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

(EAFRD). This three-season project focusses on two areas (Lough Corrib South and South Leitrim), with 

ŀ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ƻŦ ϵмΦмƳ όϵлΦосƳ ǇŜǊ ŀƴƴǳƳύ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ DǊƻǳǇ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƻŦ .ƛǊŘ²ŀǘŎƘ 

Ireland, the Irish Natura and Hill Farmers Association (INHFA), the Irish Grey Partridge Conservation 

Trust and Teagasc. 
 

In addition, the national agri-environment ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΣ D[!{Σ ƛǎ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ϵуƳ 

ƻǾŜǊ р ȅŜŀǊǎ όϵмΦнрƳ ǇŜǊ ŀƴƴǳƳύ ŦƻǊ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ŀǊŜŀ ǿƘŜǊŜ /ǳǊƭŜǿ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ 

decade, to voluntarily manage their lands in a Curlew-friendly manner by delivering a suitable sward 

structure, avoiding machinery operations during the breeding season and avoiding chemical inputs. 
 

All of these efforts are undertaken in a wider context of ongoing threats and pressures, which have 

been identified, along with proposed solutions, by the Curlew Task Force, which in May 2019, 

produced a suite of recommendations for Curlew conservation. 
 

The Curlew Conservation Programme was implemented on the ground in the form of field surveys, 

working with landowners to protect nests from disturbance and predation (an acute issue in relation 

to breeding success) and habitat maintenance, restoration, creation and enhancement. Community 

liaison, promotion of the Curlew and education were also significant aspects of the work undertaken. 

Each area had a locally based team (primarily consisting of local people) to carry out this action. In total, 

36 people (including a Project Manager) were contracted to form the local teams between late March 

and August. Early season contracts (January to mid-March) were given to Nest Protection Officers and 

Curlew Advisory Officers in particular areas. National Parks & Wildlife Service regional staff were 

centrally involved in a number of areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/eip/agriculture/en/find-connect/projects/conservation-breeding-curlew-ireland
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/general/curlew-task-force-recommendations.pdf
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Curlew Action Teams  
 
 

 
 

Figure 2. The nine Curlew Conservation Action Areas. 
 
 
 

N.B. Given the sensitive nature of the species, the locations of Curlew breeding territories are held by 

the National Parks & Wildlife Service, and are not disclosed in this report.
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Curlew Action Teams and the Curlew Conservation 

Partnership 

 
The introduction of Curlew Action Teams in some of the most important areas has allowed for 

dedicated surveys and concrete conservation action there. The Curlew Conservation Programme (CCP) 

has now built a tangible profile for conservation efforts with the local communities and nationally. 

These teams were given dedicated geographical areas and the support and autonomy to provide local 

solutions that were appropriate to the sites in question.  

Figure 3. Curlew Action Team ς sum of the parts  

 

 

The roles involved in the Curlew Action Teams are described as follows:  

 

Curlew Advisory Officer 
 

This is the lead role locally. The Curlew Advisory Officer (CAO) is the primary link between their local 

project team, the local community and the CCP Project Manager. The CAO is tasked with nest finding, 

nest protection, liaising with and providing advice to landowners and coordinating efforts on curlew 

conservation, local administration and ecological recording. In the early season, CAOs engage with 

members of the public, landowners and agri-environmental consultants that are acting as planners for 

Curlew GLAS plans. 
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Curlew Nest Protection Officer 
 

Predation is believed to be a primary cause of breeding failure for Curlew, who are experiencing 

increasing difficulties in hatching eggs and rearing young (Ainsworth et al., 2016; Franks et al., 2017). 

In order to give Curlew a better chance of rearing their young, nests are fenced to exclude ground 

predators, and selected predators (Red Fox Vulpes vulpes, American Mink Neovison vison, Hooded 

Crow Corvus cornix and Eurasian Magpie Pica pica) are removed from the vicinity of Curlew breeding 

territories (primarily within 1km of nest sites) and disturbed when coming close to nests by the Nest 

Protection Officers (NPO). This is all carried out under licence and in accordance with the law. 

The NPOs also assist in efforts to find breeding Curlew, and in various other tasks undertaken by 

the wider team.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Lead NPO Mark Craven (right) introducing new material to members of the CAT in Donegal  
(Mark Davenport ς left; Jim Sheridan ς centre) (Photo: Martin Moloney / CCP)  
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Curlew Champion 
 

This is a vital role in fostering and maintaining positive relations between the project and the 

community. One of the main ingredients in realising success in any conservation effort is to gain real 

Ψōǳȅ ƛƴΩ from the landowners and local community. The Curlew Champion is tasked with encouraging 

close working relationships between project personnel and landowners, building a positive profile for 

Curlew and the CCP among landowners and local community, highlighting issues and proposing 

solutions. Most people contracted on the Curlew Action Teams are from the local area themselves and 

this further helps with community and landowner engagement. In 2021, physical engagements were 

limited by the pandemic, so the efforts of the Curlew Champion focused primarily on helping with 

surveys and liaising with local and national media.  

 

Curlew Action Team Assistant 
 

The breadth of work involved in Curlew conservation efforts is significant and additional resources are 

required in some of the larger and busier areas. The assistant helps with various tasks, whether in 

terms of supplementing survey effort or community engagement or any other aspect of the local team 

effort. While the key tasks and responsibilities are set out for each individual team member, each team 

effectively functions as a unit and all teams together strive towards a common goal across the nine 

areas of the Programme.  
 

 
Curlew Conservation Partnership 

 

In order to engage proactively with those who own and manage lands where Curlew breed, the Curlew 

Conservation Partnership (the public engagement aspect of the Curlew Conservation Programme) has 

been designed to allow payments for landowners (primarily farmers, but also others as appropriate), 

for their time and efforts with the Curlew Conservation Programme. Payments are operated under 

the auspices of the NPWS Farm Plan Scheme (NPWS, 2020) and any double- funding/contradiction for 

works planned under the Green Low-carbon Agri-environment Scheme (GLAS) are avoided. Where 

there are other agri-environmental programmes (e.g. the Hen Harrier Project in the Hen Harrier SPAs), 

communication between projects at management level and on the ground ensures compatibility and 

synergies. Plans are designed and agreed with landowners/land managers to deliver a better 

environment for breeding Curlew. Payments can be made for various aspects of maintaining, creating 

ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ liaising with the local CAT. The 

partnership element is very important in building strong and positive relationships between the local 

landowners/land managers and the local CAT. 
 

At the time of publication, a community fund under the Curlew Conservation Partnership is open for 

applications for local projects with objectives to help Curlew. These grants will allow for local efforts 

to be undertaken in advance of or throughout the 2022 breeding season. 
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Conservation Action in 2021 

Areas 
 

As already stated, the fifth year of the Curlew Conservation Programme saw direct efforts in the 

following Curlew areas: 

o {ǘŀŎƪΩǎ Mountains (Kerry)  

o Lough Ree (Roscommon/Westmeath) 

o North Roscommon/East Mayo 

o Mid-Leitrim 

o North Monaghan 

o Donegal 

o Lough Corrib North (Galway) 

o Slieve Aughties (Clare/Galway)  

o Laois-Kildare 

 

Surveys 
 

While the above named geographical areas were targeted for survey and conservation effort in 2021, 

when Curlew were reported during the breeding season outside of but relatively close to these areas, 

CATs were encouraged to follow up on these reports and to monitor the breeding efforts and apply 

conservation action where possible. Therefore, as the season progressed, the footprint of efforts in 

2021 did not exactly match that of previous years.  
 

Surveys were largely focussed within 3km of Curlew territories known since 2015 (the first year of the 

national survey), but were not limited to these areas and a wide net was cast by the Curlew Action 

Teams where they sought and received reports of Curlews from elsewhere in their regions. Word of 

mouth, local and social media and outreach materials were used to seek reports of Curlew during the 

breeding season. Curlew Action Teams and/or NPWS staff in each area adopted survey techniques to 

suit their landscape, terrain and individual site requirements. A combination of walkover surveys, 

vantage point surveys, use of tape lures and discussions with local landowners were used. For the lake 

areas (Lough Corrib and Lough Ree), additional logistics included the use of boats to access islands and 

this brought its own intricacies, for instance, in terms of avoiding disturbance of birds as boats 

approached the islands. Even though each CAT had the flexibility to adopt the survey techniques that 

best suited the local circumstances, data collection was standardised and collated centrally.  
 

Some of the core objectives of the survey work were to determine where the Curlew were nesting, 

where they were feeding and the outcomes of the breeding efforts. Determining nest and feeding 

locations was imperative to directing nest protection efforts and informing habitat maintenance, 

creation and enhancement works. These data and data pertaining to breeding results were also central 

to providing data to the Birds Unit of NPWS, which has the remit for Curlew policy, data and research.  
 

In 2021, survey efforts were also aided by the introduction of satellite-tagging, carried out under 

licence. NPWS Birds Unit captured seven adult curlews (six males and a female) and fit ted them with 

small, glued-on satellite tags to track their movements. Those tags provided the Curlew Action Teams 

with invaluable information on roost sites, feeding sites and, vitally, nest locations.  



11 |  P a g e 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5. A satellite-tagged (and ringed) male Curlew in the Slieve !ǳƎƘǘƛŜǎ όtƘƻǘƻΥ WŀŎƪ hΩ5ƻƴƻǾŀƴ / CCP) 

 
 

 
 

Figure. 6. Example of location data obtained from a satellite tag at a traditional site. 
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Nest Protection 

 

Predation of Curlew nests (eggs and chicks) has been identified as excessive and population viability 

analysis shows that in the absence of action, Curlew will become virtually extinct as a native Irish 

breeding bird after 2025 (Alan Lauder, unpubl. data). Large-scale afforestation of Curlew breeding 

grounds including peatlands and high Nature-value farming lands in the last 30-40 years has provided 

the /ǳǊƭŜǿΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊǎ with new areas of cover, shelter and breeding habitat (Hancock et al., 

2020). The need for Predation Risk Management was recently outlined in a publication by McMahon 

et al. (2020) and has been discussed in other publications and various fora including the Curlew Task 

Force. Nest Protection efforts primarily focussed on the selective removal of North American Mink 

(Neovison vison), Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes), Eurasian Magpie (Pica pica) and Hooded Crow (Corvus 

cornix) in defined areas. Predation Risk Management (PRM) under the CCP strives to reduce the threat 

of direct predation to the /ǳǊƭŜǿΩǎ nest or chicks (or indeed the adults themselves), and to give the 

birds an increased chance of survival during that short but crucial window of opportunity between egg 

laying and fledging. PRM employs several different approaches (as outlined above in the NPO role 

description) and the efforts of the CCP are believed to benefit a wider array of ground nesting bird 

species beyond Curlew alone.  

The Curlew Action Teams did particularly well to locate nests as soon as possible. Nest protection 

fences were deployed by CAT members at ten sites in 2021. Six of these successfully reached hatching 

stage. Two of those fenced nests were predated by avian predators, another one was abandoned 

(despite the birds initially returning to incubate after fence erection), and another one had eggs which 

were found to be non-viable at the time of fence erection. The usefulness of nest protection fences 

and the impact that ground predators are having on the species is evident in the hatching rate for 

those sites where nest protection fences were erected.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 7. Members of the Donegal Curlew Action Team erecting a nest protection fence (Photo: Martin Moloney / CCP)  

https://www.chg.gov.ie/app/uploads/2019/09/curlew-task-force-recommendations.pdf
https://www.chg.gov.ie/app/uploads/2019/09/curlew-task-force-recommendations.pdf

