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This widespread shorebird is undergoing rapid population declines across the European part of its extremely 
large global range. It is therefore classified as Vulnerable in both Europe and the EU27. 

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Native:
Albania; Armenia; Austria; Azerbaijan; Belarus; Belgium; Bosnia and Herzegovina; Bulgaria; Croatia; 
Cyprus; Czech Republic; Denmark; Faroe Islands (to DK); Estonia; Finland; France; Georgia; Germany; 
Greece; Hungary; Iceland; Ireland, Rep. of; Italy; Latvia; Liechtenstein; Lithuania; Luxembourg; Macedonia, 
the former Yugoslav Republic of; Malta; Moldova; Montenegro; Netherlands; Norway; Poland; Portugal; 
Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; Slovakia; Slovenia; Spain; Sweden; Switzerland; Turkey; Ukraine; 
United Kingdom; Gibraltar (to UK)
Origin Uncertain:
Andorra
Vagrant:
Greenland (to DK); Svalbard and Jan Mayen (to NO)

Population
The European population is estimated at 212,000-292,000 pairs, which equates to 425,000-584,000 mature 
individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 164,000-186,000 pairs, which equates to 
328,000-371,000 mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe and the EU27 the population size is estimated to be decreasing by 30-49% in 31.2 years (three 
generations). For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology
This species frequents fens, peat bogs, heathland, coastal marshes, wet grasslands and large river valleys. In 
boreal Russia and Fennoscandia it prefers tundra and in areas such as France, the Netherlands and the U.K. it 
has successfully colonised pastures and other agricultural grasslands. European wintering birds mostly gather 
at large estuaries and other extensive muddy sites (Tucker and Heath 1994). It also utilises wet grassland and 
arable fields during migration (Van Gils and Wiersma 1996). Most populations breed from April to August 
(Hayman et al. 1986) in solitary, territorial pairs (Johnsgard 1981), occasionally also forming small colonies 
(Flint et al. 1984). The nest is a shallow depression on the ground or on a mound (Flint et al. 1984) in the 
open or in the cover of grass or sedge (Van Gils and Wiersma 1996) often far from water (Johnsgard 1981). 
Clutch size is typically four. Throughout the year the diet includes annelids, arthropods, crustaceans, 
molluscs, berries and seeds. Vertebrates, including small fish, amphibians, lizards, young birds and small 
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rodents as well as terrestrial insects and earthworms are also consumed, especially in summer (Van Gils and 
Wiersma 1996). This species is migratory and European populations overwinter in Western Europe, the 
Mediterranean and in many parts of Africa (Hagemeijer and Blair 1997). After breeding adults gather on 
coasts (from July onwards) (Hayman et al. 1986) for the post-breeding moult (Snow and Perrins 1998) before 
migrating south between July and November. Non-breeders may remain in the wintering areas all-year-round 
(Van Gils and Wiersma 1996).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Aquatic - Seasonally Flooded Agricultural Land suitable non-breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Arable Land suitable breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Pastureland suitable non-breeding
Grassland - Temperate suitable non-breeding
Marine Coastal/Supratidal - Coastal Brackish/Saline Lagoons/Marine Lakes suitable non-breeding
Marine Coastal/Supratidal - Coastal Freshwater Lakes suitable non-breeding
Marine Coastal/Supratidal - Coastal Sand Dunes suitable breeding
Marine Intertidal - Mud Flats and Salt Flats major non-breeding
Marine Intertidal - Salt Marshes (Emergent Grasses) suitable breeding
Shrubland - Temperate suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands major breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Freshwater Lakes (over ha) suitable non-breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Rivers/Streams/Creeks (includes waterfalls) suitable non-breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Seasonal/Intermittent Freshwater Lakes (over ha) suitable non-breeding
Altitude Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
The species is threatened by the loss and fragmentation of moorland habitats as a result of afforestation 
(Johnsgard 1981, Van Gils and Wiersma 1996) and of marginal grassland habitats as a result of agricultural 
intensification and improvement (Johnsgard 1981, Baines 1988, Van Gils and Wiersma 1996) (e.g. drainage, 
inorganic fertilisation and reseeding) (Baines 1988). The species also suffers from high egg and chick 
mortalities (due to mechanical mowing) and higher predation rates if nesting on improved grasslands (Van 
Gils and Wiersma 1996). It is also susceptible to avian influenza so may be threatened by future outbreaks of 
the virus (Melville and Shortridge 2006). Wintering populations are threatened by disturbance on intertidal 
mudflats (Van Gils and Wiersma 1996, Burton et al. 2002a, 2002b) (e.g. from construction work (Burton et 
al. 2002a) and foot-traffic (Burton et al. 2002b)), development on high-tide roosting sites, pollution (Van Gils 
and Wiersma 1996) and the flooding of estuarine mudflats and saltmarshes as a result of tidal barrage 
construction (Burton 2006). The species is also threatened by the degradation of migrational staging areas 
owing to land reclamation, pollution, human disturbance and reduced river flows (Kelin and Qiang 2006). 
Local populations of this species have also declined owing to hunting pressures (Van Gils and Wiersma 1996).
Threats & Impacts

Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses
Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Agro-industry 
grazing, ranching or 
farming

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation

Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Small-holder 
grazing, ranching or 
farming

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Reduced reproductive success

Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Wood & pulp 
plantations (scale 
unknown/
unrecorded)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation



Threats & Impacts
Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses

Biological resource 
use

Hunting & trapping 
terrestrial animals 
(intentional use - 

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Human intrusions & 
disturbance

Work & other 
activities

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Negligible declines Low Impact

Stresses
Species disturbance

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Avian Influenza 
Virus (H subtype)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Negligible declines Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Natural system 
modifications

Abstraction of 
surface water 
(domestic use)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Natural system 
modifications

Large dams Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation

Pollution Industrial & military 
effluents (type 
unknown/
unrecorded)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Residential & 
commercial 
development

Housing & urban 
areas

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Rapid Declines Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
Annex I and II of the EU Birds Directive. A management plan for the species, updated for 2007-2009, was 
published in 2007, covering the EU portion of the species's range (Jensen and Lutz 2007). A five year 
moratorium on hunting the species was implemented in France in July 2008 (A. Duncan in litt. 2008). The 
species occurs in a large number of protected areas throughout its range and features in several national 
monitoring schemes. 

Conservation Actions Proposed
The Management Plan for Curlew outlines key conservation targets: Protect key wintering sites (Jensen and 
Lutz 2007) and work to maintain the non-hunting status in France when the hunting (Brown et al. 2014) 
moratorium ends. Determine the key parameters driving declines in breeding areas and integrate agri-
environment measures to counter these. Continue monitoring trends. Minimise disturbance on the wintering 
grounds (Jensen and Lutz 2007).
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