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INTRODUCTION

From monitoring population trends to evaluating the relative 
importance of sites, accurate population estimates are an 
essential tool for wader biologists and managers. In Britain, 
most wader species are monitored very effectively by the 
BTO/JNCC/WWT Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS: Austin et 
al. 2008). Of those that are not well monitored, two of the 
most widespread are the Eurasian Golden Plover Pluvialis 
apricaria and the Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus. 
Information from WeBS suggests marked changes in the 
abundance and/or distribution of these species in Britain 
since the early 1970s (Gillings et al. 2006). Furthermore, 
declines in European breeding populations of Northern Lap-
wing (PECBMS 2007) and demographic changes in Eurasian 
Golden Plovers (Piersma et al. 2005) suggest that current 
population estimates from the early 1980s may be outdated. 
Since most wader conservation in Britain operates through 
assessing the importance of sites on the basis of the proportion 
of the national or flyway population they support, having an 
accurate population estimate to work from is crucial.

In 1977–78 the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) 
organised a survey of golden plovers in Britain, generating 
a winter estimate of 200,000 birds (Fuller & Lloyd 1981). 
Since then the most widely quoted estimates of the number of 
golden plovers and lapwings wintering in Britain come from 
the species accounts by R.J. Fuller in the Atlas of Wintering 
Birds of Britain and Ireland (Lack 1986). He noted how it 
was difficult to derive accurate figures due to the opposing 
problems of double-counting due to movements in response 
to cold weather and overlooking flocks entirely. On balance 
he suggested that the wintering population of Britain was 
probably in the range of 200,000 to 300,000 golden plovers, 
with in excess of 1,000,000 lapwings in Britain and Ireland. 
Cayford & Waters (1996) used these data and WeBS data 
(from 1987–92) and estimated 250,000 golden plovers and 
1,500,000 lapwings in Britain alone. Most recently, the BTO 

Dispersed Waterbird Survey used a sampling approach to 
estimate 580,000 golden plovers and 1,400,000 lapwings in 
Great Britain (Jackson et al. 2006). Therefore this last study 
suggests a large increase in the number of golden plovers and 
no change in the number of lapwings, although it should be 
noted that the number of occupied squares on which these 
figures were based was extremely small.

In 2006/07 the BTO aimed to update these figures more 
precisely. However, in Britain these species are neither suf-
ficiently widespread that a random survey will have a high 
“hit rate”, nor sufficiently concentrated in well-defined and 
predictable locations or habitats that a complete count can be 
achieved. Cayford & Waters (1996) segregated Britain into a 
coastal zone and an inland zone. Though they did not precisely 
define where one zone stopped and the other began, this ap-
proach is helpful in that it acknowledges the existence of areas 
of high and low plover density. This paper reports on a census 
of Eurasian Golden Plovers and Northern Lapwings in rela-
tively high density patches (mostly wetlands) combined with 
an extensive sample survey of relatively low density areas.

METHODS

Field methods

The survey took place from October 2006 to February 2007. 
To reduce double-counting problems a preferred count date 
was designated in each month (see below). Four complemen-
tary survey methods were employed:

1. Counts at important wetland sites

Every month the major estuaries and many inland wetlands 
are surveyed for all waterbirds as part of WeBS. At the begin-
ning of each year, suggested WeBS count dates are issued and 
those for October to February were used for this survey. Core 
count dates are selected on the basis of suitable high tides 
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In the winter of 2006/07, an attempt was made to produce new winter population estimates for Eurasian Golden 
Plover and Northern Lapwing in Great Britain using a combination of counts of important sites and an extensive 
sample survey. Each month from November to February, volunteer surveyors recorded the abundance of the 
two species at wetlands, known important terrestrial sites and a random sample of grid squares. Combining 
these sources, we estimate the number of golden plovers and lapwings wintering in Britain in 2006/07 peaked 
at 400,000 and 620,000 individuals, respectively. Comparison of these figures with earlier estimates is made 
but is hampered by uncertainty over the accuracy of previous estimates. These results are discussed in the light 
of possible golden plover winter range shifts and ongoing declines in lapwing breeding populations.


