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• Giving nature a home in the Brecks 

• Building in the buffer?   

 

 

The dramatic cold spring of 
2013 may have set back the 
recovery of the stone-curlew 
by as much as seven years.  

Stone-curlews returned in April to 
find winter holding on, unable to 
find sufficient food in the freezing 
conditions, many unfortunately 
died of starvation. Almost 20% 
fewer stone-curlews nested in 
Norfolk and Suffolk in 2013.  
 
The main decline occurred in the 
Brecks area, the small populations 
in North-west Norfolk and the 
Suffolk Sandlings fared better. 
However, it remains to be seen 
how much of the decline is due to 
loss of birds due to starvation, or 
whether some surviving birds 
chose not to nest following such 
extreme conditions. 

 
The cold spring also had a 
negative effect on their nesting 
success. Nesting started three 
weeks later than usual and insect 
numbers were very low. This 
resulted in a lack of food for 
chicks, and consequently only a 
few survived to fledge. Stone-
curlews need to raise at least six 
chicks for every ten pairs every 
year to maintain the population, 
but this year, only three chicks 
were raised for every 10 pairs. 
 
The total number of stone-curlews 
in Eastern England is estimated to 
be approximately 232 breeding 
pairs compared to approximately 
288 in 2012. An extreme weather 
event like this shows just how 
vulnerable the stone-curlew 
population is despite its steady 
growth over the last thirty years.  
 

For further information 
contact: Tim Cowan, Stone-
curlew Project Officer 
tim.cowan@rspb.org.uk 
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Feeling the effect of the big freeze  

 

• Delivering for biodiversity on heathland   

• Cultivation trial at Field Farm 

• New LIFE+ for stone-curlews across the UK 

 

 

Also in this issue... 

20%  
fewer breeding 
stone-curlews 
in 2013 than in 2012 
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Giving nature a home in the Brecks 

 Home to a whopping 12,845 
species, there are three 
things that make the Brecks 
such a distinctive landscape.  

Firstly, its sandy, flinty, nutrient-
poor soils loved by rare flowering 
plants. Secondly, its unique 
climate with bigger extremes in 
temperatures and very low rainfall. 
Thirdly, a rich and interesting 
history, with flint mining, rabbit 
warrening, forest planting and 
changes in farming practises, all 
shaping the landscape we live in.  

The result is a varied mix of 
wildlife-rich farmland, rare grass 
heathland, the largest lowland 
forest in the UK, unusual wetlands 
including the famous pingos, and 
an incredible array of wildlife. In 

fact, the Brecks is of outstanding 
importance for UK wildlife. Of the 
12,845 different species which 
have been recorded here, 2,149 
are priority species for 
conservation, some of which are 
only found in the Brecks. 
 
Farmland in the Brecks is of great 
importance to this wildlife, a big 
thank you to you all for the part 
that you play in providing habitat 
for this wildlife and ensuring its 
survival. Most farmers in the 
Brecks are very proud to have 
stone-curlews nesting on their 
land and take great pride in 
ensuring their survival.  
 
Although 2013 was not a good 
year for stone-curlews, the 
increase in the population of 
stone-curlews over recent years 

has come as a direct result of 
farmers’ positive actions on their 
farms, many working together with 
the RSPB and our partners. 
 
With the expanded team in the 
Brecks please look out for 
workshops and events that we will 
be running that may be of interest 
to you. Sammy Fraser has been 
hard at work inspiring the local 
community with nature walks and 
talks all around the Brecks 
If you want to do more, why not 
offer your time as a volunteer to 
inspire others? 
 

For further information 
contact: Charlotte Lowry. 
Brecks Projects Manager 
charlotte.lowry@rspb.org.uk  

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Newly published research 
shows that buildings have a 
negative effect on stone-
curlews nesting at least up 
to1500 metres away. 
 
The impact on stone-curlews is 
therefore taken into account when 
considering planning applications 
for new buildings within this 
distance of protected areas for 
stone-curlew. Recognising farm 
businesses need to thrive and 
prosper, we’re happy to give free 
advice on sensitive development. 
Contact Tim Cowan for advice on 
stone-curlews and your project. 

 

 
 

Meet the Brecks Team (Left to right): Robert Hawkes, Tim Cowan, 
Charlotte Lowry, Sammy Fraser and Andrew Holland.  
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Building in 
the buffer?  
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Delivering for biodiversity on heathland 
 
The Brecks’ grass heaths 
provide an incredibly 
important resource for a 
variety of nationally rare and 
important species, including 
breeding stone-curlew.   

In the right condition (grass less 
than 5cm interspersed with bare 
ground) they provide a suitable 
habitat for myriad rare plants and 
invertebrates, and a valuable safe 
nesting resource for breeding 
stone-curlew. These conditions 
can be achieved by high rabbit 
populations and / or the provision 
of cultivated plots.  
 
In 2013 we furthered our vision 
towards a more sustainable stone-
curlew population by undertaking 
an opportunity mapping exercise 
of the remaining grass heath 

resource in the Brecks. We 
liaised with a wide range of 
partners to quantify;  
1) How many more breeding 
birds we could get on the 
remaining grass heaths;  
2) What factors are currently 
limiting the number of stone-
curlew; and  
3) What could be done to 
enhance numbers at each 
individual site.   
We are currently working with a 
wide range of partners to 
develop the recommendations 
of this work and deliver more 
safe nesting habitat for stone-
curlews alongside other wildlife.  
 
If you are a landowner and 
would like to contribute towards 
this vision, please get in contact 
with me for free advice on 
grassland management and/ or 
arable reversion to grassland.      

For further information contact: 
Robert Hawkes, Heathland Project 
Officer   
robert.hawkes@rspb.org.uk 
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An example of a species-rich, 
mechanically disturbed grass heath plot.  
Management to create these conditions 
requires relatively simple management 
inputs. 

Cultivation trials at Field Farm 
 

 

In September 2013, the 
RSPB held a cultivation trial 
at Field Farm in Hockwold to 
showcase some of the 
different techniques that 
could be used to create 
stone-curlew nesting plots.  

With the kind permission of owner 
Pat Atkins and an incredible effort 
from farm manager Steven, we 
used nine different agricultural 
cultivation tools to create a range 
of different surface textures. 
 
The aim was to ascertain which 
technique produced the optimal 
surface to attract stone-curlews.  
Discussions were held over two 
days, with farmers on the first day 
and advisers and conservationists 
on day two. 
 
The views were varied, with the 
power harrow coming out worst, 
and cultivator with press and discs 
as coming out best. 
The trial did, however, raise more 
questions than answers. Is there a 
best technique to use? Are small 
ridges better than a rough  

substrate? Would some brash or 
vegetation be good for camouflage 
when the birds arrive? These are 
questions that need to be 
addressed if we want as many 
stone-curlews as possible nesting 
on fallow plots rather than in crops 
where they’re at risk from 
cultivations. 
 
Although details have not been 
finalised, we can look forward to 

the new environmental land 
management scheme (NELMS), 
and will be offering free advice 
and help with the scheme in due 
course. 

 
For further information 
contact Andrew Holland, 
Brecks Farm Conservation 
Adviser 
andrew.holland@rspb.org.uk 
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Involve 
Your regional volunteer newsletter 

Issue no 00 Winter 20XX 

Working together to give nature a home 

The RSPB is the country’s largest 
nature conservation charity, inspiring 
everyone to give nature a home. 

 

The RSPB is a member of BirdLife 
International, a partnership of 
conservation organisations working to 
give nature a home around the world. 
 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity: England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654 

 

Securing the future of the stone-curlew 
throughout the UK with LIFE+ funding 
New advisers to help 
landowners give stone-
curlews a boost have been 
funded in the Brecks, and 
Salisbury Plain, the two 
UK strongholds of this shy 
but nonetheless quirky and 
entertaining bird.  

The success of the Stone-
curlew recovery projects in both 
areas have been widely 
publicised, although the 
whereabouts of the birds 
themselves is always top secret 
as they are so sensitive. But you 
now have the chance to see 
them on our new guided tours. 

Conservationists, landowners and 
farmers have worked together for 
over 30 years to more than double 
the fragile remaining UK 
population of stone-curlews, which 
crashed after land use changes in 
the 1920s. Since then much of 
their habitat was either lost or no 
longer managed to create the 
short grass sward they need.  

But, the time has come to help our 
wailing heath chickens, also 
known as the Norfolk plover, to 
secure a future home where they 
can prosper without the need for 
recues and hands on protection. 
This means creating more fallow 
plots within arable crops and 
shorter rabbit grazed grassland.  

We are ambitious and hope 
communities will rally behind the 
enigmatic stone-curlew and 
collaborate to create up to double 
the amount of safe nesting habitat 
for them across the country by 
2017 to secure their future in our 
landscape. In most cases that 
doesn’t mean creating new 
heathland, just getting the 
management right on the existing 
habitat and fallow plots. Let’s give 
them a home together. 

For further information 
contact: Emily Field, UK 
Project Manager- Stone-
curlew on 07867 537419 
emily.field@rspb.org.uk 
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Back from the brink: Stone-curlews looking for safe places to nest receive a LIFE+ line from the EU 

LIFE+ is the EU’s financial 
instrument supporting nature 
conservation, environmental, 
and similar communication 
projects throughout the EU, 
which contribute to 
implementing the Birds and 
Habitats Directives, and Natura 
2000 network of protected 
sites. 


