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INTRODUCTION

During the 20th century, Pied Avocets Recurvirostra avo-
setta were first recorded as wintering in England in 1947.
Since then, their fortunes have been followed in great detail
and with great interest by Britain’s legions of enthusiastic
birdwatchers. There can be no doubt that this interest has
been sustained by the fact that the species is extremely popu-
lar on account of its striking appearance and charismatic
behaviour.

After 1947, the population increased only slowly at first,
but grew rapidly during the 1980s and 1990s expanding its
range to include most estuaries with soft sediments across
southern England.

In this paper, I review the development of the wintering
population of Pied Avocets in the British Isles during 1947–
2001.

METHODS

This analysis is based mainly on count data collected for the
Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) and its predecessor, The Birds

of Estuaries Enquiry. WeBS, which consists of co-ordinated
monthly counts of non-breeding waterbirds at all significant
sites throughout the United Kingdom, is run jointly by the
British Trust for Ornithology, The Wildfowl and Wetlands
Trust, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and the
Joint Nature Conservation Committee.

POPULATION TRENDS

When the first avocets started to winter in southern England
in 1947, it was presumed that they were from the native
breeding population newly established in Suffolk on the
English east coast (though this was never proved). The origi-
nal wintering sites were all in the south-west and comprised
the Tamar and Tavy estuaries on the Devon/Cornwall border
and the Exe estuary in east Devon. Numbers grew gradually
until, by the late 1960s, there were about 100 birds winter-
ing at six sites in southern England. These included the origi-
nal three, plus Poole and Pagham Harbours on the south
coast and the Alde estuary in Suffolk in the south-east. One
site on the Alde estuary, Havergate Island, was also (and still
is) a major avocet breeding stronghold.
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In 1947, small numbers of Pied Avocets started to over-winter in southern England. Until about 1980, the
population increased only slowly, but then grew rapidly so that by 2000 regular wintering numbers exceeded
4,000. Most are distributed along the south and east coasts of England, favouring estuarine sites with soft, fine
sediments. Wintering birds originate from breeding populations in SE England, Germany, the Netherlands and
Belgium.

Fig. 1.  Numbers of Pied Avocets wintering in England, 1950/51 to 2000/01.


