
Curlew conservation and new woodland in 
Scotland – essential steps for forest managers

What you can do to help save the globally declining curlew



This globally important bird needs an effective and urgent recovery programme, and landowners and 

forest planners are crucial. Currently ‘business as usual’ is not halting curlew declines.  If we are to 

ensure curlews survive, Scotland’s forest and environment sector must respond. This includes ensuring:

• Forests are in the right place. Despite Scotland’s ambitious and necessary emission reduction targets, 
a balance must be struck between sequestering carbon and locating more woodland in places that do 
not undermine our global biodiversity responsibilities. The Scottish Government and/or its agencies 
should undertake a spatial mapping assessment, to integrate woodland expansion, conservation and 
other land use priorities, to guide future planting decisions and ensure sensitive areas such as those 
suitable for curlew, are avoided.

• Important breeding sites are protected. Protected areas help to safeguard key breeding sites from 
inappropriate development and damaging land use. Yet few are designated for curlews, which are 
dispersed. Designation is important but so is protecting important undesignated curlew areas. 
Support for surveys to verify and to designate potentially important curlew hotspots is essential.

• Predator impacts are minimised. We must also try to reduce potential pressure from generalist 
predators, through various means, including habitat design, and legal and targeted predator control 
where necessary.

The evocative call of the curlew has echoed across Scotland’s landscape for generations, but these 
much-loved birds are at risk of being lost.  Since the mid-1990s, their numbers have dropped by 61%. 
They are disappearing – fast. 

Scotland’s global importance for curlew
Scotland holds an estimated 15% of the global breeding population of Eurasian curlew.  Curlew is 

listed as globally Near-Threatened on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species and is now a Red-listed 

Bird of Conservation Concern in the UK. The UK is a signatory to the African-Eurasian Migratory 

Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) so the Scottish government has an international responsibility to act 

for curlew. The combination of its global conservation status, the importance of the UK and its rapid 

decline makes curlew arguably the most urgent bird conservation priority in Scotland.

The impact of new woodlands on curlew

Curlews are widely dispersed and nest in open ground often dominated by rough damp grass or 

heath.  Their rapid decline is driven by land use change at the landscape scale - primarily:

 A reduction in habitat extent and quality. This includes conversion to forest plantations and new 

woodland. Curlews need large extents of open ground with few trees.

 Predation of nests and chicks by generalist predators including foxes and crows. The failure of 

breeding birds to produce enough young is the main driver of their decline.

These influences work together: Open ground and marginal farmland which offers good quality 

habitat for curlews is often proposed for new woodland; this, in turn, can provide cover for predators.

https://britishbirds.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Brit.-Birds-108-660–668.pdf


Current guidance
The Scottish Forestry ‘Woodland Creation and Curlew’ leaflet (2019) states that Scottish Forestry (SF) 
recognises the importance of protecting curlew breeding sites where they are important to maintain 
the viability of local or regional populations. It recommends guidelines when planning woodland 
creation proposals, to avoid or reduce the potential effect of any damage or disturbance on the 
conservation status of this species. RSPB supports the expansion of Scotland’s woodlands, especially 
native species, in locations where the impact on important open ground species and habitats is low. 
Further information on our policy can be obtained using our contacts overleaf. Below, we set out our 
clear recommendations, taking into account the SF guidelines. We consider that any woodland 
proposal likely to affect more than 5 pairs of nesting curlews is potentially threatening to curlew 
populations, especially so if areas are involved where densities reach more than 5 pairs per sq. km.

As a landowner, forest manager or agent you can play an important role in developing woodland 
proposals that minimise impacts on curlews:

• Seek early engagement with RSPB conservation staff to ensure areas likely to be important for 
curlews are identified and avoided at an early stage in planning for new woodland creation

• Contact Scottish Forestry woodland officers to discuss strategic siting of new woodland so as to 
avoid known curlew ‘hotspots’

• Commission bird surveys at an early stage to identify high concentrations of breeding curlews
• Identify areas within your landholding where conflicts with curlew habitat are likely to be minimised 

and where positive management for curlews could take place
• Design schemes such that the largest possible blocks of open curlew habitat are maintained, with 

suitable buffer. Ideally, woodland should not be less than 500m from existing breeding curlews.
• Talk to your neighbours about their plans for woodland establishment and design schemes such 

that larger areas of curlew habitat can be maintained in combination
• Consider whether legal control of generalist predators is an appropriate action to accompany any 

new woodland
• Your decisions can make an important contribution to conserving curlews in Scotland.

As regulator (Scottish Forestry) or a statutory consultee, you can help to reduce impacts on curlews:

• Commission or support an assessment of land use planning which takes full account of competing 
priorities and which balances open ground conservation and woodland expansion, including 
assessing the cumulative impact of woodlands on important species such as curlews.

• Ensure sufficient contact is made with RSPB to allow an informed assessment of important curlew 
areas, useful for review of woodland applications

• Work with potential applicants or agents at the earliest possible stage to direct woodland proposals 
away from known curlew areas and suitable curlew habitat.

• Encourage applicants to undertake recommended due diligence for woodland creation and obtain 
up to date bird survey information to accompany proposals, especially if large-scale and when there 
is little recent bird information for the area

• Seek alternative locations for woodland proposals which allow woodland expansion on habitats 
which do not threaten curlew

• Work with applicants in designing schemes to minimise impacts on curlews
• Encourage applicants to work with adjacent landowners to produce schemes which minimise 

impacts on curlews
• Discuss with applicants whether legal control of generalist predators, or other habitat management 

measures can help with curlew conservation as part of new woodland schemes
• Please take positive action as a statutory body to help conserve curlews in Scotland at the 

landscape scale and ensure Scotland delivers on its international responsibility for this globally 
declining species.



Globally, two out of eight curlew species are already extinct - the Eskimo curlew and Slender-billed 
curlew. Scotland has a critical role in tackling the decline of the Eurasian curlew: the government must 
act to fulfil our international responsibilities and all land managers can make a major contribution.
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Further advice and contacts:

The balance between the positive and negative impacts of new woodland on biodiversity

Information about the conservation importance of curlews:
https://britishbirds.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Brit.-Birds-108-660–668.pdf
Baseline status and ecology: https://app.bto.org/birdfacts/results/bob5410.htm

Scottish Forestry ‘Woodland Creation and Curlew’ leaflet (2019)
https://forestry.gov.scot/publications/713-woodland-creation-and-curlew/download

RSPB Scotland contacts: www.rspb.org.uk Scotland HQ – 0131 317 4100
North Scotland 01463 715000 nsro@rspb.org.uk (Cairngorms National Park and northwards) 

South Scotland 0141 331 0993 glasgow@rspb.org.uk (south of Cairngorms National Park)

This is a key question in considering woodland 
planting in areas rich in curlews. Setting aside other 
factors influencing decisions on applications, there 
may be times when the likely positive impacts on 
woodland biodiversity (e.g. other priority species 
such as capercaillie) could be very significant.  The 
aim in such cases should always be to work with 
land owners and Scottish Forestry to take a 
landscape-scale approach and seek woodland 
establishment sites which avoid the conflict with 
open ground species such as curlews. Expanding our 
woodland cover is essential, but there is space to 
accommodate potentially competing biodiversity 
impacts if a strategic approach is taken.
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