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Introduction  
 

This is the first detailed assessment of the changing status and distribution of birds in Cumbria and has been written by members of the 
Cumbria Bird Club. 
 

It sources records from the earliest written records up to and including 2019 for the present county of Cumbria. 
In the case of vagrant and rare species and other species with significant records, updates beyond 2019 will be listed on the species title 
page. 
 

It takes the form of individual species accounts which will be published on the Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre website as they are 
written. Each species account can be accessed via the contents page.  
 

Until the final species account is written, the accounts can be revised in the light of any new information coming to light. Therefore the 
authors would encourage the submission of any relevant additional information and also comments on any factual inaccuracies or 
omissions. These can be sent to info@cumbriabirdclub.org.uk 

Defining Cumbria  
 

The current county of Cumbria is an amalgamation of the old counties of Cumberland, Westmorland, Lancashire north of and including 
Morecambe Bay and parts of Northumberland and Yorkshire. It was formed in 1974 and is the defined area for this Avifauna. The 
landward boundary of the county separates it from Scotland in the north, from the administrative counties of Northumberland, Durham 
and North Yorkshire in the east and from Lancashire in the south. On its western seaward side the local government boundary extends no 
further out than mean low water spring tides. Adoption of such a tight limit for the purposes of this avifauna would not be appropriate as 
there is a substantial and growing body of detailed bird records well beyond its bounds which throw an important light on the feeding 
strategies, bird densities and offshore movements of Cumbriaôs birds. For this reason, the boundary of the United Kingdom territorial 
waters has been adopted as a more appropriate limit. This extends to 12 miles off the coast of Cumbria and is universally recognised.  
 

Cumbria possesses one of the most diverse landscapes in England, shaped by the complex interplay of geology, climate, landform, soils 
and vegetation and also by thousands of years of human activity. This, in turn, has influenced the status and distribution of the individual 
species of birds which occur within it. In order to help elucidate these issues within the individual species accounts, the county has been 
split into a number of geographic divisions by adoption of the National Character Areas as defined in 2006 by the then Countryside 
Agency. The geographic areas used in these accounts are similar to the National Character Areas except that the Cumbrian parts of the 
Tyne Gap and Hadrianôs Wall are included in the Border Moors area. All at sea records and coastal records outside the breeding season 
are allocated to either an open section of coast or an estuary. The boundaries between most of these geographical divisions are not 
precise. A detailed description of the countyôs geography, geomorphology, habitats and birds will be available in an introductory section 
ñThe Geographic Divisions of Cumbria and their Bird Faunaò. 
 

Because of its size and diversity of habitats Cumbria supports a diversity of breeding species to rival any county in the British Isles. There 
are 178 current or former breeding species.  Its position in the west does not perhaps lend its self to the migration spectacles and regular 
occurrences of rare species seen on the east coast with its proximity to the continental landmass. Nevertheless there are significant 
movements of several species during spring and autumn passage and it has hosted many rare species. The county list comprises 350 
species at the end of 2019. With three major staging and wintering estuaries in the South Solway and Duddon Estuaries and the northern 
portion of Morecambe Bay all within its recording area, it holds Internationally important and nationally important aggregations of wildfowl, 
waders and gulls.  
 

Character Areas of Cumbria  Topography of Cumbria  

 
 

 

mailto:info@cumbriabirdclub.org.uk
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At sea coastal areas and Wetland Bird Survey coastal sectors  
 

Sector  No. Sector  No. Sector  No. 
Rockcliffe Marsh 1 Harrington Harbour 19 Haverigg 37 
Sandsfield to Dykesfield 2 Parton Bay 20 Hodbarrow Mine Pond 38 
Dykesfield to Glasson 3 Whitehaven Harbour 21 Millom Marsh 39 
Glasson to Herdhill Scar 4 Whitehaven to St Bees Head 22 Kirkby 40 
Herdhill Scar 5 St Bees Head 23 Dunnerholme 41 
Herdhill Scar to Cardurnock 6 St Bees to Sellafield 24 Roanhead 42 
Anthorn to Newton 7 Sellafield 25 North Walney 43 
Calvo Marsh 8 Sellafield to Drigg 26 South Walney 44 
Grune Point 9 Drigg to Drigg Point 27 Cavendish Dock and Roosecote Sands 45 
Skinburness to Beckfoot 10 Irt Estuary 28 Foulney Island 46 
Beckfoot to Mawbray 11 Mite Estuary 29 Furness Coast 47 
Mawbray to Mealo 12 Irt/Mite/Esk Main Channel 30 Bardsea 48 
Mealo to Bank End 13 Esk Estuary 31 Leven Estuary upper 49 
Bank End to Flimby 14 Eskholme 32 Sandgate Marsh 50 
Maryport Harbour 15 Eskmeals to Selker 33 Flookburgh West Plain 51 
Flimby to Workington 16 Hyton Bay 34 Flookburgh East Plain 52 
Workington Harbour 17 Hyton Bay to Gutterby 35 Humphrey Head to Arnside Viaduct 53 
Workington to Whitehaven 18 Gutterby to Haverigg 36 Arnside Viaduct to Sampool 54 

 

 

 

Wader roost, Foulney Island  
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Regularly counted inland Wetland Bird Survey Sites  
 

Site  No. Site  No. Site  No. Site  No. 

Longtown Ponds - Oakbank 1 Linskeldfield Tarn 21 Brothers Water 41 Greyrigg Tarn 61 

Longtown Ponds - Crofthead 2 Overwater & Chaplehouse 22 Haweswater Res. 42 Fisher Tarn Reservoir 62 

Longtown Ponds - Gretna Rd 3 Bassenthwaite Lake 23 Wet Sleddale Res. 43 Lily Mere 63 

Longtown Ponds - Arthuret 4 Abbots Moss 24 Hardendale Quarry 44 Killington Reservoir 64 

Drumburgh Moss 5 Little Salkeld Meadows 25 Ormside Ponds 45 Underhelm Tarn 65 

Thurstonfield Lough 6 Thaka Flash, Penrith 26 Bank End , Appleby 46 Lyth Valley Wetlands 66 

Watch Tree 7 Whin's Pond 27 Braystone Tarn 47 Wyndhammere 67 

Upperby Park 8 Blencarn fishery 28 Wastwater 48 Tarnhouse Tarn 68 

Wedholme Flow 9 Black Leases Pond 29 Grasmere 49 Terrybank Tarn 69 

Martin Tarn 10 Mockerkin Tarn 30 Rydal Water 50 KItmere 70 

Oulton Gravel Pits 11 Loweswater 31 Elterwater 51 Ulpha Meadows 71 

Cardew Mires 12 Cogra Moss 32 Sunbiggin Tarn 52 Harlock Reservoir 72 

Moorthwaite Lough 13 Crummock Water 33 Tarnhouse Tarn 53 Pennington Reservoir 73 

Tarns Dub 14 Buttermere 34 Kentmere Tarn 54 Poaka Beck Reservoir 74 

Holme Dub 15 Keekle Flashes 35 Coniston Water 55 Thwaite Flatt/Roanhead Ponds 75 

Talkin Tarn 16 Ennerdale Water 36 Esthwaite Water 56 Birkune Tarn 76 

Tindale Tarn 17 Longlands Lake 37 Windermere 57 Urswick Tarn 77 

Castle Carrock Reservoir 18 Derwent Water 38 High Fairbanks 58 Mere Tarn 78 

Siddick Pond 19 Thirlmere 39 Ratherheath Tarn 59 Ormsgill Reservoir 79 

Soddy Gap 20 Ullswater 40 Whinfell Tarn 60   
        
River Esk:  
Longtown to Metal Bridge 

A 
River Eden: 
Newby to Rockcliffe 

B 
River Derwent: 
Bassenthwaite to Isel 

C 
River Eden:  
Watersmeet to Little Salkeld 

D 

River Eden: Kirkby Thore E River Eden: Ormside F River Kent: Kendal G   
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Defining records  
 

In the text and compilation of tables and graphs, the terms ñrecordò and occurrenceò are interchangeable. They are used to describe a 
bird event, normally involving vagrant, rare, scarce or uncommon species, occupying a site for either a short period of time or for a longer 
duration over several days or months. They do not refer to individuals, the number of which is specified in the text or graphics. Where a 
bird within one of the above status categories is joined by another or more on a second or more days, this is classed as a second 
occurrence and reflected in the text and/or graphics. 
 
Defining status and assessment of record s 
 

Each species has a county status below its name. This and the criteria used to assess it is taken from the ñCounty Listò maintained by the 
Cumbria Bird Club (CBC) and can be found on the Cumbria Biological Date Centre (CBDC) website at CBDC-007-1-A-list -of -the-birds -
of-Cumbria -final.pdf  
 

The British List is maintained by the British Ornithologists Union Records Committee (BOU) and regularly updated. The validity of 
records of nationally rare species is assessed by the British Birds Records Committee (BBRC) who produce an annual report 
published in the journal British Birds. The validity of records of species with vagrant or rare status in Cumbria but not nationally and some 
scarcer species has been assessed by the Cumbria Bird Club Records Panel (CBCRP) since 1994. Prior to that it was done by prominent 
ornithologists of the time. 

Data sources  and Standard references  
 

All references can be found in a separate document but the main recurring sources are also listed below. These are not included in the 
reference section of each species account. Records or statements specifically mentioned in the text prior to 1970 are referenced where 
possible. From 1970 onwards specific records are not generally referenced unless from targeted surveys and have been sourced from the 
annual Cumbria Bird Reports from 1970 onwards, records supplied to the Cumbria Bird Club since 1994, the British Trust for 
Ornithologyôs Birdtrack reporting system since 2004 and from the Walney Bird Observatory database. 
 

In addition the species accounts draw heavily on the national monitoring schemes run by the British Trust Ornithology (BTO). For non-
breeding waterbirds these are the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) and its predecessors the National Wildfowl Counts (NWC) and Birds of 
Estuaries Enquiry (BOEE). For the commoner more dispersed breeding species they are the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS), its predecessor 
the Common Bird Census (CBC) and the Waterbird Breeding Bird Survey (WBBS). The Rare Birds Breeding Panel (RBBP) maintain a 
database of rare breeding birds and review their status annually.  
 

The Cumbria Bird Club would particularly like to thank Walney Bird Observatory for access to itôs database. The Observatory was 
established in 1964 and is the single largest source of records from within the county. 
 
Maps  
 

Unless otherwise stated maps are from the Cumbria Bird Clubôs Cumbria Bird Atlas 2007 ï 2012. Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre & 
Cumbria Bird Club www.cbdc.org.uk/wildlife-in-cumbria/bird-atlas/ (Cumbria Atlas 2007-12), and are at tetrad level. 
 
Atlases  
 

The texts include references to several National and County Atlases. The most regularly occurring are by date: 
 

¶ Sharrock, J.T.R. 1976. The Atlas of Breeding Birds in Britain and Ireland. T & AD Poyser, Berkhamstead (National Atlas 1968ï72) 

¶ Lack, P.C. 1986. The Atlas of Wintering Birds in Britain and Ireland. T & AD Poyser, Calton (National Winter Atlas 1981ï84)  

¶ Gibbons, D.W., Reid, J.R. & Chapman, R.A. 1993. The New Atlas of Breeding Birds in Britain and Ireland: 1988 ï 1991. T & AD 
Poyser, London (National Atlas 1988ï91) 

¶ Hagemeijer, W.J.M.  & Blair, M.J. 1997. The EBCC Atlas of European Breeding Birds: Their distribution and abundance. T & AD 
Poyser, London. (EBBA 1997). 

¶ Stott, M. Callion, J.C., Kinley, I., Raven, C. & Roberts, J. (eds). 2002. The Breeding Birds of Cumbria. A tetrad atlas 1997ï2001. 
Cumbria Bird Club (Cumbria Atlas 1997ï2001) 

¶ Balmer, D.E., Gillings, G., Caffrey, B.J. Swann, R.L., Downie, I.S, & Fuller. R.J. 2013. Bird Atlas 2007ï11: the breeding and 
wintering birds of Britain and Ireland. BTO Books, Thetford (National Atlas 2007ï11) 

¶ Cumbria Bird Club. Cumbria Bird Atlas 2007 ï 2012. Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre & Cumbria Bird Club 
www.cbdc.org.uk/wildlifeïinïcumbria/birdïatlas/ (Cumbria Atlas 2007ï12)* 

¶ Keller, V. et al. 2020. European Breeding Bird Atlas 2. European Bird Census Council & Lynx Edicions.  Barcelona (EBBA 2020).  
 

*The National Atlas of 2007-11 ran concurrently with the Cumbria Atlas 2007-12 involving the same fieldwork but with the Cumbria 
fieldwork going on for an extra breeding season in 2012. 
 

 
 
 
 

https://www.cbdc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/CBDC-007-1-A-list-of-the-birds-of-Cumbria-final.pdf
https://www.cbdc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/CBDC-007-1-A-list-of-the-birds-of-Cumbria-final.pdf
http://www.cbdc.org.uk/wildlife-in-cumbria/bird-atlas/
http://www.cbdc.org.uk/wildlife-in-cumbria/bird-atlas/
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Cumbria Standard References (ordered by date)  
 

¶ Heysham, J. 1794. A Catalogue of Cumberland Animals. in Hutchinson, W. editor. The History of the County of Cumberland, and 
some Places Adjacent, from the Earliest Accounts to the Present Time. F.Jollie, Carlisle 

¶ Mitchell. F.S. 1885. The Birds of Lancashire. Gurney & Jackson, London (Updated by Saunders, H. 1892) 

¶ Macpherson, H.A. & Duckworth, W 1886. The Birds of Cumberland. Chas. Thurnam, Carlisle 

¶ Macpherson, H.A. 1892. A Vertebrate Fauna of Lakeland. David Douglas, Edinburgh  

¶ Sellers, R.M. and Hewitt, S, 2020, Transcripts of the annual reports of the Natural History Record Bureau, Carlisle, 1902-1912. 
Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre Occasional Publication No.5, Issue 1 

¶ Dunlop, W.E.B. 1923. Lakeland Ornithology, 1892 ï 1913. Trans. Carlisle NHS Vol.3: 1-25 

¶ Hope, L. E. 1923. Appendix to Lakeland Ornithology. 1914 - 1922. Trans. Carlisle NHS Vol.3: 26-39 

¶ Blezard. E., Garnett, M., Graham, R. & Johnston, T.L. 1943.The Birds of Lakeland. Trans. Carlisle NHS Vol.6: 21-163 

¶ Blezard, E. 1946. The Birds of Lakeland: A Supplement. Lakeland Natural History. Trans. Carlisle NHS Vol.7: 131-149 

¶ Oakes, C. 1953. The Birds of Lancashire. Oliver & Boyd, Edinburgh  

¶ Blezard, E. 1954. The Birds of Lakeland: A Second Supplement. Lakeland Ornithology. Trans. Carlisle NHS Vol.8: 102-135 

¶ Robson, R.W. 1957. Some changes in the status of the Birds of Lakeland. Trans. Eden Field Club, Penrith NHS, Kendal NHS, The 
Changing Scene 1: 26-35  

¶ Blezard, E. 1958. The Birds of Lakeland: A Third Supplement. Lakeland Birds. Trans. Carlisle NHS Vol.9: 9-54 

¶ Allen, J.W. 1960. Ornithological notes. Trans. Eden Field Club, Penrith NHS, Kendal NHS, The Changing Scene 2: 39-45 

¶ Stokoe, R. 1962. The Birds of the Lake Counties. Trans. Carlisle NHS Vol. 10: 13-112 

¶ Anon. 1968. A New Checklist of the Birds of the Lancaster District. Lancashire and District Birdwatching Society 

¶ Spencer, K.G. 1973. The Status and Distribution of Birds in Lancashire. (Privately published) 

¶ Marsh. P. (ed). 1979. Birds of the Lancaster District: a revised checklist 1969 ï 1978. Lancashire and District Birdwatching Society 

¶ Hutcheson, M. 1986. Cumbrian Birds: A review of status and distribution 1964 ï 1984. Frank Peters, Kendal 

¶ Marsh, P. (ed). 1989. A Checklist of the Birds of the Lancaster District 1979 ï 1988. Lancashire and District Birdwatching Society 

¶ Harrison, K. (ed) 2000. A Checklist of the Birds of the Lancaster District 1989 ï 1999. Lancashire and District Birdwatching Society 

¶ Stott, M. Callion, J.C., Kinley, I., Raven, C. & Roberts, J. (eds). 2002. The Breeding Birds of Cumbria. A tetrad atlas 1997ï2001. 
Cumbria Bird Club (Cumbria Atlas 1997ï2001) 

¶ Cumbria Bird Club. Cumbria Bird Atlas 2007 ï 2011. Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre & Cumbria Bird Club 
www.cbdc.org.uk/wildlifeïinïcumbria/birdïatlas/ (Cumbria Atlas 2007ï12) 

¶ Hind, C. & Sellers, R.M. 2021. A list of the Birds of Cumbria. Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre Occasional Publication 7: Issue 1 
www.cbdc.org 

 
Annual and Monthly Bird Reports (ordered by date)  
 

¶ The Natural History Record Bureau, Carlisle. Annual Reports 1902 ï 1912 

¶ Lancashire and Cheshire Fauna Committee (LBR) 1914 ï 1973. Annual Reports of the Ornithology Section  

¶ Barrow Naturalists Field Club (Barrow NFC) 1929 ï 1963 Annual Reports and Proceedings (New series) 

¶ Penrith Natural History Society (Penrith NHS) 1948 ï 1953. Penrith and District Bulletin monthly bird notes (became Field Naturalist) 

¶ Maryport Field Club 1953 ï ????. Annual Reports 

¶ The Field Naturalist. 1954 ï 1969: A record of natural history observations in the North West: Volume 1 (1955) to Volume 13 (1969) 

¶ Lancaster and District Birdwatching Society (LDBWS) 1954 ï 2019. Annual Reports 

¶ West Cumberland Field Society (WCFS) 1969 ï 1973. Annual Transactions  

¶ Association of Cumbria Natural History Societies / Cumbria Naturalist Union 1970 ï 2019. Annual Bird Reports 
 
Nature Reserve and Bird Observatory Annual Reports (ordered by date)  
 

¶ Cumbria Wildlife Trust (CWT) 1963 ï 2019 South Walney Reserve Annual Reports. Unpublished 

¶ Cumbria Wildlife Trust (CWT) 1964 ï 2019 Foulney Reserve Annual Reports. Unpublished 

¶ Walney Bird Observatory (WBO) 1964 ï 1919 Annual Reports 

¶ Cumbria County Council (CCC) 1966 ï 1987 Ravenglass Reserve Annual Reports 

¶ Cumbria Wildlife Trust (CWT) 1969 ï 2019 Rockcliffe Marsh Annual Reports. Unpublished 

¶ Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 1974 ï 2019 St Bees Head Reserve Annual Reports 

¶ Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 1975 ï 2019 Geltsdale Reserve Annual Reports 

¶ Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 1987 ï 2019 Hodbarrow Reserve Annual Reports  

¶ Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 1988 ï 2019 Haweswater Reserve Annual Reports 

¶ Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 1989 ï 2019 Campfield Marsh Annual Reports 

¶ Lake District National Park Authority (LDNPA) 1995 ï 2006 Bassenthwaite NNR Annual Reports. Unpublished 
 
Archives   
 

¶ Cumbria Bird Club Archive 1992 ï 2019 

¶ Moule, G.W.H. Unpublished Diaries 1952 ï 1971 

¶ Brown, R.H. 1974. Lakeland Birdlife 1920 ï 1970. Charles Thurnham & Sons, Carlisle (summary only in book form) 

¶ Sedbergh School Ornithological Archive 1937 ï 1978 

¶ Stokoe, R. Personal Archive 1952  ï 1971 

¶ Walney Bird Observatory (WBO). 2020. The WBO Database 2020. Walney Island Ringing and Observational Records. Walney Bird 
Observatory 

 
Local within Cumbria Avifaunas  
 

¶ Cleasby, T.W.I. 1999. Birds and Boys at Sedbergh. Privately Published 

¶ Dean, T. 1990. The Natural History of Walney Island. Faust, Burnley 

¶ Graham, R. 1993. A Border Naturalist: Birds and Wildlife of the Bewcastle Fells and Gilsland Moors, 1930-1966. Bookcase, Carlisle 

¶ Ratcliffe, D.A. 2002. Lakeland. Harper Collins 

¶ Wilson, J.O. 1933. Birds of Westmorland and the North Pennines. Hutchinson 
 
 

http://www.cbdc.org.uk/wildlife-in-cumbria/bird-atlas/
http://www.cbdc.org.uk/wildlife-in-cumbria/bird-atlas/
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National and International Standard References  
 

¶ Balmer, D.E., Gillings, G., Caffrey, B.J. Swann, R.L., Downie, I.S, & Fuller. R.J. 2013. Bird Atlas 2007-11: the breeding and wintering 
birds of Britain and Ireland. BTO Books, Thetford 

¶ BirdLife International 2015. European Red List of Birds. Office for Official Publications of the European Communities. Luxenbourg  

¶ BirdLife International 2022. Species Factsheets: Downloaded from http://www.birdlife.org on 22nd February 2022 

¶ Brown, A.F. & Grice, P.B. 2005. Birds in England. Poyser 

¶ Burnell, D., Perkins, A.J., Newton, S.F., Bolton, M., Tierney, T.D. & Dunn, T.E. 2023. Seabird Count: a census of breeding seabirds 
in Britain and Ireland 2015-2021. Lynx Nature Books, Barcelona 

¶ Cramp, S., Bourne, W.R.P. & Saunders, D. 1974. The Seabirds of Britain and Ireland. Collins  

¶ Delany, S., Scott, D., Helmink, A.T.F., Dodman, T., Flink, S. Stroud, D. & Haanstra. L (Eds.). 2009. An Atlas of Wader Populations in 
Africa and Western Eurasia. Wetlands International 

¶ Eaton, M. & the Rare Birds Breeding Panel. 2020. Rare breeding birds in the UK in 2018. British Birds 113: 737-791 

¶ Eaton, M. & the Rare Birds Breeding Panel. 2021. Rare breeding birds in the UK in 2019. British Birds 114: 646-704 

¶ European Bird Census Council. 2020. European Breeding Bird Atlas 2 (EBBA 2020). Lynx 

¶ Frost, T., Austin, G., Hearn, R., McAvoy, S., Robinson, A., Stroud, D., Woodward, I. & Wotton, S. 2019. Population estimates of 
wintering waterbirds in Great Britain. British Birds 112: 130-145 

¶ Frost, T.M., Calbrade, N.A., Birtles, G.A., Hall, C., Robinson, A.E., Wotton, S.R., Balmer, D.E. and Austin, G.E. 2021. Waterbirds in 
the UK 2019/20: The Wetland Bird Survey. BTO/RSPB/JNCC. Thetford  

¶ Furness, R.W. 2015. Non-breeding season populations of seabirds in UK waters: Population sizes for Biologically Defined Minimum 
Population Scales (BDMPS) Natural England Commissioned Reports No. 164 

¶ Gibbons, D.W., Reid, J.R. & Chapman, R.A. 1993. The New Atlas of Breeding Birds in Britain and Ireland: 1988 ï 1991. T & AD 
Poyser, London 

¶ Hagemeijer, W.J.M.  & Blair, M.J. 1997. The EBCC Atlas of European Breeding Birds: Their distribution and abundance. T & AD 
Poyser, London (EBBA 1997) 

¶ Harris, S.J., Massimino, D., Balmer, D.E., Eaton, M.A., Noble, D.G., Pearce-Higgins, J.W., Woodcock, P. & Gillings, S. 2020. The 
Breeding Bird Survey 2019. BTO Research Report  726. BTO, Thetford 

¶ Holloway, S. 1996. The Historical Atlas of Breeding Birds in Britain and Ireland 1875 ï 1900. T & AD Poyser, London 

¶ Holt, C., French, P. & BBRC. 2020. Report on rare birds in Great Britain in 2019. British Birds 113: 585-655 

¶ JNCC. 2021. Seabird Population Trends and Causes of Change 1986-2019 in Seabird Monitoring Programme Report 1986-2019. 
https:// www.jncc.gov.uk/out-work/smp-report-1986-2019/ 

¶ Lack, P.C. 1986. The Atlas of Wintering Birds in Britain and Ireland. T & AD Poyser, Calton 

¶ Lloyd, C.,Tasker, M.L. & Partridge, K. 1991. The Status of Seabirds in Britain and Ireland. T & AD Poyser 

¶ Marchant, J.H., Hudson, R., Carter, S.P. & Whittington P. 1990. Population Trends in British Breeding Birds. BTO, Tring 

¶ Mead, C. 2000. The State of the Nationsô Birds. Whittet Books, Stowmarket 

¶ Mitchell, P.I., Newton, S.F., Ratcliffe, N. & Dunn, T.E. 2004. Seabird Populations of Britain and Ireland. Results of the Seabird 2000 
Census (1998 - 2002). T & AD Poyser, London 

¶ Parkin, D.T. & Knox, A. G. 2010. The Status of Birds in Britain and Ireland. Christopher Helm, London 

¶ Robinson, R.A., Leech, D.I. & Clark, J.A. 2020 The Online Demography Report: bird ringing and nest recording in Britain & Ireland in 
2019. BTO, Thetford (http://www.bto.org/ringing-report, created on 27-June-2020) (Accessed August 2021) 

¶ Scott, D.A. & Rose, P.M. 1996. Atlas of Anatidae Populations in Africa and Western Eurasia. Wetlands International Publication 
no.41. Wetlands International, Wageninen, The Netherlands 

¶ Sharrock, J.T.R. 1976. The Atlas of Breeding Birds in Britain and Ireland. T & AD Poyser, Berkhamstead 

¶ Wetlands International. 2015. Waterbird Population Estimates. Downloaded from http;// wpe.wetlands.org 

¶ Wernham, C.V. Toms, M. P., Marchant, J.H., Clark, J.A., Siriwardena, G.M. & Baillie, S.R. (eds.). 2002. The Migration Atlas: 
movements of the birds of Britain and Ireland. Poyser, London 

¶ White, S. & Kehoe, C. 2021. Report on scarce migrant birds in Britain in 2019. British Birds 114: 374-396 

¶ Woodward, I., Aebischer, N., Burnell, D., Eaton, M., Frost, T., Hall, C., Stroud, D. & Noble, D. 2020. Population estimates of Birds in 
Great Britain and the United Kingdom. British Birds 113: 69-104 

¶ Yalden, D.W. & Albarella, U. 2009. The History of British Birds. Oxford University Press, Oxford 

 

Account writers  
 

Draft accounts were written and researched by Roy Bottomley, John Callion, Mike Carrier, Nick Franklin, Clive Hartley, Chris Hind, Pete 
Howard, Ian Kinley, Frank Mawby, Bill Pigram, Colin Raven, Ian Rydding, Robin M. Sellers, Dave Shackleton, Arnold Strand, Chris Taylor 
and Spike Webb. They were edited by Dave Shackleton. Proof reading was carried out by Irene Boston and Sue King and the accounts 
were audited by the committee of the Cumbria Bird Club. Photographs are credited in the text. Maps were created by Dr Moustafa Eweda 
of the Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre who manage this online version. 

http://www.birdlife.org/
http://www.bto.org/ringing-report
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Mute Swan  
 

Cygnus olor  
 

A fairly common resident, passage migrant and winter visitor; breeds in small numbers  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
 

*Anon. 1954. Unusual display of Mute Swan (South Cumbria). Penrith & District NHS Newsletter: 5/1954 
*Anon. 1954. Causes of death of Chaffinch, Curlew and Mute Swan in Eden Valley. Penrith & District NHS Newsletter: 3/1954 
Anon. 1955. Census of Mute Swans in Westmorland and Furness. Penrith & District NHS Newsletter: 8/1955 
*Anon. 1955. Calls of Mute Swan cygnets on Windermere. Penrith & District NHS Newsletter: 12/1955 
*Anon. 1957. Mute Swan increase on the River Eden. The Field Naturalist 2: No. 4 
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*Robson, R.W. 1967. Gravel Beds of the Upper Eden. Cumbria: 601 
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* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
 

 
Photograph: Watchtree, Great Orton, May 2004. (L. Still) 
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Mute Swan  
 

Cygnus olor  

 
 

Watchtree, Great Orton, May 2004. (L. Still) 
 

population. Published results from the 1978 and 1983 surveys are 
not directly comparable with the 1955 survey as they summarised 
results by different survey boundaries and were again incomplete in 
coverage. Hutchison (1986) did however give a total of 22 pairs in 
Westmorland and Furness in 1978. Ogilvie (1986), summarising 
results from the 1978 survey described a decline in the northern 
counties of Northumberland, Durham, Yorkshire, Cumberland, 
Westmorland and Lancashire between 1955 and 1978 which had 
been almost exactly recovered by the 1983 survey. Evidence from 
the 1968 to 1972 Atlas suggests the initial decline may have been 
primarily in the 1970s. The 1990 national survey found 78 pairs in 
the county, 53 of which were in Westmorland and Furness with a 
further 281 to 295 non-breeding birds (Kinley 1991), suggesting a 
continued increase with the majority in the south of the county.  
 

Numbers and t ypes of nest site in 1955 and 1990  
 

Year Total  Lake & 
pond  

Gravel 
Pits  

River  Moss  Canal  Tidal  Un-
specified  

1955 33 19  5 3 3 1 2 

1990 78 47 9 17  5   
 

The 1999 to 2001 Cumbria Atlas found breeding confirmed in 73 
tetrads in 34 10km squares and a county nesting population of 
between 100 and 120 pairs was estimated at this time (Stott et al. 
2002). The 2002 national Mute Swan survey used a sample 10km 
square methodology with very low coverage in Cumbria generating 
little meaningful data. However the 2008 to 2012 Atlas found 
confirmed breeding in 139 tetrads in 46 10km squares. This 
suggests an almost doubling of the breeding population in the first 
decade of the 21st Century. This seems unlikely and may in part be 
attributable to a more significant volume of records of a highly 
visible species generated from casual observation facilitated by the 
online reporting system. This may have resulted in duplication of 
mobile broods in different tetrads or duplication of nests which may 
have moved tetrads between years. Without access to the precise 
details of specific atlas records this is hard to verify.  
 

Interrogation of published records and those supplied for the annual 
bird report have identified a minimum of 98 sites with confirmed 
breeding. Within this, different nest or broods on the same river 
have been classed as different sites as they are often significant 
distances apart. Conversely 11 lakes or ponds have held several 
breeding pairs in the same season and have been considered as 
single sites but account for 35 nest/brood locations. Therefore 120 
different breeding locations have confirmed breeding. There are a 
further 38 locations where pairs have been present in the breeding 
season but no nest or brood has been recorded, or which are close 
to confirmed sites. These latter may be effectively refer to the same 
territory but could possibly be additional territories. Of the 11 water 
bodies with multiple nests Lake Windermere has held the most with 
eight broods in 2009 followed by Hodbarrow with six nests in 1997 
and Cavendish Dock with five pairs in 1994. Thurstonfield Lough, 
Siddick Pond and Esthwaite Water have each held three nests in a 
breeding season and Oakbank Pond at Longtown, Thwaite Flat 
Ponds at Askam in Furness, North Walney Ponds, Ormsgill 
Reservoir and the Ulverston Canal have each held two. Some of 
the larger lakes have held greater numbers of pairs during the 
breeding season than nests found and have been assumed to be 
non-breeding for this analysis. 

A fairly common resident, passage migrant and winter visitor; 
breeds in small number s 

Atlas status: % tetrads  Possible  Probable  Confirmed  Total  

Breeding 1997 -2001 2.92 1.30 3.95 8.16 

Breeding 2008 -2012 2.22 2.27 7.51 12.00 

Winter 2007/08 -2011/12    16.43 
 

Atlas status: % 10km sq  1968-72 1988-91 1997-01 2008-12 

with breeding evidence  50.53 33.68 51.58 55.79 

Atlas status: % 10km sq    1981-84 2007-12 

with wintering evidence    48.42 66.32 
 

 

Mute Swans have a wide but discontinuous distribution from 
Ireland to Eastern China where introductions have probably 
extended their natural range. They have also been introduced to 
North America, Japan, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. 
Northern and Eastern populations are migratory moving south to 
find ice free conditions (Parkin & Knox 2010, Wernham et al. 
2002). There has been a marginal increase in range in Europe in 
the first 20 years of the 21st Century (EBBA 2020). 
 

In the British Isles there is archaeological evidence of occurrence 
in East Anglia from at least 6000 years ago (Northcote 1980) when 
fenland habitat was much more widespread than today. However 
domestication from Roman times has probably extended 
distribution (Rowell & Spray 2002). Re-naturalisation has resulted 
in a wide distribution of mostly highly territorial pairs resulting in 
low density nesting in most areas below 300m a.s.l. In addition to 
the breeding population there is a large population of immature 
non-breeders. It is not a migratory species in Britain and Ireland 
but failed adults and non-breeders do undertake internal 
movements to favoured moulting sites in late summer. There is 
little regular migration to or from the continent though it has been 
evident in particularly hard winters into East Anglia (Wernham et 
al. 2002). The summering population has been estimated by 
several censuses since 1955, using mostly sampling and 
extrapolation methodology. 
 

Summer population  (birds) in Great Britain 1955 to 2002  
 

1955/56 1961 1978 1983 1990 2002 

19,000-21,600 19,000 18,400 18,750 25,750 31,700 
 

Campbell 
1960 

Eltringham 
1963 

Ogilvie 
1981 

Ogilvie 
1986 

Delany et 
al. 1992 

Ward et al. 
2007 

 

A decline was evident from the 1960s through the 1980s and was 
attributed to ingestion of discarded lead fishing weights and lead 
shot. The former was banned in 1987 after which the population 
recovered and has increased despite the continued use of lead 
shot. The flooding of obsolete gravel pits has contributed to the 
more recent increase by the creation of new habitat as has 
reduced levels of river pollution  and an increased incidence of 
mild winters, promoting higher survival of juveniles (Ward et al. 
2002). The GB breeding population was estimated at 6500 pairs in 
2016 (Woodward et al. 2020) following an estimate of 6150 pairs 
in 2002 (Ward et al. 2007). 
 

In Cumbria Macpherson 1892 considered it an introduced bird 
asserting ñwe have no evidence to show at what date the Mute 
Swan was first placed upon our private waters but that it was not 
later than the 17th Centuryò. He found no specific evidence of this 
until 1787 when he knew of a few which were kept on Esthwaite. 
He went on to describe further domestication during the first half of 
the 19th Century evidenced by protests in 1840s and 50s 
newspapers against the shooting of birds which had strayed from 
private waters including one shot on Bassenthwaite. A flock of four 
on the Solway in January 1892 all suffered a similar fate. Blezard 
(1943) described a continued increase and that in some districts it 
was ñtoo numerousò!  
 

The first national census in 1955 found 33 nests with 23 nests and 
70 non-breeders in Westmorland and Lancashire north of the 
Sands (now Cumbria) and 10 nests and 22 non-breeders in 
Cumberland, though coverage in both was incomplete (Campbell 
1960). Stokoe (1962) described it as present on most inland 
waters of over one acre by the early 1960s. The 1968 to 1972 
National Atlas found breeding evidence in 48 10km squares. 
These may not have all concerned proved breeding but even at a 
minimum of one pair per 10km this would suggest an increased 
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Location of all documented specific breeding locations  

 

ǒ 5 to 8 ǒ 3 ǒ 2 ǒ 
 
 

ǒ unconfirmed 

 

Breeding distribution 2008 ï 2012 

 

Despite a generally increasing breeding population the species has 
not spread to upland tarns to breed. The highest breeding sites are 
Tarn House Tarn near Ravenstonedale in the upper Eden Valley at 
290m a.s.l. and nearby Sunbiggin Tarn in the upper Lune 
catchment at 255m a.s.l. The oligotrophic lakes, smaller ponds and 
faster flowing upper rivers are shunned by breeding birds. This 
aversion to these types of habitat would normally limit the size of 
the population and it is clear that freshwater bodies of 
anthropogenic origin have facilitated range expansion and the 
increase in the population. Of 120 confirmed nest locations where 
the habitat type is known, 52 (48%) have a human-made origin of 
amenity, ornamental, fishing or shooting pond, flooded gravel pit or 
quarry, abandoned reservoir, dock or drainage ditch. Notably, of 
the 11 still water sites with multiple breeding pairs, only three are of 
natural origin. 
 

Habitat type of confirmed nests  
 

Natural sites   Un-natural sutes  
Pond 23  Man-made pond 22 

Lake 17  Gravel pit 22 

River 17  Dock 5 

Tidal marsh 2  Canal 4 

Dune pond 1  Reservoir 4 

Freshwater marsh 1  Drainage Ditch 1 

Lowland mire pool 1    
 

Perhaps the most remarkable breeding record concerns a pair 
which attempted to breed in the middle of the gull colony on 
Rockcliffe Marsh in 2000, though the nest was deserted and the 
site not used again. The smallest water-body used is probably a 
pond at Silecroft which is less than 25 meters in length and width. 
With their territorial nature adult Mute Swans are often involved in 
disputes with encroaching neighbours often involving attacks on 
young. Because of this pairs have been known to walk young 
incapable of flight to other waters to avoid aggression. This was 
regularly noted between Barrow Park and Ormsgill Reservoir in the 
1960s ï a distance of about two miles along public roads and also 
between South and North Walney (Sheldon 1992). 
 
 

Winter distribution and relative abundance 2007/08 ï 2011/12  
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Winter distribution is remarkably similar to that in summer showing 
the species general dependence on the larger nutrient rich lakes 
and lower rivers and the resident nature of breeding birds Sites 
attracting young or failed breeding birds to moult in late summer 
into autumn have the highest counts. Four such sites have held 
100 or more birds in the county. Windermere has the record count 
of 263 in July 2006 closely followed by Cavendish Dock with 250 in 
July 1995. Hodbarrow held 119 in August 2018 and Longtown 
Ponds and surrounding pastures 105 in August 1995 and June 
1998. Count coverage of Windermere has been poor in recent 
years and current status outside the breeding season is unknown. 
In common with other wildfowl inter-year numbers at Cavendish 
Dock could be affected by the unique conditions found here.  

The water was extracted for cooling the nearby power station and 
then returned back as warm water, thus providing an ice free 
refuge at times when other sites might be frozen in very cold 
weather. There was also prolific growth of pondweed which, until it 
got over-abundant created good feeding conditions. However the 
weed was mechanically cleared periodically, thus reducing the 
siteôs foraging appeal until the weed grew back (Lumb 2000). The 
power station closed in 2012 and numbers here have since 
crashed. Longtown Ponds seem to have also declined in 
importance in recent years leaving Hodbarrow the premier site. 
Here numbers have increased since the late 2000s perhaps 
benefitting from the adverse habitat change at Cavendish Dock.  
 

 
 

Maximum WeBS counts at sites with counts of 100 or more  
1963/64 ï 2019/20 (note different axis scales) 

Average monthly usage  1969/70 ï 2019/20  

season with good WeBS coverage, higher count than WeBS, season with poor WeBS 
coverage, non-WeBS count in season with poor or no count coverage, n = no counts 

from WeBS counts only 

 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

Maximum counts at all sites with counts of 20 or more birds  
 

Site  Max. Date  Site  Max. Date  Site  Max. Date 

Lake Windermere 263 Jul 2006  Thurstonfield Lough 58 Dec 2015  Talkin Tarn 29 Nov 2017 

Cavendish Dock 250 Jul 1995  Whins Pond 50 Feb 1989  Cardew Mires Quarry 28 Jul 2010 

Hodbarrow 119 Aug 2018  Ulverston Canal 48 Dec 2017  Ratherheath Tarn 28 Jan 2000 

Longtown Ponds 105 Aug 1995 & Jun 1998  Ehen Estuary: Sellafield 47 Oct 2014  Tindale Tarn 28 Jul 2010 

Solway Est: Eden & Esk Confluences 80 May 2002  Coniston Water 43 Jul 2004  R. Lune: Kirkby Lonsdale 24 May 2010 

Workington Harbour 70 Nov 2013  Eden Valley: Middle 42 Mar 1999  Whinfell Tarn 24 Jan 2008 

Upperby Pond, Carlilse 70 Dec 2005  Ullswater 37 Dec 2010  Longlands Lake 23 Dec 2010 

Ormsgill Reservoir 66 Jan 1998  Esthwaite Water 31 Sep 2013  Solway Est.: Moricambe Bay  22 Nov 1998 

Siddick Pond 59 July 1975  Solway Est: Bowness area 30 Oct 2017  Tarn House Tarns 21 Nov 14 

Upper Kent Est. & Lyth Valley 57 Apr 2019  Eden Valley: lower 30 Jan 1991  Derwent Water 20 Mar 2015 

Whitehaven Harbour 55 Dec 2010  Bassenthwaite Lake 30 Jul 2015     
 

Windermere  

Cavendish Dock  

Longtown Ponds  
 

Hodbarrow  
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Elsewhere nine other sites have maximum counts of between 50 
and 80 birds and a further 20 of between 20 and 49. Most normally 
have annual peaks substantially below their maximums. 
 

Most sites holding 20 or more birds are still water sites. Exceptions 
are Longtown Ponds where birds also use the surrounding 
pastures and other pasture sites. These are on the inner Solway 
Plain, the flood plain of the lower and middle Eden Valley and 
those adjacent to the discharges of the Rivers Esk, Eden and Kent 
into their estuaries.  
 

Not all sites with maximums of up to 80 birds could be 
characterised as post-breeding moult sites with some showing 
peaks in winter and less commonly in spring. Typical of these are 
the adjacent Whitehaven and Workington Harbours and Siddick 
Pond, all still water sites on the outer Solway coastal margin which 
show differing seasonal patterns. 
 

Average monthly usage at three Outer Solway  locations  
2004/05 to 2019/20  (WeBS data) 

 
 

The pastures surrounding Rockcliffe Marsh at the discharge of the 
Esk and Eden rivers show a peak in spring while other coastal 
pasture sites tend to show peaks in late winter or early spring. This 
is probably the case in the lower and middle Eden Valley pasture 
sites though there is insufficient summer and autumn count data to 
confirm this. It would seem likely that pasture sites are less likely to 
be used as moult sites as they would offer less protection from 
predation during the most vulnerable time of year. Nearly all 
pasture sites with significant numbers are also regular haunts of 
wintering Whooper Swans with which they often mix. 
 

Average monthly usage at two estuary side pasture sites  
1993/94 to 2019/20  (WeBS data) 

 
 

As in summer the larger deep and nutrient poor lakes are rarely 
visited Haweswater and Ennerdale have between 30 and 40 
records each while there is only one record for Wastwater and 
none for Thirlmere. The same is true of open coast locations away 
from estuaries. Small numbers on other lakes, ponds and rivers 
might often include family parties with young sometimes remaining 
with their parents in to the second half of the winter. There are 
notable exceptions, for instance the small Upperby Pond in a public 
park on the outskirts of Carlisle regularly held between 30 and 70 
birds through the winters of 2005/06 to 2010/11, though numbers 
have declined substantially since. 
 

It is difficult to quantify the size and status of the non-breeding 
population within the county. It probably increases in the late 
summer as birds from Lancashire attend southern moult sites 
before declining as they disperse back. It is likely that numbers 
increased up to around the mid to late 2010s as a result of the 
increasing breeding population. Since then the loss of Cavendish 
Dock as a major haunt has not entirely been compensated for by 
the emergence of Hodbarrow as a significant site and also nearby  

Ormsgill Reservoir. Ormsgill saw an increase from 2009/10 with 
peak annual counts averaging nearly 40 up to 2019/20. It is 
therefore probable that peak late/summer autumn numbers may 
have declined. WeBS data is only partially useful for assessing the 
county population for a dispersed species whose population is not 
covered by all counted sites. In addition, poor coverage of key sites 
in some seasons can also have a disproportionate effect on overall 
totals e.g. the absence of counts on Windermere between1998/99 
and 2000/01 and again since 2016/17. The maximum summed 
count for the county is 557 in October 2007. The average 
maximum summed count between 2003/04 and 2015/16 when 
count coverage of the main sites was probably at its most 
comprehensive was 403. 
 

Of just less than 2000 recoveries of birds ringed in Cumbria nearly 
75% have been recovered or re-sighted within the county with 
about 15% in the neighbouring counties of Lancashire and 5% in 
Dumfries and Galloway. The remaining 5% are scattered 
throughout Britain diminishing with distance from the county. It is a 
similar pattern for birds ringed elsewhere and recovered or seen 
within the county with Lancashire again accounting for 75% and 
Dumfries and Galloway and Greater Manchester about 7% each. 
There are a handful of ringing exchanges within the Isle of Man 
indicating  a low level of  over sea movement and there is one from 
Ireland and none from abroad. 
 

Colour ringing studies by the North West Swan Study Group in the 
late 1980s suggested interchange of birds between favoured 
Lancashire sites, particularly Fleetwood Marine Lake and Stanley 
Park at Blackpool and Cavendish Dock and to a lesser extent 
Windermere. In 1989 50 Lancashire ringed birds were seen at 
Cavendish Dock (Dunstan 1990). In the early days of the same 
study centred on the south of the county in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, there was a suggestion of little interchange of birds 
between the north and the south of the county, though few birds 
had been ringed in the north (Halton 1992). No subsequent 
analysis has been published to confirm this. However it did confirm 
considerable interchange of birds between sites within the north 
west study area, for instance 49 different birds visited Ormsgill 
Reservoir in the summer of 1990 in addition to the resident pair 
(Sheldon 1992).  
 

The longest lived known bird in the county was an adult male 
ringed at Cavendish Dock in August 1990 which was seen alive at 
an unknown location in Barrow in August 2014 making it very close 
to 24 years old. There are several other examples of birds of 20 
years or more. The bird travelling the longest distance from 
Cumbria was ringed in its first winter in December 1961 at 
Ambleside on Windermere and was found dead in West Sussex in 
December 1968 at a distance of 432 km. An adult ringed at 
Lossiemouth in Nairn in January 1992 which was seen alive at Low 
Hay Bridge in the Rusland Valley in July 2003 is the longest 
travelling incoming bird at 348km, though its birth place is unknown 
(Robinson et al. 2020). 
 

Of interest is the status of Mute Swans on Ullswater. Moon (1938) 
expressed concern at the regular mortality of birds on the lake in 
the 30 year prior to March 1938. In the three years prior to writing 
he had conducted or facilitated 13 autopsies or examinations. No 
bird had injury or disease but all had traces of lead in their tissue 
Lead is known to be a cause of mortality in swans. It is possible 
they were suffering contamination by lead of their aquatic 
vegetation food from the Greenside lead mine via Glenridding 
Beck, and particularly the release of large quantities released at 
the time of a dam burst in 1927. The mine finally closed in 1961 but 
levels of lead are higher than in other lakes (Talling 1999). Dallman 
(1938) writing in response, suggested poisoning by the toxic plant 
Water Lobelia Lobelia dortmanna which he claimed carpeted the 
bottom of Ullswater. A definitive answer was never found and 
numbers on the lake remained largely in single figures until 
2003/04, since when average annual peak counts have averaged 
17 and been as high as 37 in December 2010.  
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Bewickôs Swan (Tundra Swan) 
 

Cygnus columbianus  
 

An uncommon winter visitor and passage migrant  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
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* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

No records 
 

  

  

Photograph: Kirkbride, 25th March 2004 (N. Franklin) 

http://www.birguides.com/news
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Bewickôs Swan (Tundra Swan)  
 

Cygnus columbianus  

 
 

Kirkbride, 25th March 2004 (N. Franklin) 

 

nationally were at their highest, though nowhere was there a 
regular wintering population in Cumbria. After this records tailed off 
and particularly so after the winter of 1995/96. 
 

Number of occurrences  per decade  

 
 

Significant at this time of increasing occurrence may have been a 
small flock which developed on the north side of the Solway Firth, 
primarily at Caerlaverock, in the 1970s which peaked in numbers of 
70 during the winter of 1980/81 (Brown 2007) . This along with 
larger numbers in Ireland and on the Ribble, Dee and Severn 
Estuaries (Robinson et al 2004) may have contributed to the 
increase in records with birds commuting over the county to and 
between these areas. Notable in this period were more regular 
records on the Inner Solway where the maximum count was 44 on 
Burgh Marsh on 7th February 1982 and when up to 26 birds were 
reported in the Kirkbride area from 25th December 1991 to 1st 
March 1992.  
 

On the western seaboard the Ravenglass area had a smattering of 
records including a maximum 33 heading north east on 22nd 
March 1988 and 45 headed south over Beckermet on 5th March 
1989. Walney also saw an increase having only had its first record 
in 1969 (Dean 1990), with more regular records and a maximum of 
26 flying south on 13th March 1978 and likewise the Duddon 
including 65 flying east in off the sea on 8th March 1981 ï the 
largest flock ever seen in the county. 
 

The two inland Whooper Swan wintering areas also saw records 
with the lower Eden Valley to the east of Carlisle sporadically 
holding birds in the Whooper Swan flock peaking at 20 at Scotby 
Holmes on 20th January 1986. Similarly the upper Eden valley 
between Langwathby and Sandford with a maximum of 12 on 13th 
November 1991 which included a bird ringed as a first year male at 
Caerlaverock on 29th November 1990. 
 

This period also so an upturn in records at other inland sites 
totalling 56 occurrences between January 1973 and February 
1996. The largest flocks amongst these involving 24 at Coniston on 
12th November 1983, 36 on Burnmoor Tarn on 24th March 1993 
and 28 on Coniston Water on 27th March 1994.  
 

More recently, as numbers have declined elsewhere, so they have 
in Cumbria and indeed including coastal sites there have been only 
26 validated county records from 1996/1997 onwards and only four 
inland records. (There are additionally un-validated records of birds 

An uncommon win ter visitor and passage migrant  

The wintering Northwest European population of Bewickôs Swan 
breeds mostly on the Arctic tundras of Russia to the west of the 
Ural Mountains. It winters in lowland areas of northwest Europe, 
from Denmark and Germany through the Netherlands and Belgium 
to Great Britain and Ireland, with smaller numbers regularly 
reaching southern France (Rees 2006).  
 

Its population has been monitored by mid-winter co-ordinated 
counts in western Europe in 1984 and 1987 and every five years 
since 1990. From 16,436 birds in 1987 these have shown an 
increasing population up to 1995 when 29,780 were counted, but 
an overall declining population since with only 20,149 in 2015. The 
Netherlands holds the bulk of the population ranging from 40.3% to 
66.6% but there have been recent significant changes in 
distribution. In Germany it has ranged from 4.2% to 27.0%, the 
latter in 2015 and in Britain from 21.7% to 49%. with a high point in 
1990. Ireland held 7.0% to 7.5% in the 1980s but in 2015 held only 
0.1% of the population. Overall there has been a significant range 
shift after 2010 with more of the population wintering in eastern 
countries, particularly Germany. There has also been a change in 
favoured foraging habitats after 1990 from pastures to arable crops 
(Beekman et al. 2019). 
 

During the 19th century, large numbers were thought to have 
wintered in Scotland and Ireland, with many less in England and 
Wales. The first recorded increases in England and Wales were 
during the 1920s. A large influx into England occurred in the cold 
winter of 1938/39 which led to the establishment of a regular 
wintering site in East Anglia. In Britain the first co-ordinated census 
coincided with a cold weather influx in winter 1956/57, when 1600 
birds were recorded, with a further 2700 in Ireland (Nisbet 1959). 
Numbers remained relatively stable into the late 1960s. Up to 3000 
regularly wintered in Britain and 2000 in Ireland through the 1970s, 
rising to around 5000 and 500-1000, respectively, in January 1984 
(Robinson et al. 2004). Subsequently numbers in the British Isles 
peaked in the early 1990s and have since been in decline with just 
under 1300 in January 2020 with only a handful reaching Ireland. 
 

January counts of wintering Bewickôs Swans in Britain and 
Ireland with Cumbria totals below  

 

1987 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 
9150 10758 7563 7597 7216 7100 4392 1290 

0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 
data from  WWT 2006, Beekman et al. 2019, BirdGuides 2021 

 

Most birds are now concentrated in a small number of wintering 
areas with the largest congregations in south east England. In 
2000 there were five regular sites in western England, three in 
Northern Ireland and three in southwest Ireland (Robinson et al. 
2004), though the importance of these has since dwindled. There 
are no longer any regular haunts in Scotland or Wales (one on the 
English/Welsh border) nor in northeast England. 
 

These changes over time have likely had a significant impact on 
the occurrence levels of the species in Cumbria where, though 
none of the early sources suggested anything more than sporadic 
occurrence with most records of shot birds, it was still more regular 
than at present. The largest flock documented by Macpherson 
(1892) was of 26 on 5th March 1888 over the Ravenglass 
estuaries. Blezard (1943) described it as a regular winter visitor to 
the Solway but rare elsewhere and noted a flock of 50 off 
Cardurnock Point on the inner Solway during a snow storm on 30th 
December 1908. He and Hope and Dunlop (1923) also listed 
several inland occurrences in 1905, 1908 1919, 1921 and 1922 
and from the 1938/39 winter onwards. Records gradually increased 
through the next four decades, with at least one per winter from 
1953/54 onwards with the exception of 1967/68. It was still only a 
handful per year and it wasnôt until the hard winter of 1962/63 
which produced six occurrences, that more than five records was 
exceeded in a single winter. This level of occurrence was not 
achieved again until the winter of 1974/75, though in mid-March 
1964 Drigg hosted 24, the largest flock reported since 1908.  
 

The 1974/75 winter marked the beginning of a more substantial 
increase in occurrence which was generally sustained up to and 
including the winter of 1991/92. This was the period when numbers 
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on Ullswater in November 2005 and February 2016). The last 
validated county record involved five flying south over Sandscale 
Haws and nearby South Walney on 29th October 2014. 

 

Number of records per winter  1970/71 ï 2018/19 

 
 

Records since the 1996/97 winter  
 

Date Location  No. Age 

01 Dec 96 Killington Reservoir 1 ad 

15 Nov 97 Bassenthwaite Lake  3  

07 - 08 Feb Kirkbride, Solway Est. 2 ad 

23 Oct 99 Walney Island 2 ad 

24 Oct 99 Carr Beds, Solway Est. 1  

05 Nov 99 South Walney 6 ad 

06 Nov 99 Kirkbride, Solway Est. 4  

13 Nov 99 South Walney flyover 2 ad 

15 Nov 99 South Walney flyover 4 ad 

05 Nov 00 South Walney 2 ad 

08 - 16 Oct 02 Walney Island max 3 ad 

03 Jan 04 Walney Island 2  
23 - 27 Mar 04 Newton Arlosh, Solway Est. max 8 3 ad 5 juv 

19 Apr 04 Grange over Sands, Kent Est. 2  
27 Dec 04 Wedholme Hill, Solway Est. 1  
01 Nov 05 Walney Island 6  

12 Nov 05 Loweswater 3  

24 Nov 05 Walney Island 4  

27 Dec 05 Cargo, Solway Est.. 1 juv 

19 Dec 06 Talkin Tarn 5  
10 - 13 Feb 08 Kirkbride, Solway Est. max 6 ad 

13 Dec 09 Eskmeals, Irt/Mite/Esk Est. 1  
30 Nov 11 - 08 Jan 12 Kirkbride /Abbeytown, Solway  max 11 6 ad 5 juv 

14 Jan - 14 Mar Longtown 1  

23 Jan 12 Irt Estuary, Irt/Mite/Esk Est. 1  
29 Oct 14 Duddon Estuary/Walney flyover 5  

 

 
 

 

The earliest record is of two at Walney on 8th October 2002 which 
lingered and were joined by another on 16th. Other early October 
records concern two at Killington on 16th October 1978 and one at 
Hodbarrow on 18th October 1991. Early annual records become 
more regular from 20th October onwards with a peak of first arrival 
in November. At the end of the winter April records are scarce but 
include a notable flock of 11 which occupied Roosecote Sands on 
the Furness Coast between 6th and 24th April 1960. The latest 
was one at Mere Tarn on 29th April 1989, other than two which 
frequented the Inner Solway area around Rockcliffe from 7th April 
up to 29th April 1996 after which one lingered until 29th. What was 
presumably the same bird was relocated here on 21st July 1996 
presumably having summered. 
 

Month of first occurrence  
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Whooper Swan  
 

Cygnus cygnus  
 

A common winter visitor and passage migrant, has summered  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
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Post 2018/2019 records  
 

2020/21 600 at Kirkbide & 269 at Kirkbride on 27th October. If different flocks would be highest ever count in Moricambe Bay area 

2021/22 3 at Workington 3rd September 2021 is the earliest record for the county excluding suspected summering birds 

 
Photograph: Carr Beds, Rockcliffe, Inner Solway, November 2011. (N. Franklin) 
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Whooper Swan  
 

Cygnus cygnus  

 
 

Eskmeals, December 2009 (P Heather) 
 

By the early 1940s, Blezard et al (1943) described Whooper Swans 
as regular winter visitors, However, most specific records related to 
overflying flocks. They described it as annual though not numerous 
on the Solway Estuary and the still waters of its basin. The largest 
count being about 50 at Bowness on 26th December 1934. Stokoe 
(1962) reported 39 in Cumbria and Westmorland in November 1961 
as part of a national survey with an unknown but at best smaller 
number in what was then Lancashire and now Cumbria. 
International January counts since 1986 have quantified the 
Cumbrian population in mid-winter, which while increasing before 
1986 and after 2010 have not mirrored the magnitude of the 
increase in the overall biogeographic population. 
 

January counts of the wintering Icelandic breeding population  
with Cumbria totals and number of flocks below  

 

1986 1991 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 
16,742 18,035 15,842 20,856 26,366 29,232 34,004 43,255 

311 342 184 356 209 313 471 423 
? 10 8 8 7 10 ? ? 

data sourced from WWT survey reports 
 

In the second half of the 20th Century several regular wintering 
haunts developed and their history and relative importance is 
detailed below. 
 

 A small wintering population, centred on the southern lakes of 
Windermere, Grasmere and Elterwater but also encompassing 
Rydal Water and some of the smaller tarns of the area, was present 
from at least the late 1930s through to at least the 1964/65 winter. 
Whether birds were present for prolonged periods each winter is 
unknown but numbers increased between 1943 and 1955 (Airey 
1955) when the area was certainly occupied for prolonged periods 
each winter. Birds tended to first arrive at Elterwater each year, with 
highest numbers occurring on Windermere when it remained ice 
free, as other smaller lakes froze in harder winters (maximum 42 on 
Windermere on 27th January 1952 (Blezard 1954)). Records in the 
area continued more infrequently up to the mid-1980s but it is 
unclear if they reflected prolonged periods of occupation. They have 
been more sporadic since where they have tended to concern 
short-staying passage flocks. Certainly, a wintering flock has long 
since disappeared as the overall population has switched from 
feeding on aquatic vegetation to pastures and stubbles.  
 

This is also true of a small flock which frequented Tarn House Tarn 
and the adjacent Sunbiggin and Greenside Tarns at the head of the 
Eden/Lune catchments from 1952 until at least the 1982/83 winter 
with a maximum of 38 on 11th November 1962 (Field Naturalist), 
but with much reduced numbers after 1976/77. Up to three may 
also have wintered here in 2010/11. The only other of the Lake 
District lakes which may have held a small wintering flock is 
Bassenthwaite which had regular records throughout the 1950 and 
early 1960s but without contemporaneous corroboration, these 
records could equally have referred to short-staying migrants. 
 

Wilson (1933), writing of Westmorland and the North made no 
mention of Whooper Swans in the mid-Eden Valley, so the small 
numbers reported at Great Salkeld in the winter of 1955/56 were 
probably the first in the area. Early records referred to small 
numbers on the river itself, though birds were seen on stubbles in 
1961 and floodwater in 1963 (Field Naturalist). As elsewhere, it is 
unclear when regular and prolonged wintering began but appears to 
have been well established by the mid-1970s and has continued to 
the present day, with birds primarily feeding on improved grassland.  

A common winter visitor and passage migrant, has 
summered  

Atlas status: % tetrads     Total 

Winter 2007/08 -2011/12    9.41 

Atlas status: % 10km sq    1981-84 2007-12 

with wintering evidence    36.84 51.58 

  
 

Most Whooper Swans wintering in Britain and Ireland are from the 
Icelandic breeding population. This population winters almost 
exclusively here and in Iceland itself, with small numbers in 
countries around the southern North Sea. The North European 
mainland population winters in Scandinavia, Northern Germany 
and the Low Countries, with only small but unquantified numbers 
recorded in Britain (Robinson et al 2004). The size of the Icelandic 
breeding population was little known prior to the early 1980s, 
though estimated at not more than 4000 in Great Britain in 
November 1961 (Boyd & Eltringham 1962). It has increased 
substantially since, evidenced by counts of the mid-winter 
populations of Iceland, Britain and Ireland every five years since 
1986 with 43,255 counted in January 2020 (Brides et al. 2021).  
 

Presently in Cumbria, the pastures and mudflats of the Inner 
Solway are important wintering areas. There are also two small 
wintering flocks just inland of the Solway and one well inland in 
the Eden Valley. Birds normally arrive from early October and 
have mostly departed by mid-April. Passage flocks are reported 
throughout the county, both overflying and on still waters. 
 

During the early part of the 20th century, Whooper Swans fed on 
aquatic vegetation in coastal or freshwater habitats throughout 
their winter range. Since the 1960s, there has been a change in 
foraging habits in favour of intensively managed agricultural land, 
notably improved pasture, winter stubbles and root crops 
(Robinson et al. 2004). This is true in Cumbria where the choice of 
particular pasture fields coud be related to the availability of 
nearby freshwater for drinking and to whether livestock are 
present. Birds rarely mix with sheep or cattle (F. Mawby & D. 
Hickson pers. com.). Birds move to roost on estuary mudflats or 
saltmarshes or on the sea itself at coastal sites, but on moonlit 
nights or when there is floodwater, they may stay inland. Inland 
flocks may move to roost on adjacent still freshwaters or rivers.  
 

Evidence for early occurrence comes from the name Elterwater, 
an adaption of the old Norse word Elptarvatn meaning óswan lakeô 
(Airey 1954), suggesting that swans regularly visited this lake in 
much earlier times. MacPherson (1892) quoted 17th century 
records from Rydal and Naworth of ówild swansô killed in mid-
winter which may have been of this species. He also quoted 
Robinson who in 1793 asserted that they visited Ullswater only 
preceding or during hard frosts, and Heysham who likewise 
reported that they visited Cumberland in every severe winter. This 
included the winter of 1794/95 when a flock frequented the River 
Esk near Netherby, three of which were shot. In 1803 a bird likely 
of this species was shot on the River Eamont on 9th February. 
Also in 1803, 30 were on Bassenthwaite on 13th February 
(Carlisle Journal, Feb 19th 1803). MacPherson also listed 
occurrences on Ennerdale, Coniston, Esthwaite and Windermere 
prior to and including 1830. Again, quoting Heysham, the first 
documented record on the south side of the Solway appears to be 
on 20th February 1829 when two out of a flock of five were killed.  
 

For the remainder of the 19th century and the early 20th century, 
there appears to have been little change in its status as a sporadic 
visitor to both lakes and rivers and the Solway Plain. Neither 
MacPherson nor Dunlop and Hope (1923) offered any evidence of 
regular wintering, other than the case of a single female which 
spent part of each winter between 1904/05 and 1910/11 with Mute 
Swans on the River Eden at Carlisle. This bird appeared with a 
mate and a second pair in December 1909, with the four birds 
staying until April. In November 1910, she returned with a partner 
and three juveniles and three other adults, all staying throughout 
that winter into spring (Hope 1912). MacPherson himself also 
watched four birds on Monkhill Lough in the Solway Basin from at 
least 7th February until at least 17th March 1891. 
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The flock has favoured different areas within the floodplain. Initially 
at Great Salkeld, then from the mid-1960s to the late 1970s, most 
records came from the Kirkby Thore area. Following a few years of 
scattered records, Langwathby became the favoured area from the 
mid-1980s until the turn of the century, since when, Kirkby Thore 
has again become the most regular haunt. Though birds can be 
more scattered pre-departure, the flock has tended to stay as one 
group, at least in recent times. However, numbers within winters do 
fluctuate, indicating some immigration and emigration. The 115 at 
Culgaith in January 1984 was exceptional and since the winter of 
1973/74, the area has held an average maximum count per winter 
of 54 birds. Peak numbers generally occur from January to March. 
 

On the lower Eden floodplain east of Carlisle, there were no further 
records between that previously mentioned in 1910/11 until records 
in 1929 and April 1947 (Blezard 1943, 1954). Thereafter, there 
were sporadic records of no more than four birds up to January 
1959 (Blezard 1958, Field Naturalist). Records of 30 in March 1962 
and ten in January 1963 (Field Naturalist) hint at an escalation in 
its usage but there were no further records until January 1973 
when 51 were present, leaving its status as a wintering area in the 
intervening period uncertain at best. Since 1972/73, there has been 
occupation each winter, with a maximum of 190 in January 1986 
and an average maximum count per winter of 69 birds. The area of 
usage has involved the pastures adjacent to the Eden between 
Linstock in the west and Warwick Holme in the east, and, in recent 
winters has extended to include the often-flooded fields at Walby. 
The area is close enough to the Solway to have a regular 
interchange of birds within winters. 
 

Highest count per winter in two areas of the River Eden 
floodplain 1970/71  ï 2018/19 

(blanks = no records but not necessarily absence 
 

Middle Eden: Great Salkeld to Bolton  

 
 

Lower  Eden: Carlisle to Warwick Bridge  

 
It is unclear when the South Solway Estuary and its immediate 
surrounds became important wintering areas. On the Scottish side, 
Wigtown Bay and the River Nith floodplain south of Dumfries have 
long been regular haunts (Robinson et al. 2004). Remarkably, 
there were only a handful of documented records on the Cumbrian 
side in the 20th century prior to the early 1970s. Even when 
records began to increase in the 1970s, there is no strong 
evidence of prolonged occupation. Subsequently, two distinct 
wintering areas appear to have developed, one in the innermost 
Solway between Rockcliffe Marsh and the fields adjoining the River 
Eden at Cargo and the other at the mouth of the Inner Solway, 
predominantly around Moricambe Bay. The first count of 100 or 
more was of 130 at Cargo on 30th December 1985 at a time when 
high numbers were also present only a few miles to the east in the 

lower Eden floodplain, and it is tempting to think that there was 
significant interchange between sites at the time. The innermost 
Solway continued to host generally higher numbers through to the 
1990/91 winter and from then until and including the 2007/08 
winter, the higher annual peak numbers fluctuated between here 
and Moricambe Bay. Subsequently, much higher numbers have 
favoured the latter area and this has become the most prominent 
haunt. A remarkable 420 fed on stubble at Lessonhall in late 
December 2008 with more uncounted birds in the area. In the 
following winter, even this was surpassed. High numbers were 
apparent by early November 2009 and on the early morning of 15th 
November 712 were counting leaving night roosts. Numbers 
remained high in the following winters but following a drop from 
2014/15 to 2016/17 have again increased. It is unclear why 
numbers have recently escalated so dramatically in the Moricambe 
Bay basin however it has coincided with more favourable 
management of wet grassland areas on Holme Dub and Commons 
Moss, and of the peat bog on Wedholme Flow. This has resulted in 
persistent winter floodwater offering a safe inland night roost, 
combined with some extensive areas of adjacent winter stubbles. 
 

An area centred primarily on the Campfield Marsh RSPB reserve at 
Bowness and sitting between the two longer established and 
primary wintering areas has seen rising numbers in parallel with 
the Moricambe Bay flock and may involve much interchange as 
birds tend to be more sporadic here. 
 

Highest count per winter season in the main wintering areas 
of the South Solway Estuary  1970/71 ï 2018/19 

(blank years = no records but not necessarily absence) 
 

Moricambe Bay and surrounds  

 
 

Head of SouthSolway Estuary  

 
 

Central South Solway: Bowness -on-Solway to Glasson  
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A further ñsatelliteò area to the main wintering haunts on the Solway 
is the lower Esk Valley at Longtown, westward to Mossband on the 
northern shore of the estuary and close to the Scottish border. This 
has been a favoured area since at least the late 1980s and 
probably earlier, with the average maximum count per winter since 
1991/92 of 46 birds and a maximum of 124 on 8th December 2012. 
Since the mid-2000s, peak numbers have been increasing here but 
the pattern of use through the winter has stayed broadly the same, 
with the highest numbers in the second half of the winter. There is 
almost certainly a degree of interchange here with the other inner 
Solway flocks and the Scottish flocks further west  

 

Highest count per winter season 1970/71 ï 2018/19 
(blank years = no records but not necessarily absence) 

 

River Esk floodplain: Longtown to Mossband  

 
 

Prior to 2008/09, numbers built through the winter to peak in 
February around Moricambe Bay. Since the escalation in numbers, 
the highest counts have occurred between early November and 
late December, with lesser but still substantial numbers present 
throughout the winter. Of counts of 300 or more, only four have 
occurred in the second half of the winter, three in early January 
and the other, notably late on 7th March 2009. This change in the 
pattern of usage throughout the winter is as pronounced as the 
increase in numbers, It is also evident in the innermost Solway 
area, but not so in the inland flock in the mid Eden Valley, 
suggesting the Solway haunts may be a staging area for some 
birds which move on later in the winter. 
 

Average monthly maximum counts  
 

Mor icambe Bay and surrounds  

 
 

Middle Eden: Great Salkeld to Bolton  

 

Other parts of the coast have historically been devoid of wintering 
flocks, though there are instances of flocks making protracted stays 
at various sites, the most recent being up to 22 on flooded fields at 
Eskmeals between late October and late January in the winter of 
2009/10 and up to 300 at the same site in October and early 
November of 2012/13, with much smaller numbers in the 
remainder of that winter. Historivally, the Duddon Estuary and the 
Morecambe Bay Estuaries have perhaps surprisingly failed to 
attract regular wintering flocks though do host passage flocks, 
some of which have stayed for prolonged periods. However the 
Lyth Valley adjacent to the Kent Estuary has attracted single figure 
numbers for prolonged stays since the winter of 2009/10. In the 
winter of 2018/19 between six and 31 were present from mid-
November to mid-March and subsequent observations suggest this 
may become a regular winter haunt. 
 

Elsewhere, small numbers, particularly in autumn and often not 
much more than a single family, but with occasional influxes have 
wintered sporadically at various sites. Tindale Tarn in the North 
Pennines and Siddick Pond are more consistent examples. Notably 
Tindale Tarn hosted up to 76 in November 2003, probably attracted 
by prolific aquatic weed growth following a dry summer. Siddick 
Pond attracted up to 88 in November 1994 but generally has held a 
few adults sometimes with juveniles since 2004/05, suggesting 
perhaps the same returning individuals. Likewise, Lindskeldfield 
Pond near Cockermouth between 2004/05 and 2011/12. 
 

There have been several records between the second week of May 
and the first week of September. Most have concerned singles or 
two birds together and have been assumed to be injured birds 
unable to migrate back north. An early example is a young bird 
which spent the summer on Cavendish Dock in 1960 (Stokoe 
1962). Some have lingered at single sites, notable being 
individuals or the same bird on Windermere between July 2005 
and April 2007 and between October 2008 and October 2009. 
Some individuals probably wandered and account for several 
records at different sites within the same summer. 
 

If individual birds are excluded on the grounds that they may have 
summered, the earliest autumn record is of three at Holme Dub on 
9th September 2014. There are very few double figure counts 
before 10th October, from which date the main arrival commences 
and the earliest ever site count of 100 or more birds concerned 119 
at Kirkbride on the Solway on 12th October 2018. Likewise in the 
pre-departure period, the latest ever 100-plus site count was of 116 
also at Kirkbride on 7th April 2016 and double figure site counts are 
scarce after 15th April. Again, if suspected summering birds are 
discounted, then the latest spring record is of four at Bassenthwaite 
on 7th May 1954. 
 

All ringing or colour marking records from Cumbria involve 
exchanges with Iceland, Scotland, Ireland and elsewhere in 
England, from sites known to hold predominantly, perhaps 
exclusively, birds of Icelandic breeding origin. As well as evidence 
of non-stop autumn migration to the Solway, there is also evidence 
of autumn staging from Northern Scotland onto southern Scotland, 
Northern England and to Ireland, but also first to Ireland and then 
to more southerly areas of Scotland and the Solway (Brazil 2003). 
So the routes by which birds find their way to Cumbria are likely to 
be varied. Ringing data also suggests some interchange within 
winters between Scotland, Ireland and Lancashire. The recent very 
high numbers around Moricambe Bay in the first half of the winter, 
followed by much lower numbers subsequently, suggests a degree 
of emigration to other sites perhaps local, but also further afield. 
 

Over-flying passage flocks or birds on inland waters have been 
reported in all parts of the county and at all times of the autumn, 
winter and spring. The wintering flocks of the Ribble marshes and 
the southwest mosslands in Lancashire did not begin to establish 
until the 1970s and prior to this, the species was scarce to the 
south of Cumbria. The first 100-plus count in Lancashire was in 
1983/84. Since then, the population has steadily increased and the 
area has held over 2000 birds since the mid-2000s (White et al 
2008) with regular haunts just south of Lancaster. This is reflected 
in Cumbria where the incidence of passage records has increased 
in parallel. For example, there were only eight records at South 
Walney prior to 1975 (Dean 1990) and where since, there have 
been multiple records annually (WBO 2020). Any areas south of 
the Solway Basin and the middle Eden Valley are presumably on 
the flight path of birds heading to, or returning from wintering areas 
further south. The west coast has accounted for about 45% of all  
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records not  attributable to regular wintering areas since 1970/71, 
with Walney Island contributing about 60% of these. About 24% 
have come from the Morecambe Bay estuaries and Furness Coast, 
19% from the Lake District and surrounds, and the remaining 12% 
from the Lune and Eden Valleys and the Pennines and Border 
Moors. Only about 15% of this type of record involves 20 or more 
birds.  
 

Records from Walney Island, being away from any regular 
wintering area and with the most systematic coverage from Walney 
Bird Observatory, are probably representative of the seasonal 
pattern of passage. Here, the earliest ever record was on 15th 
September 2011 but it is not until the second week in October that 
passage really gets underway, to peak around the end of October 
with a gradual drop-off to a low in mid-December. There are then a 
small but regular number of records through until about mid-March 
when they increase again before declining after about 25th March, 
with only two records after 10th April, with the last on 18th April 
2009 and 2015. Numbers involved are broadly similar in autumn 
and spring but with more smaller flocks in autumn. However, the 
largest day number here is 346 on 26th October 2019 (WBO 
2020). 
 

Winter distribution and relative abundance 2007 /08 ï 2011/12 

  

Perhaps surprisingly, inland still waters have not proved especially 
attractive. Not all records have differentiated between birds on the 
water or flying over. However, about 68 sites have records since 
1970. If Tindale Tarn, Tarn House Tarn and Siddick Pond, which 
have held small numbers of wintering birds are excluded, then 
Bassenthwaite with at least 53 occurrences and Hodbarrow,just 
inland of the Duddon Estuary, with at least 46, lead the way 
(occurrences in this context have included singles or parties which 
may have lingered for several days). The highest counts on still 
waters have concerned 88 at Siddick Pond on 24th November 
1994, 80 at Hodbarrow on 4th November 2013, 79 on 
Bassenthwaite on 22nd October 2014 and 76 at Tindale Tarn on 
17th November 2003. 
 

Number of reported occurrences on inland still waters  
1970/71 to 2018/19 

 

Location  Occ.  Location  Occ.  

Bassenthwaite Lake 57 Angle Tarn (Ullswater) 2 

Hodbarrow 46 Buttermere 2 

Elterwater 29 Cardew Mires 2 

Derwent Water 26 Devoke Water 2 

Killington Reservoir 26 Drunken Duck Tarn 2 

Sunbiggin Tarn 21 Easedale Tarn 2 

Talkin Tarn 20 Hardendale Quarry, Shap 2 

Ennerdale Water 16 Mere Tarn 2 

Wet Sleddale Reservoir 16 Torver Low Common Tarn 2 

Cavendish Dock 13 Urswick Tarn 2 

Haweswater Reservoir 13 Wastwater 2 

Tarns Dub 12 Abbotts Moss, Armthwaite 1 

Coniston Water 11 Beacon Tarn, Coniston 1 

Mockerkin Tarn 11 Blencarn Lake 1 

Grasmere 10 Boretree Tarn 1 

Grayrigg Tarn 10 Brotherswater 1 

Lake Windermere 10 Burnmoor Tarn 1 

Blea Tarn 8 Castle Carrock Reservoir 1 

Linkskeldfield Tarn 8 Sewitt's Reservoir, Crook 1 

Loweswater 8 Crummock Water 1 

Thurstonfield Lough 8 Eel Tarn 1 

Thirlmere Reservoir 7 Ghyll Head Res.,Windermere 1 

Little Langdale Tarn 6 Greenhills Pond 1 

Kentmere Tarn 6 Loughrigg Tarn 1 

Whinfell Tarn 6 Mid Fairbank Tarn 1 

Esthwaite Water 4 Moorhouse Tarn 1 

Greenside Tarn 4 Overwater 1 

Keekle Flashes 4 Stickle Tarn 1 

Ormsgill Reservoirs 4 Upperby Pond, Carlisle 1 

Ratherheath Tarn 4 Wise Een Tarn 1 

Rydal Water 4 Whins Pond, Penrith 1 

Ullswater 4 Wyndhammere 1 

Winter Tarn, Shap 4   
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Smew 
 

Mergus albellus  
 

A scarce winter visitor  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
 

*Macpherson, H.A. 1884. Smew, Hawfinch and Garganey in Cumberland. Naturalist (Yorkshire) 9: 32 

Pavon-Jordan, D. et al. 2015. Climate driven changes in winter abundance of a migratory waterbird (Smew) in relation to EU protected 
areas. Diversity and Distributions 21: 571-582 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2018/19 records  
 

2019/20 no records 

2020/21 Redhead Longtown Ponds 17th January ï 16th February & 10th April 

2021/22 Male & redhead Ennerdale 8th March 

2022/23 Redhead Siddick Ponds 17th November ï 7th December & 19th December ï 5th April, redhead Ennerdale 19th November, redhead Tindale 
Tarn/Talkin Tarn 7th December ï 30th March 

2023/24 2 redheads Rockcliffe Marsh 9th ï 11th Decembrr 

 
 

Photograph: Grinsdale, River Eden, 1 3th December 2010. (N. Franklin) 
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SMEW  
 

Mergus albellus  

 
 

Talkin Tarn, 9th January 2013 . (R. Ridley) 
 

females/juveniles (óredheadsô)) on the Rusland Pool near Rusland 
Hall on 5th February 1954 during a period of hard frost, a record 
made all the more remarkable by the absence of any other records 
in that winter. The next highest counts of four on Coniston Water 
on 18th March 1955 and four on Bassenthwaite Lake on 4th 
January 1958 were also in winters of no other county records. 
However this could not be said of the harsh winter of 1962/63 
which generated some of the highest site counts ever, although at 
only five sites. Amongst these was Cavendish Dock at Barrow 
where two on 19th January had increased to eight by 9th February 
with seven still on 17th February. Two remained here from 17th 
March to 11th April. Meanwhile the River Kent at Levens hosted 
five birds on 21st January, eight on 24th January and a county site 
record of 13 on 1st February, with the last record of five on 4th 
February. It is possible some of these birds frequented both sites in 
the period as might two at Haverthwaite, situated between the two 
sites, in February of that winter (Blezard 1958, Stokoe 1962, Stoke 
Archive, Field Naturalist).  
 

Movement between sites within winters does confound assessment 
of the number of birds involved. The graph below probably does 
over-represent the number of birds in some winters particularly 
where adjacent sites have held birds. An example is likely to be 
single óredheadsô which are thought to have shared their time 
between Killington Reservoir, Fisher Tarn and Whinfell Tarn in the 
winter of 1991/92, the first two sites in 1992/93 and all three again 
in 1993/94, and indeed were very likely the same returning 
individual over all three winters. Likewise at the adjacent Talkin and 
Tindale Tarns and Longtown Ponds. Here birds were present at 
Tindale in all 11 winters between 2002/03 and 2012/13 and in nine 
of those winters also at Talkin and in eight also at Longtown 
Ponds. Only in 2007/08 were there records only from Tindale and 
in most winters two or more birds were present with site maximums 
of five at Talkin in 2002/03, three at Tindale in 2005/06 and 
2010/11 and six at Longtown in 2010/11. There were also records 
on nearby Castle Carrock Reservoir in 2002/03 with five on 19th 
January 2003, about the same time as the same number at Talkin.  

A scarce winter visitor  

Smew breed around the lakes of the Taiga zone from Kamchatka 
in Eastern Russia to Fennoscandia. Most breed in northern Russia 
with those in the east belonging to the Black Sea and East 
Mediterranean þyway population wintering in Eastern Europe. 
Those breeding further west winter on large lakes, lagoons, coastal 
waters and estuaries in west and central Europe within the north-
west and central European þyway. Milder winters in recent years 
have seen a wintering range shift with many more birds remaining 
further east and north in the Baltic States and southern 
Fennoscandia, rather than in the Netherlands in particular (Pavon-
Jordan et al. 2015). 
 

Britain is at the extreme west of its wintering range and its recent 
range shift is reflected in declining numbers here, where it has 
never been numerous. South-east England was its favoured area 
and in the middle of the 20th century, 100 plus counts were not 
unusual at some southern reservoirs. Further north it was always 
much scarcer. With a lack of longer term monitoring data, it is 
unclear when this overall reduction in numbers started. but there 
appears to have been a small increase in the UK, France and 
Belgium on the south western edge of its winter range in the 
1990s, followed by a decline through the 2000s (Pavon-Jordan et 
al. 2015). The current typical wintering population in Great Britain is 
estimated at just 130 birds (Frost et al. 2019) with few reaching 
Ireland. Larger influxes into its south western European range still 
occur during hard weather on the continent e.g. in 1997 and 2003 
(Pavon-Jordan et al 2015), but their frequency has also declined.  
 

In Cumbria as with other scarce species its early history of 
occurrence is scant and largely dominated by shot birds. 
Macpherson (1892) documented the events surrounding these 
records in some detail although with few specific dates or locations, 
with almost all coming from the Solway Basin and Lower River 
Eden. He also commented on a lack of records from the ñheart of 
the Lake Districtò. Blezard (1943) 50 years later reinforced its 
scarcity and that it favoured North Cumberland although listing 
several lakes in the Lake District and the southern coast as having 
held birds. Up to and including 1944 there are only 30 to 40 
records, some without specific dates and from at least 24 sites. 
Notable amongst these were five birds, four of which were shot on 
the lower River Eden and one at nearby Monkhill Lough, during 
January and early February 1891 when there appears to have 
been an influx.  Also of note were four at Moorhouse Tarn in the 
Solway Basin on 20th January 1924 and four again on the lower 
River Eden at Cargo on 27th January 1940 (Macpherson 1892, 
Hope 1923, Blezard 1943). 
 

Since and including the winter of 1949/50 it has occurred in the 
county in every winter except six with the last óemptyô winter in 
1988/89. Perhaps it is surprising that all of these barren winters 
were within the period of highest numbers in Britain, and possibly 
more a reflection of lower observer effort than today.  
 

Highlights in the 1950s and 60s involved eight (two males and six  
 

Number of sites and approximate number of birds per winter 1949/50 ï 2018/19 
(the sum of the maximum counts for each site per winter) 
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There is also the possibility of returning and interchanging birds at 
the afore mentioned Killington, Fisher Tarn, and Whinfell Tarn 
along with the adjacent Wyndhammere, Kitmere and Lilymere in 
the period 1971/72 to 1976/77, when at least one site held a bird, 
sometimes two, in each winter, with up to three sites holding birds 
in the same winter.  
 

While Tindale Tarn holds the distinction of the longest unbroken 
run of 11 winters, Bassenthwaite come close with 10 from 1996/97 
to 2005/06 with a maximum of two in five of those winters. While 
Talkin Tarn has records in 15 of the 18 winters between 1995/96 
and 2012/13 and Longtown Ponds in 19 of 35 winters between 
1977/78 and 2011/12. In addition the River Eden between Crosby 
on Eden and Carlisle has records in eight of nine winters between 
1991/92 and 1998/99 with up to two in three winters. Further 
downstream between Grinsdale and Rockcliffe there are records in 
14 of 30 winters between 1986/87 and 2016/17, with up to three in 
1986/87 and 2010/11. Killington Reservoir was occupied in seven 
of eight winters between 1991/92 and 1998/99. Most recently 
Derwentwater has been the most regularly occupied site with 
records in all eight winters between 2011/12 and 2018/19 with up 
to two in three of those winters. The above mentioned sites all 
have additional records from outside the periods described and are 
the most visited sites along with Hodbarrow, which has records in 
eight winters, five of which were in the period 1998/99 to 2003/04.  
 

In all about 65 sites have records with most on inland still waters or 
rivers, relatively few on estuaries and none on the open coast. 

 

A redhead on the River Eden near Rockcliffe on 10th September 
2006 is by some distance the earliest bird seen in the county. The 
next earliest is 12th October 1986 and in all there are 15 or so 
October records of new birds, with the remaining 14 all in the 
second half of the month. The median date of first arrival for the 
period 1970/71 to 2018/19 is 18th November. New arrivals become 
more common as winter progresses to peak in January. There are 
eight winters in that period when the first arrival in the entire county 
was not detected until into January or February, the latest being at 
Kitmere on 20th February 1972 ï the only county record of that 
winter. This mid-winter peak of arrival probably reflects 
displacement of birds by hard weather further north and east.  New 
arrivals decline after January. There are about 15 arrivals at 
previously unoccupied sites in March and just four in April. These 
involve singles off Foulney on 10th April 1966, on Whinfell Tarn on 
8th/9th April 1975, on Elterwater from 11th to 17th April 1992 and 
on the River Eden at Sandsfield on 16th April 2000. 
 

Date of first county record by winter 1970/71 - 2018/19 
 

 
 

Month of first occurrence at different sites  

 
 

These apparent later arrivals could as easily be relocating from 
other Cumbrian sites as from outside the county. There are a 
further nine records of long staying birds lingering in to April and 
indeed there have been many instances of long staying birds. The 
only record of a bird in May concerns the redhead present at 
Whinfell Tarn/Killington/Fisher Tarn from 15th October 1993, which 
remained until 4th May 1994 ï the longest stay of any bird in the 
county. 

Summary of all records by site  
(ordered from north to south and by adjacent sites) 

 

Site  
Winters 

with 
records  

Maximum 
count  

 Periods with 
records in 

consecutive 
winters  

R. Lyne 1 1  

Longtown Ponds 20 6 6 

R. Esk: Longtown 2 1  

Talkin Tarn 15 5 3 

Tindale Tarn 13 3 1 

Castle Carrock Reservoir 1 5  

Whins Pond 3 1  

R. Lyvennet 1 1  

Ullswater 1 1  

R. Eden: Little Salkeld - Warcop 2 1  

R. Eden: Lazonby 1 1  

R. Eden: Cummersdale 1 1  

R. Eden: Carlisle to Crosby 11 3 2 

R. Eden: Rockcliffe to Cargo 16 3 2 

Solway Estuary: Burgh 1 3  

Solway Estuary: Bowness 5 2  

Solway Estuary: Grune Point 1 1  

Solway Estuary: Skinburness 1 1  

R. Waver 1 1  

Silloth Airfield Pond 1 1  

Crofton Lake 1 1  

Monkhill Lough 3 2 1 

Moorhouse Tarn 2 4 1 

Soddy Gap 2 1  

Siddick Pond 2 1  

Derwentwater 11 2 1 

R Derwent: Derwent-Bassenthwaite 2 2  

Bassenthwaite Lake 17 4 2 

Overwater 2 1  

R. Derwent: Cockermouth 1 1  

Loweswater 1 1  

Ennerdale Lake 1 2  

Longlands Lake 1 1  

Harrington Reservoir 1 1  

R. Ehen: Sellafield 2 1  

R. Esk: Muncaster 1 1  

Irt/Mite/Esk Estuary 2 1 1 

Duddon Estuary 5 4 1 

Hodbarrow Lagoon 8 2 3 

South Walney 3 2  

Cavendish Dock 4 8 1 

Furness Coast Foulney Island 1 1  

Leven Estuary outer 1 1  

Leven Estuary upper 6 2 1 

Coniston Water 2 4  

Rusland Pool 2 8  

Haverthwaite 1 2  

Lake Windermere 6 2 1 

Elterwater 3 2  

Loughrigg Tarn 2 1 1 

Grange over Sands 1 1  

Kent Estuary outer 1 1  

Kent Estuary inner 6 5 1 

R. Bela: Dallam 2 1  

R. Kent: Kendal 2 2  

R. Kent: Levens 2 13  

Sizergh Castle 1 1  

Ratherheath Tarn 1 1  

Sunbiggin Tarn 1 1  

Wyndhammere 2 2 1 

Kitmere 3 2  

Lilymere 2 1 1 

Lune Valley: a small tarn 1 1  

Killington Reservoir 12 2 2 

Whinfell Tarn 6 1 1 

Fisher Tarn 5 2 1 
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Garganey  
 

Anas querquedula  
 

A scarce summer visitor and passage migrant, has bred  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
 

*Macpherson, H.A. 1884. Smew, Hawfinch and Garganey in Cumberland. Naturalist (Yorkshire) 9: 32 
*Macpherson, H.A. 1890. Garganey in Cumberland. Naturalist (Yorkshire) 15: 320 
*Mckerrow. M. 1929. Garganeys in Cumberland. British Birds 23: 22 
*Taylor, R.J.F. 1948. Garganey in Westmorland. British Birds 41: 88 
*Thorpe, D.L. & Hope, L.E. 1910. Garganey on the Solway. British Birds 4: 93 
*Walker, R. 1949. Early Garganey in Westmorland. British Birds 42: 64 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

2020 Records from 3 sites in spring with a male at South Walney last seen on 1st June. Records at 5 sites in autumn 

2021 Records from 5 sites in spring including 2 pairs at Brigsteer Moss in late March, long staying pairs at Arnside and Campfield Marsh and 1at Longtown 
staying until 12th June. Records at just Ulpha Meadows in autumn staying until 20th October 

2022 Records from 7 sites in spring including 4 males at Rockcliffe on 23rd May and 2 at Brigsteer on 15th & 16th June. Records at just Foulshaw in 
autumn 

2023 Records from 11 sites in spring  with pairs staying in to June at Brigsteer, Siddick Pond and Dalton in Furness with no proof of breeding. A site with 3 
juveniles in early September was suggestive of breeding. Records at 4 sites in autumn including a late bird at Campfield Marsh on 10th October 

 
Photograph: Longtown, 13th May 2009 (N. Franklin) 
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Garganey  
  

Anas querquedula  

 
 

Carr Beds, Rock cliffe, R. Eden, 8th May 2006. (N. Franklin) 
 

Number of occurrences  per year 1970  - 2019 

 
 

A seemingly remarkable record of seven on the River Lyne on an 
un-named date in February 1929, a male of which was shot, is 
most likely explained by the rearing of the species at nearby 
Netherby. In 1922 and 1923 five pairs of pinioned birds were 
received here and although none hatched young, the eggs of four 
pairs were hatched under bantams in 1925 and a pair was still 
nesting at Netherby Ponds in 1928 and 1929 (Blezard 1943). 
 

The first legitimate spring record is of a female on the River Kent at 
Sandy Bottoms on 17th March 2004. There are a further five March 
records, all on or after 24th, making the 2004 bird significantly 
early. Records of new birds increase through April to peak in the 
first two weeks of May, before falling sharply after that with only 
four records in the first week of June. Excluding breeding records 
there are 14 June records in total.  
 

Week of first occurrence of new birds  

 
Autumn passage is much less significant than spring. There are 
only four records in July and only four in the first week or so of 
August after which occurrences increase and plateau in the 
remainder of August. There are just 12 September records and two 
in the first week of October involving two at Mere Tarn on 7th 
October 1964 and a male at South Walney on 3rd October 1981. 
There are then outlying records of a female on Coniston Water on 
26th October 1988 and remarkably five were on flooded peat 
cuttings on Wedholme Flow on 5th November 1996. In addition 
there is one December record of a male shot on the saltmarsh at 
Millom on an un-named date in 1884 (Macpherson 1892). 

A scarce sum mer visitor and passage migrant, has bred  

Garganey breeds across the Palearctic from western Europe to 
eastern Asia. It is thinly distributed in the breeding season with 
smaller breeding populations in Western Europe (EBBA 2020). It is 
strongly migratory. Western and northern European breeders 
migrate south in autumn either through the Iberian Peninsula or the 
central Mediterranean to West Africa or through the eastern 
Mediterranean to East Africa (Scott & Rose 1996). 
  

In Great Britain there is a very small breeding population  of about 
120 pairs annually (Eaton et al. 2021) spread widely and mainly in 
England and Wales. Breeding in Scotland and Ireland is rare. 
There is no wintering population. 
 

In Cumbria it was first recorded in the spring of 1848 when one pair 
were shot on the River Eden and a pair of which the male was also 
shot near Drumburgh. In all there have been about 220 
documented occurrences of ñnewò birds.  
 

There appear to have been at least three breeding attempts. A 
published report of a pair in April at Roanhead north of Barrow  in 
1961 (Field Naturalist, Barrow Naturalists) is corroborated by an 
unpublished note in the Stokoe Archive of summering pairs near 
Barrow in 1961, 1962 and 1963 with a nest found in 1962. At South 
Walney in 1990 a pair was present from 5th May to 11th June and 
eggs were laid but no young were subsequently seen. A pair at a 
ñconfidential siteò in April 2003 followed by a record of pair with a 
juvenile at Sellafield on 16th July of the same year, with a comment 
that they were assumed to be from the ñdisplaying pairò, suggests 
this may have been the first successful breeding attempt. 
Interestingly, as in the ñnearò Barrow record of 1962, a pair was 
also reported at both these sites in the previous springs at Walney 
on 20th and 21st May 1989 and Sellafield on 23rd May 2002. 
 

Other protracted stays in spring concerning at least a pair have 
involved: 
 

1978 Siddick Pond 29 May-5 Jun pair 
1989 Mere Tarn 13 May-10 Jun pair 
1992 Sunbiggin Tarn 15-31 May pair, with male to 4 Jun 
1995 Sandscale Haws 29 Apr-6 May Pair, with male to 23 May 
2014 Campfield Marsh 5 Apr-6 May 3 males & a female sporadically 

 

In addition there are late May/June records of shorter duration 
involving pairs: 
 

1990 Carr Beds, Rockcliffe 2 Jun 2 males & a female 
1992 Parkers Pond, Dalton 3-5 Jun pair 
1993 Irt Estuary 11 Jun pair 
1997 Campfield Marsh 27 May pair 
2011 Mazon Wath, nr. Sunbiggin 20-22 Jun pair 

 

A female and a juvenile were also at South Walney on 9th August 
1998, but in all the above instances there was no evidence of 
breeding although it was suspected at Sunbiggin in 1992. 
 

There are only about 29 documented records prior to 1970. Then, 
concurrent with an increase in bird watching activity and reporting, 
the level of occurrences began to increase through the 1970s and 
since 1978 it has been annual except for 1991.  
 

Number of occurrences  per decade  

 
However levels of occurrence fluctuate widely between years and 
with occasionally changing numbers of birds during some 
occupations of sites, the number of new birds involved is hard to 
determine. 
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Most records have been of single birds but where two or more 
birds are involved there is a high incidence of at least a male and a 
female in an apparent pair. The two incidences of four together 
involve the previously mentioned breeding pair at Walney in 1990 
and the pair at Sandscale Haws in spring 1995, both of which were 
joined by two additional males at some point. The only other record 
of five together other than the November record at Wedholme Flow 
in 1996 was at Wet Sleddale Reservoir on 25th August 1974. 
 

Figure 4: Frequency of different numbers of birds in records  

 
Up to 2019 65 different sites have held birds with South and 
Central Walney the most visited  followed by Campfield Marsh at 
Bowness-on-Solway, Hodbarrow Lagoon, Siddick Pond and Ulpha 
Meadows, all of which have hosted occurrences in double figures. 

Number of occurrences at different sites  
(ordered from north to south and by adjacent sites) 

 

Gilsland 1  Wet Sleddale Reservoir 1 

R Lyne 1  Nethertown 1 

Netherby 1  Braystones/Braystones Tarn 2 

Longtown Ponds 4  Sellafield 1 

R Esk, Longtown 1  Irt/Mite/Esk Estuary 2 

R Eden, Carr Beds 9  Hodbarrow Lagoon 18 

Rockcliffe Marsh 6  Millom, Duddon Estuary 1 

R Eden, Rickerby 1  Sandscale Haws 9 

Carlisle 2  Roanhead, Duddon 3 

R Eden, unknown 1  Near Barrow 3 

Burgh by Sands 1  North Walney 1 

Drumburgh 1  South and Central Walney  40 

Glasson 1  Cavendish Dock, Barrow 1 

Campfield Marsh, Bowness 21  Rampside 1 

Biglands Bog, Bowness 1  Parkers Pond, Dalton  1 

Bowness-on-Solway 1  Mere Tarn 8 

Easton/Fingland floodwater 1  Urswick Tarn 3 

Grune Point, Solway Estuary 1  Coniston Water 1 

Silloth 1  Bardsea, Leven Estuary 1 

Silloth Airfield Pond 1  Roudsea Tarn 1 

Wedholme Flow 3  Lyth Valley 2 

Crofton Lake 2  Meathop Moss 1 

Watchtree, Great Orton 1  Ulpha Meadows 10 

Hawksdale, Dalston 1  Sandy Bottoms, R Kent 1 

Cardew Mires, Dalston 1  College Green, R. Kent 1 

Soddy Gap, Great Broughton 1  Halforth 1 

Aspatria 1  Milnthorpe 1 

Siddick Pond 13  R. Bela, Dallam 2 

Derwentwater 1  Black Dyke, Arnside 1 

Bassenthwaite Lake 3  Mazonwath Tarn, Sunbiggin 1 

Mockerkin Tarn 3  Sunbiggin Tarn 6 

Tarn Wadling, High Hesket 1  Whinfell Tarn 2 

Whins Pond, Penrith 2     
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Pintail (Northern Pintail)  
 

Anas acuta  
 

Common winter visitor, passage migrant & occasional breeder  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
 

Austin, G.E., Calbrade, N.A., Mellan, H.J., Musgrove, A.J., Hearn, R.D., Stroud, D.A., Wotton, S.R. & Holt, C.A. 2014.  Focus on Pintail in 
Waterbirds in the UK 2012/13. The Wetland Burd Survey. BTO, RSPB & JNCC. British Trust for Ornithology, Thetford  
*Backhouse, J. 1882. Pintail breeding in Westmorland. Zoologist 3rd Series, 6:353 
Birdlife International. 2022. Species Factsheet: Anas acuta. Downloaded from http://www.birdlife.org  
Blezard, E. & Johnson, T.L. 1943. The rearing of ducks at Netherby. Transactions of the Carlisle Natural History Society 6: 17-19 
*Cornish, C.J. 1904. Duck-breeding at Netherby II. Country Life: 16th July 
Fox, A.D. & Meek, E.R. 1993. History of the Northern Pintail breeding in Britain and Ireland. British Birds 86: 151-163 
*Hope, L.E. 1912. The ducks and geese of the Solway. Transactions of the Carlisle Natural History Society 2: 184-200 
Robson, R.W. 1969. Floodwater Pond (Appleby). Cumbria: 252 
Ruxton, J. 1974. Wildfowl of Morecambe Bay. WAGI Conservation Publication 
Scott, D.A. & Rose, P.M. 1996. Atlas of Anatidae Populations in Africa and Western Eurasia. Wetlands International Publication no.41. 
Wetlands International, Wageningen, The Netherlands 
*Service, R. 1909. Marked Pintail. (Netherby, Cumberland). Annals of Scottish Natural History 18: 184 
Tomlinson, C.F. 1932. Pintail duck in the English Lake District. Naturalist (Yorkshire) 57: 227 
Wilson, J. (1974). The Birds of Morecambe Bay. Dalesman Publishing Company. Clapham 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

2020/21 Winter:  max. 3285 November Duddon Estuary, max 1300 October Anthorn, Solway Estuary 

2021/22 Winter:  max. 1677 November Duddon Estuary (No count October), max 1000 November Leven Estuary  

2022/23 Winter:  max. 2900 October Duddon Estuary, 1340 December Kent & Leven Estuaries, 1200 November Grune Point, Solway Estuary  

2023/24 Winter:  max. 2100 November Duddon Estuary 

 
Photograph: Campfield Marsh, March 2006. (N. Franklin) 

http://www.birdlife.org/
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Pintail (Northern Pintail)  
 

Anas acuta  

 
 

Campfield Marsh, Solway Estuary, October 2013 (J & J Rogers) 
 

the company of Mallard or Wigeon. He noted shot birds from 
Morecambe Bay, Ravenglass and the Solway, particularly around 
Moricambe Bay and Rockcliffe Marsh. He also noted inland birds at 
Monkhill Lough in the Solway Basin, Armathwaite in the Eden 
Valley, Shap and the Rusland Valley. 
 

By the 1920s, Hope (1923) described it as much more common on 
the Solway than in the 1890s, attributing the increase to releases 
from Netherby. However the release programme here is not likely 
to have boosted the winter population significantly and so numbers 
must have still been low. 
 

The first moderately substantial count involved 92 on the Duddon 
Estuary on 2nd April 1922 (Blezard 1943). In 1943 Blezard again 
described them as commoner than in the early 20th century. On 
the Solway, he identified the Scottish side as more important, but 
with birds arriving on the English side from July and with autumn 
numbers generally higher than in winter, with birds lingering until 
late April. He also noted inland occurrence including 12 on a lough 
in the Solway Basin and a few birds on Westmorland still waters. 
Over 100 birds were seen at the head of Morecambe Bay during 
December 1944 (Oakes 1953). However, Blezard (1954, 1958) 
only listed coastal records of a pair on the River Eden at Rockcliffe 
in February 1953, a maximum of five in Moricambe Bay on the 
Solway between 1953 and 1957, 26 on the Leven Estuary in 
December 1955 and 44 off Grange-over-Sands on the Kent 
Estuary in December 1955. Inland occurrences concerned birds at 
Thurstonfield Lough, Sunbiggin Tarn, Killington Reservoir, Siddick 
Pond and Bassenthwaite in the late 1940 and early 1950s (Stokoe 
1962, Sedbergh School archive).  
 

In 1959 and 1960, records of up to 12 on the Kent Estuary and 17 
on the Leven Estuary were considered notable by Stokoe (1962), 
who also referred to a count of óno less thanô 200 on the Duddon 
Estuary on 19th November 1960, with 30 here on 16th April 1961.  
 

The winters of the early and mid-1960s seem to have witnessed a 
significant increase in usage of the southern estuaries with 1000 on 
the Duddon on 18th November 1961 (Field Naturalist) a 
remarkable 2000 on 24th December 1962 (Stokoe archive), 400 at 
Sandside on the Kent Estuary on 23rd January 1966 and up to 
1100 at Flookburgh on the Leven Estuary in October 1967 (Field 
Naturalist). This incidence of higher counts in the 1960s compared 
to the relatively light usage prior to this also happens to coincide 
with improved count coverage given by the National Wildlife Count 
scheme from the mid-1960s. However, the lack of larger counts 
prior to the 1960s does suggest a real increase at this time, though 
the reasons behind it are unknown. Meanwhile inland records 
remained scarce in the 1960s, with Thurstonfield Lough again 
featuring along with floodwater at Ormside near Appleby 
Wyndhammere, (Field Naturalist), Tarn House at Ravenstonedale, 
Haweswater and Bassenthwaite, (Stokoe Archive). 
 

Count coverage of the Duddon Estuary was variable throughout 
the 1970s. By the time it improved from 1984/85 onwards, winter 
maximums were regularly in the order of 700 plus. In 1988/89 there 
were 2200 in October and since then 2000 has been exceeded 
several times including notably in March 2006 and 2009. The latter 
were the highest counts of both winters, suggesting a spring 
passage influx. More recently targeted low tide counts here since 
2014/15 have regularly produced higher counts than WeBS core 
counts with 3000 exceeded in the autumns of 2017/18, 2018/19  

Common winter visitor , passage migrant  & occasional breeder  

Atlas status: % tetrads      

Winter 2007/08 -2011/12    4.81 

     Atlas status: % 10km sq    1981-84 2007-11 

with wintering evidence    20 27.37 
 

Pintails breed across Northern Eurasia and North America. Birds 
breeding in Western Europe winter mainly in the Sahel area of 
West Africa but also with large wintering concentrations in 
Northwest Europe, the Mediterranean Basin and East Africa (Scott 
& Rose 1996), Birdlife International 2022).  
 

Birds wintering or on passage in Britain and Ireland are from 
western Siberian, Fennoscandian, Baltic and Icelandic breeding 
populations. Numbers in the UK show a large amount of inter-year 
fluctuation (Austin et al. 2014). The reasons for this are unclear but 
make assessment of overall trends difficult. The UK WeBS index 
does however suggest a decline of 25% between 1993/94 and 
2018/19, having peaked in the winter of 2005/06 (Frost et al. 2021). 
The UK wintering population was estimated at 20,000 birds 
between 2012/13 and 2018/19 (Frost et al. 2019). However, it is 
not clear if the Western European breeding population, from which 
our wintering birds are drawn, has actually declined or has 
alternatively undergone a órange shiftô in its wintering areas. Recent 
increases in the number of birds wintering in the Netherlands may 
indicate a range shift towards the east (Austin et al. 2014).  
 

Birds arrive from September onwards and concentrate at a small 
number of sites, with the northwest of England particularly 
important. Morecambe Bay and the Solway and Duddon Estuaries 
are internationally important sites. There is a very small UK 
breeding population, averaging 27 pairs between 2013 and 2017 
(Woodward et al. 2020). Both feral and wild birds have bred 
occasionally in Cumbria. 
 

Only ever a sporadic breeder in the county, the status of various 
breeding attempts is confounded by birds bred from pinioned stock 
and subsequently released for shooting. The first documented 
record refers to a probably truly wild pair, which summered on 
Bowness Moss adjacent to the Solway in 1890, though with no 
proof of breeding (MacPherson 1892). Captive birds bred at Low 
Wood near Ambleside between 1877 and 1881 (Backhouse 1882), 
though the fate of any young produced is not known. However from 
1903 onwards, up to 30 birds were released annually on the 
Netherby Estate north of Carlisle and by 1908 free-flying birds were 
nesting here. This continued up to at least 1919 and in 1920, birds 
hatched from eggs taken from Loch Leven in Fife were introduced. 
Though this breeding programme ceased in 1926, the species was 
by then a feral breeder in the area (Blezard & Johnston 1943). 
Three pairs which nested on Bowness Common in 1917 (Hope 
1923), a pair at the same location in 1925, several summering 
birds in Cumberland and Westmorland between 1927 and 1931 
(Blezard 1943) and a female incubating six eggs on a Westmorland 
Lake in 1932 (Tomlinson 1932), could conceivably all be traced 
back to the Netherby releases. Similarly, a few pairs which nested 
around the Duddon Estuary in the 1960s and on the Leven Estuary 
in 1965 probably originated from breeding pinioned birds on the 
WAGBI reserve at The Haws near Millom (Ruxton 1974). A pair 
which nested, but failed on eggs at Appleby in 1968 (Robson 1969) 
may also have been from this source. 
 

Single pairs which bred in the Solway Basin in 1973, 1976 and 
1982 and also in the Eden Valley in 1982 were more likely of wild 
origin. In 1983, breeding occurred at three sites and birds were 
present at two more (Hutcheson 1986, Fox & Meek 1993). 
However, there have been no further breeding attempts, though 
most years have May occurrences and there have been occasional 
summering birds. These have sometimes included pairs on 
saltmarshes or at inland moorland tarns which may offer suitable 
habitat, but birds in late spring probably involve late wintering or 
passage birds.  
 

MacPherson (1892) considered Pintails to have been scarce in 
winter in the latter part of the 19th century, citing the experience of 
wildfowlers who came across them only occasionally and mainly in 
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and 2019/20 with a maximum of 3315 in November 2018. It is 
unclear if this is a real increase or due to the different count 
methodology. 
 

Like the Duddon, count coverage in Morecambe Bay was not 
comprehensive enough prior to the winter of 1984/85 to assess 
status though Wilson (1974) detailed up to 1000 in a good year in 
the Leven Estuary. The advent of improved coverage immediately 
produced counts in excess of 2000 birds, with the Kent Estuary 
between Humphrey Head and the railway viaduct attracting most, 
with smaller numbers on the Leven Estuary primarily off Bardsea. 
Since 1984/85, the outer Kent Estuary has held in excess of 2000 
birds in 16 winters though not since 2010/11. In two of these the 
maximum exceeded 3000 and in 1997/98 and 1998/99, over 4000, 
with the highest count of 4292 in October 1997. In all four of the 
winters with 3000 or more birds, the peak count was in October.  
 

On the Inner Solway, the first large documented count was of 205 in 
September 1974 but, also with variable coverage, subsequently no 
more than 86 were counted until 550 in February 1990. Between 
1990/91 and 1997/98, the highest monthly count was only 192 but 
then between the winters of 1998/99 and 2006/07, at least 1000 
were counted in all but two winters. This included 3034 in November 
1998, with 3000 of these on Rockcliffe Marsh and 4086 in October 
2004, when 4000 were in Moricambe Bay. Rockcliffe Marsh also 
held 870 in February 2002 and 400 in September 2006 but 
otherwise has generally attracted few birds. All other substantial 
counts have come from Moricambe Bay which has remained the 
favoured haunt, though numbers have declined since 2007/08 back 
to pre-1998/99 levels with the last high count of 1000 on Calvo 
Marsh in November 2017. 
 

On the Kent/Leven Estuaries, the seasonal pattern has on average 
been of a peak in October followed by a gradual decline through the 
winter. On the Inner Solway, November has averaged the highest 
numbers, again followed by a decline through the remainder of the 
winter. This hints that, as well as being wintering sites, they may 
also host an element of autumn/early winter passage and is in 
contrast to the Duddon where the numbers have generally remained 
stable from October through January. 
 

The remainder of the coast is little used, with surprisingly few 
records from the Ravenglass complex of estuaries which regularly 
attracts good numbers of Wigeon, with which Pintail often associates 
elsewhere. Further north, the Outer Solway with its lack of saltmarsh 
is largely shunned, the only records involving a maximum of 49 
between the winters of 1974/75 and 1976/77. 
 

Since 1970 inland occurrence has been more widespread but has 
remained sporadic and normally concerns less than double figure 
numbers. Exceptions on still waters have involved 41 on Tarns Dub, 
Aspatria in February 1982, 16 in March 1984, 33 in November 1984 
and 25 in November 1988 all on Ennerdale Water, 16 at Killington 
Reservoir in late August 1990, 18 on Talkin Tarn in late 
February/early March 2002, 10 at Longtown Ponds in January 2005, 
12 at Tindale Tarn in September 2012, 14 at Longtown between 
January and March 2013, 10 at Wet Sleddale in October 2013 and 
42 at Haverbrack Pond, Beetham in October 2014. 
 

In recent years, conservation efforts to raise water levels adjacent to 
the coast have attracted regular usage by small numbers. Examples 
with maximums in the Solway Basin are Campfield Marsh: 111 in 
February 2011, Lessenhall: 32 in October 2005, Wedholme Flow: 
270 in January 2008, Holme Dub: 180 in November 2017 and the 
Lower Eden floodplain at Scotby: 20 in November 2010 and 
December 2013. Similarly, by the Kent Estuary, the recently created 
Ulpha Meadows held 41 in January 2012 and the Lyth Valley 150 on 
floodwater in January 2005. The pools at South Walney occasionally 
attract mostly single figures.  
 

Winter distribution and relative  abundance 2007/08 ï 2011/12 

 
 

 

There have been just five ringing recoveries and only two involving 
exchange with other countries. A bird ringed at Longtown, a remnant 
of the release scheme, in March 1933 was found on the German 
coast in September 1933 and a nestling ringed in Finland in 1960 
was recovered at Witherslack in December 1960 (Robinson et al 
2020). 
 

WeBS five season period maximums at main sites in Cumbria 1969/70 ï 2018/19 (entire counts for òsharedò sites) 
  

1969/70 
1973/74 

1974/75 
1978/79 

1979/80 
1983/84 

1984/85 
1988/89 

1989/90 
1993/94 

1994/95 
1998/99 

1999/00 
2003/04 

2004/05 
2008/09 

2009/10 
2013/14 

2014/15 
2018/19 

South Solway inner  21 205 49 86 550 3034 2187 4086 652 1024 

Entire Solway Estuary 950 2870 1890 1575 2358 4436 4663 4817 4262 4374 

Duddon  652 505 158 2200 2194 2261 1299 2481 1500 3315 

North Morecambe Bay  1200 100 776 2810 3706 4765 3945 3337 2354 370 

Entire Morecambe Bay 1214 284 804 2890 3979 4795 4161 3620 3186 911 
 
 

Maximum counts  on main estuaries  (3 year rolling means)  Average monthly usage  on main estuaries 1984/85 ï 2018/19 

  



The Birds of Cumbria 

 

30 

  

 

Black Grouse  
 

Lyrurus  tetrix  
 

An uncommon resident; once widespread but now confined to the Border Moors, North Pennines, and south eastern moors . 
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
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* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

2020 Geltsdale lekking males: 26 

2021 Geltsdale lekking males: 21. A male near Sunbiggin Tarn on 7th May was a first recent record in a formerly occupied area 

2022 Geltsdale lekking males: 17 

2023 Geltsdale lekking males: 39 

 
 

Photograph: Geltsdale, February 2006. (N. Franklin) 
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Black Grouse  
 

Lyrurus  tetrix  

 
 

Male, Nateby, 9th April 2011  (L. Gould) 
 

believed the increase was sustained until at least 1935 particularly 
in the newly planted Bewcastle forest area. However from then on 
numbers began to slowly decline and then more rapidly as war 
again broke out from 1939. After the war Philipson (1954) found 
only single figure numbers and saw only one bird in 1948, ascribing 
the decline to over-exploitation for food in ñthese times of austerityò 
while Graham recounts hearing that ñthe forestry people were 
keeping them downò to prevent damage to trees. Perhaps 
benefitting from the new plantations, as late as 1952 up to 100 
birds were believed to inhabit the Horseholme area on the 
Northumberland border north of Gilsland (Graham 1993) and  a lek 
of up to 15 birds was present in the Brampton area in the 1950s 
(Stokoe 1962). Birds and nests continued to be reported on the 
Bewcastle Moors and in the adjoining pastures in much reduced 
numbers through the 1950s and in to the early 1960s as the forest 
canopy closed. The 1968ï72 Atlas shows occupation throughout 
the Border Moors but by the time of the 1997-01 Atlas this was 
restricted to the extreme eastern edge of the Border Moors with the 
last ñBewcastleò record of two on Flimby Fell In September 1995. 
There were slightly more, but still sporadic records from the west 
through the 1990s, with the last single reported at Gowk Bank, 
Spadeadam in May 2000 and no records in the 2007-12 Atlas. 
However there have been records of up to six birds in the 
Spadeadam area since 2014. 
 

In the late 19th century small numbers were present on the Solway 
Mosses. A few grey hens were reported to nest on the Solway 
Flow with a brood sometimes reared near Drumbrugh Moss, but, 
owing to indiscriminate shooting, the species had never become 
firmly established there (MacPherson 1892). They were still 
present in small numbers up to the 1940s (Blezzard 1943) but not 
mentioned subsequently in any source. 
 

Reference to the historical status of populations on the Pennine 
moors is generally under-represented in the literature compared to 
other areas. MacPherson (1892) noted ñconsiderable numbersò in 
the Alston area and on Hartley Fell above Kirkby Stephen but also 
that they were in decline in the latter area. Blezard described ña 
sprinklingò on the Pennine fringes between Tindale in the north and 
Mallerstang in the south (Stoke 1962). Five were reported on 
Croglin Fell in September 1959, nine in the Belah Gorge near 
Kirkby Stephen in November 1960, two on Tynehead Fell above 
Garigill in September 1964 (Field Naturalist) and nine above 
Brough in 1969 (Stokoe Archive). Despite reduced numbers and a 
scarcity of records in the 1970s and 80s, the 1988-91 Atlas showed 
occupation throughout the Pennine fells and there is no reason to 
think there has been anything but constant occupation. The most 
consistently important areas have been the Tindale and Geltsdale 
Fells (max. 59 males in 2015), Tynehead Fell (max. 24 males in 
January 2014 and 35 birds in October 2014), Stainmore Common 
(max. 12 males in January 2005), Winton Fell (max. 28 males in 
four leks in March 2018) and Mallerstang Common (max.10 males 
in April 2011).  
 

MacPherson (1892) lists the Lazonby Fells, Edenhall, Whinfell, 
Lowther, Reagill, Sleagill Julian Bower at Temple Sowerby, Long 
Marton and Kirkby Thore, all in the Eden Valley, as regular haunts. 
He infers introductions in this area, but it is also on the doorstep of 
populations on the Pennine Fells. It is unclear when these ñvalleyò 
populations died out. While one was reported at Bowscar near 
Great Salkeld in November 1959 and in the 1950s birds were  
 

An uncommon resident; once widespread but now confined to 
the North Pennines, Howgill Fells and south eastern moors .  

Atlas status: % tetrads  Possible  Probable  Confirmed  Total  

Breeding 1997 -2001 0.86 1.03 1.62 3.51 

Breeding 2008 -2012 1.41 1.35 0.49 3.24 

Winter 2007/08 -2011/12    3.78 

     Atlas status: % 10km sq  1968-72 1988-91 1997-01 2008-12 

with breeding evidence  38.95 13.68 14.74 21.05 

Atlas status: % 10km sq    1981-84 2007-12 

with wintering evidence    23.16 21.05 

  Cumbria population estimate 2014 (GWT unpub.) 324 males 
 

Black Grouse are widely distributed in Western Europe eastwards 
to Siberia and northern China (EBBA 2020). They are found in a 
variety of habitats, including mires, heathland, forests and 
meadows. Throughout much of their global range, populations are 
thought to be in long-term decline, particularly in lowland areas and 
in the south of its range (EBBA 2020). 
 

In the UK they are most abundant in the Scottish Highlands, with 
separate populations in Central and Southern Scotland, Northern 
England and North Wales. The UK population was estimated at 
5100 males in 2005 (Sim et al 2008). The 2007-11 National Atlas 
showed a 29% contraction in breeding range since the 1968-72 
Atlas. Most notable losses were in Central and Southern Scotland, 
Wales and parts of Northern England. However, numbers fluctuate 
annually in relation to variations in breeding success (Warren et al. 
2015). Only males are counted in surveys due to their conspicuous 
display behavior compared to the more secretive females.  
 

Black Grouse were once more common and widely distributed 
within the county. By analysing place names Sellers (2015) infers a 
distribution between the 11th and 15th centuries only excluding the 
northern Lake District fells and the west coast. Early accounts 
taken from MacPherson (1892) include ñEvidence of the 
comparative abundance of this game on the English side of the 
borders early in the seventeenth centuryò as supplied by the 
Accounts of Lord William Howard of Carlisle. Black game did not 
appear at his table in the same abundance as ógrouseô but in some 
seasons there was plenty of it nevertheless. Analysing the game 
purchased for the Naworth household from August 1618 to the end 
of that year, I find that one hundred and twenty head of black game 
were boughtò. Nevertheless Heysham (1694) described it as a rare 
bird in Cumberland but commonest on the Netherby estate north of 
Carlisle. Cooking recipes for Black Grouse can be found as late as 
the mid-1950s with the publication of Dorothy Hartleyôs (1954) 
ñFood in Englandò, showing it would not be unusual to find it on the 
household menu in rural areas where it was available. 
 

Certainly the species appeared to be numerous on the Border 
Moors. A sale advertisement of óThe manor of Bewcastleô 
published in 1829, tells us that of 17000 acres, 8300 acres 
consisted of óunenclosed wastes abounding with black game and 
grouseô (Carlisle Journal, May 9 1829). MacPherson (1892) went 
on to say that the district in question still contained a fair sprinkling, 
though described it as having decreased in later years. Philipson 
(1954) described it as having been always common on the open 
moorlands of Northeast Cumberland and the Tindale Fells in the 
North Pennines, and referred to it as being regularly found on the 
tables of all hill farmers in the area at the end of the 19th century. 
He also recounted that at this time, it was so numerous that in 
winter, flocks of as many as 100 birds would come down to the 
cultivated fields, and had counted 150 within one square mile. He 
knew of many leks on the western side of the River Irthing north to 
the Scottish border including on the farm at Mosscow and west to 
the Bewcastle moors, and had found nests in rush beds, heather, 
meadows and in open woodland under birch and rowan. Numbers 
were much reduced during the first war as there was little 
protection from gamekeepers and they provided a free food supply, 
but had recovered by 1930 and were nearly as numerous as ever. 
Hill Farm at Gilsland held 43 in November 1931 and in the same 
month 50 were in a meadow at Hallbankgate. Graham (1993)  
 
 



The Birds of Cumbria 

 

32 

  

present in the Hoff area near Appleby with six as late as January 
1961 (Penrith NHS, Field Naturalist), it was certainly long before a 
single at Armathwaite in October 1996.   
 

The Lowther game books suggest a reasonable population in the 
1920s on the Crosby Ravensworth moors and populations were 
described by Robson (1960) as much reduced on Orton Scar and 
at Ravenstonedale by the late 1950s, suggesting occupation of the 
Orton Fells in the mid-20th century. One at Little Asby in April 1960 
(Field Naturalist) was the last record for this area until one at 
Sunbiggin Tarn in October 2005.  
 

MacPherson also noted populations at Shap on the edge of the 
Eden Valley and at Haweswater and Ullswater. All fell within the 
realm of the Lonsdale family estates and could have originated 
from or been supplemented by releases. Occupation of the eastern 
valleys of the Lake District from at least the 1880s is evidenced by 
the Lowther game books of the time which mention Askham Fell, 
Naddle Forest at Haweswater, Swindale and Shap up until at least 
the late 1920s. A few were still present in the Haweswater area in 
the early 1940s (Blezard 1943) but it is unclear if this population 
died out, or if they persisted on Shap Fell. Birds were present on 
Shap in the early 1970s following the establishment of plantations 
and persisted to the mid-1980s with the last record in May 1985. 
  

Pearson (1850) referred to birds at Mell Fell above Ullswater which 
MacPherson obviously considered the product of releases. 
Nevertheless, towards the middle of the 20th Century, Blezard 
(1942) noted that a fair number still bred in the districts around 
Greystoke and Mungrisdale. Birds in the Greystoke Park area were 
reintroduced in the early 1950s (Anon 1952) but much reduced and 
perhaps extinct by the early 1960s (Stokoe 1962) with a last 
documented record in 1962 (Brown 1972). Some were shot to 
protect forestry plantations in the Mell Fell/Troutbeck area in the 
1960s (J. Cubby pers. com.) The only records for the Skiddaw and 
Caldbeck Fells are from the Leconfield Estate game books which 
record up to 21 being shot on Faulds Brow in 1912 declining to two 
by 1916, then none until one in 1937. The only other ñbagò in the 
area concerned three on Caldbeck Common in 1913. 
 

Presence in that part of Cumbria once in Yorkshire in the extreme 
south east of the county was noted by Nelson (1907) including 
near Sedbergh and in Garsdale. Birds were common on Baugh Fell 
and Firbank Fell near Sedbergh in the early 1920ôs but by 1926 
Freddie Spencer Chapman wrote ñMy several attempts to find 
blackcock on the fells around Sedbergh have been unsuccessfulò 
(Cleasby 1999). They were still relatively numerous on the Barbon 
Fells in the late 1930s, taking advantage of new forestry 
plantations, but thinned out on the east side of the Lune Valley 
(Blezard 1943). Also in the 1930s, there were occasional records 
from Uldale on the north side of Baugh Fell and Brackensgill in 
Dentdale. Post-war plantations in Upper Dentdale and Garsdale 
offered favourable habitat and the return of a ñnumberò of pairs 
(Cleasby 1999), while birds were present in the Barbon Fells in the 
early 1960s (Stokoe 1962). During the mid-1970ôs there were two 
small leks around Killington Reservoir with a maximum of 14 birds 
at one and frequent sightings in Uldale and adjoining Mallerstang 
(Sedbergh School Ornithological Archive, Cleasby 1999). However, 
with the maturation of plantations, birds had vacated Lambrigg Fell, 
Lilymere, Burns Beck Moss and Upper Dentdale by 1990 (Priestley 
1999), though one was at Killington Reservoir in May 1997. More 
recently, if once extinct, birds have re-established in Grisedale in 
Garsdale adjacent to the Mallerstang population and in upper 
Dentdale with up to 11 at Dent Head in November 2010 and 12 at 
Cowgill in January 2011 (Dunn 2012). Further west at Cautley 
three were present in January 2018. 
 

Several attempts to re-introduce the species in various parts of 
Cumbria have been documented throughout the years, particularly 
in the middle of the 19th century. These confound any assessment 
of its historical naturally occurring status, particularly so in the 
southern Lake District. The Black Cock Inn at Broughton-in-
Furness is a pub named in honour of the species and dates from 
the 16th century, indicating a time when Black Grouse were 
perhaps naturally common in South Cumbria. Mitchell (1885) 
considered them absent from the Furness area until a few pairs 
appeared in about the 1840s. MacPherson (1892) relates 
introductions in the Rusland Valley between 1832 and 1840. 
Subsequently, the low fells and valleys either side of Windermere 
as far east as Scout Scar above Kendal and as far west as 
Woodland Fell by Broughton, seem to have held a small but  

fluctuating population into the 20th century. Oakes (1953) reported 
breeding on Finsthwaite Fell in 1926 and on Cartmel Fell about 
1937. By 1943 they only occasionally visited the Lyth mosses, by 
which time they had become scarce in the area (Blezard 1943), but 
they were still described as perhaps more numerous than Red 
Grouse around Nibthwaite in High Furness in 1947/48 (Blezard 
1954). Records in the 1950s including eight in the Windermere 
area in October 1954, five on Rusland Fell in 1955 and one at 
Claife Heights in 1958, with the last records on Rusland Fell, 
Whitbarrow and Cartmel Fell, all in 1959 (Field Naturalist) and 
Helsington Barrows in 1962 (Stokoe Archive). A female was 
flushed from juniper at Blind Tran Moss, Grasmere in January 1966 
and birds were still present at Nibthwaite in 1967 (Stokoe Archive). 
Between 1977 and 1989 bird reports document a low level of 
occupation between Woodland Fell and Kirkby Moor in the west 
and the Rusland Valley to the east with isolated records further 
east of singles at Gummers How in October 1980, Whitbarrow in 
February 1986 and Scout Scar in November 1992. 
 

To the north east Kentmere and Longsleddale were also favoured 
haunts, usually holding a fair stock. Maximum numbers were 
reached in these districts in the period from about 1912 to 1920 (a 
lek in Kentmere held up to 16 birds), and in good years spread out 
to colonize the rough ground east of Windermere and towards 
Crosthwaite and Crook (Blezard 1943). It was described as much 
reduced in Kentmere by the late 1950s (Robson 1957). There are 
no further records from specific sites here in the 1960s or early 
1970s other than a reference in a bird report to a lek in Bannisdale 
to the north in 1976, but the 1968-72 Atlas does show occupation. 
Records in Bretherdale in January 1979, on Potter Fell in April 
1980 and in Bannisdale in 1982 and 1983 could however all be 
explained remnants of the Shap population. However those at 
Selside in March 1989, Bannisdale in March 1990 and 
Skeggleswater in December 1991 are beyond the last known 
occupation of the Shap area. 
 

The only occupied area in the west of the county known to 
MacPherson in the latter half of the 19th century was around 
Cockermouth where ña sprinklingò were present. The area he 
referred to is unclear but may have included the fells on the north 
western edge of the Lake District. Moule (unpub. Diaries) saw a 
male near the top of Black Sail, Ennerdale on 29th October 1956 
while Stokoe (1962) offered some evidence of its occurrence here 
with at least one pair on Bowness Knott, Ennerdale in 1961 and a 
cock at Hollow Moor, Blengdale, presumably at about the same 
time. Both valleys held leks into the 1970s (P. Ullrich pers. com.). 
Blezard (1943) referred to breeding in Eskdale prior to 1943 and 
there is anecdotal evidence of an introduced population on 
Muncaster Fell persisting into at least the early1970s, the last 
being two males on 17th November 1972 (Stokoe Archive, Moule 
diaries). 
 

Since 1978 there have been about 18 records from the western, 
central and northern Lake District in areas remote from remaining 
populations. Given the relatively sedentary nature of the species 
the status of these records is hard to assess. This is also true of a 
remarkable but un-validated record of one on Piel Island in the 
Walney channel in January 1969 (Stokoe Archive) 
 

Presently Black Grouse are found only in the east of the county 
with the core population in the North Pennines, where 30% of 
tetrads were occupied during the 2007-12 Atlas. 5% of tetrads 
were occupied in the Howgills and Cumbria Dales and two tetrads 
were occupied in the Eden Valley, but on the Pennine fringe. Now 
confined to the uplands, the majority of the population is found at 
an altitude between 301 and 600m. Birds were present in a total of 
21 10km squares in 2007-12 compared with 46 during the 1968-72 
National Atlas, Losses during this period have been greatest 
around the Border Moors in the far north of the county and in the 
Lakeland Fells, where the species occurs no longer. Conservation 
efforts from the 1990ôs onwards in the North Pennines have 
resulted in  ocalized increases. The Cumbrian population was 
estimated to be around 324 male birds in 2014, an increase of 75% 
from the 1997-2001 Cumbria Atlas (Stott et al. 2002) and about 
23% of the English total. 
 

Counts of lekking male  Black Grouse   
 

 1998 2002 2006 2014 

Cumbria total 155 198 263 324 

England total 773 895 1029 1437 
 

(Date supplied by GCWT& Warren et al. 2015) 
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Breeding distribution change  
1968 ï 1972 to 2008 ï 2012  

by 10km sq.  
 

 

Areas heavily grazed by sheep 
will lack appeal for Black 
Grouse due to the lack of 
variety in the sward and herb 
structure. Habitat restoration 
work has occurred around the 
Geltsdale RSPB Reserve since 
the 1990s including a reduction 
in sheep numbers, an increase 
in cattle grazing on unenclosed 
land and native woodland 
planting. This area has seen 
the biggest gains with annual 
counts of lekking males rising 
from 12 in 2006 to 59 in 2015, 
including a 28 bird lek in the 
Gelt Valley, the largest in the 
county for some time. However 
numbers have dropped in 
recent years. 

 

Number of lekking males at Geltsdale RSPB Reserve  

 
 

((from RSPB Annual reports 
 

 

Black Grouse are mainly sedentary. The 2007 ï 12 Atlas however 
shows some discrepancy between the winter and breeding 
distribution. Broods of young birds will disperse in the autumn, 
seeking new sources of food and could explain the greater number 
of occupied tetrads in the winter atlas. They require a mosaic 
habitat that provides different feeding opportunities throughout the 
year. Unlike Red Grouse, they consume a wide variety of 
vegetation from cotton grass in spring, grasses, sedges, bilberries 
during the summer and hawthorn berries and birch buds during the 
winter. In early summer, chicks require a diet of protein rich 
invertebrates during the first few weeks after hatching. The volatile 
climate of the uplands can bring cold snaps and heavy rain in June 
making this food source unreliable and broods will suffer as a 
result. Increases in the population and range of the species will 
often follow a fine summer when insects are abundant and 
productivity is high.  
 

A food shortage during severe winters can see the species contract 
in both numbers and range. Monitoring by the Game Conservancy 
and Wildlife Trust in the North Pennines as a whole showed a 
decline from 1200 lekking birds in 2009 to 500 in 2010 (Warren et 
al. 2013). The decline followed one of the coldest winters on 
record. Suitable habitat is key to the speciesô survival and during 
this harsh winter birds in areas with fruit bearing trees such as 
hawthorn showed better survival rates. 
 

As the fashion to shoot Red Grouse and Pheasants became more 
popular, Edwardian estate management focused less on Black 
Grouse and the species began to dwindle. It has managed to hang 
on around the fringes of sporting estates as a by-product of 
intensive game keeping and although the species is still on the 
quarry list, a request not to shoot blackcock by estate managers is 
now generally observed. Intensification of farming practices, 
drainage of marginal land and afforestation have all played their 
part in the demise of the species throughout the last century 
 

With a reduction in sheep grazing and continued planting of patchy 
native broadleaf woodland, Black Grouse will continue to inhabit 
the Pennines and Howgill Fells. However, with a combination of a 
low dispersal range and a lack of year-round feeding opportunities, 
it is unlikely the species will see a permanent return to Lakeland 
areas in the near future. 

Breeding distribution 2008 ï 2012 

 

 
Winter distribution and relative abundance 2007/08 ï 2011/12  
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Slavonian Grebe (Horned Grebe)  
 

Podiceps auritus  
 

A scarce winter visitor  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
 

*Garnett, D.G. 1915. Colouring of soft parts of Slavonian Grebe, British Birds 8: 220 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

2019/20 1 Salthouse Pond, Millom 12th January- probably same as at Hodbarrow in Nov/Dec 2019, 1 Bowness-on-Solway 7th March 

2020/21 1 Hodbarrow 12-18th March, 1 Silecroft 15th March, 1 Windermere 27th March 

2021/22 1 Muncaster, Esk Estuary 20th January 

2022/23 No records 

2022/23 1 Workington Harbour 5th ï 10th November, 1 South Walney14th & 16th November, 1 (pos same) Foulney 23rd November, 1 Roanhead, Duddon 
Estuary 28th November 

 
Photograph: Mockerkin Tarn, 16th November 2014  (D McAlone) 
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Slavonian Grebe  
 

Podiceps auritus  

 
 

Mockerkin Tarn, 16 th November 2014 (D McAlone) 
 

Number of occurrences  per decade  

 
 

Of long staying birds. A bird on 23rd October 1993 off Foulney 
preceded a bird in early November 1993 on Cavendish Dock which 
was joined by a second in early December and a third from 9th 
December to 18th February 1994. Even if the October bird were 
considered different, this still represents the longest occupation of 
the area. The highest number of birds present here is three which 
has occurred in five different non-breeding seasons. Curiously 
there have been no records on Cavendish Dock since the 2007/08 
winter and it is possible changes in management may have 
reduced food supply here in recent years. The earliest date in 
autumn in this area is 9th September 1984 and there have been 
five September records. The latest is 29th April 1990 with 10 
records in this month. 
 

Other than a bird at Ormsgill Reservoir in March 1963 and one off 
North Walney in November 1964 (Field Naturalist, Stokoe Archive) 
the first on the Duddon Estuary and surrounds in more recent times 
was in November 1984 on Hodbarrow Lagoon. Since then there 
have been much less than annual, but nevertheless regular 
records on the lagoon with the site hosting birds in 17 of 36 non-
breeding seasons (47%). These include two periods of four 
successive seasons offering the possibility of returning birds. 
Singles were also seen off Sandscale Haws, Askam-in-Furness 
and Borwick Rails on one occasion each in the same period and 
during times of occupation at Hodbarrow and are assumed to have 
concerned the same individuals. 

A scarce winter visitor  

Slavonian Grebe breeds from Iceland and Scotland eastward 
across Scandinavia and northern Europe across Russia to the 
Pacific, and in northern regions of North America. It migrates south 
to winter mainly at sea along the Atlantic and Pacific coasts of 
Eurasia and North America. It is suspected that Fennoscandian 
breeders winter furthest south in Britain whilst Greenland, Icelandic 
and Scottish breeders may occupy more northern areas in winter. 
The European breeding range has shifted northwards in recent 
years and concurrently the species has undergone an overall 
decline in breeding numbers, although Swedish and Icelandic 
numbers have increased (EBBA 2020)  
 

The Scottish breeding population is currently estimated at 28 pairs 
having been as high as 73 in 1993, and the UK wintering 
population at 995 birds (Woodward et al. 2020). Highest winter 
numbers are around Scottish coasts but there are regular wintering 
areas as far south as the southern English coast. Numbers arriving 
in Britain may increase in severe winters as birds move further 
west to avoid harsh weather. UK winter numbers determined by 
WeBS suggest an undulating pattern with peaks in the winters of 
1997/98, 2003/04 and 2012/13 and subsequent troughs 
culminating in lowest numbers in 1998/99, 2007/08 and 2017/18. 
WeBS data also suggests highest numbers generally occur in 
January. 
 

There are no annually occupied Cumbrian wintering sites. However 
Hodbarrow Lagoon on the Duddon Estuary and the Furness coast 
around Foulney and South Walney Islands along with the adjacent 
Cavendish Dock have hosted birds regularly. This involves mainly 
singles but occasionally two or three birds for parts of winters and 
during passage, and occasionally singles throughout a winter. 
 

Macpherson (1892) documented records from six inland sites and 
only two from the coast, perhaps not surprising for a species which 
largely inhabits inshore waters generally away from the collector or 
wildfowlers gun. Nevertheless all of the late 19th century and 
several of the early 20th century records were shot, the last to 
suffer this fate being at Arnside on the Kent Estuary on 1st March 
1937. Up to and including the winter of 1960/61 there had only 
been 18 specifically dated records plus reference to a further six 
undated records and all but three were inland. With the advent of 
improved optics and increased seawatching activity, records did 
increase although of the 34 records from 1961/62 to 1980/81, most 
still came from inland waters or coastal lagoons reflecting the lack 
of attractive inshore wintering areas in the county. The number of 
occurrences (not birds) was at its highest in the 1990s and has 
since been in decline. This is largely due to a decline in inland 
records on still waters in the non-breeding seasons since 2005/06. 
 

The first record for the coast around Foulney Island and South 
Walney along with the adjacent Cavendish Dock at Barrow was on 
4th November 1961 (Field Naturalist). Since then it has hosted 
birds in all but 17of the 59 non-breeding seasons between 1961/62 
and 2019/20 and in 32 of the 39 since 1981/82 (82%). It is 
reasonable to assume that long staying birds at least, are likely to 
have frequented all three locations and that returning birds are 
involved. In only two of those seasons have birds been present in 
autumn, winter and spring but there have been several instances 
 

Maximum counts by season on the Furness Coast encompassing Foulney, South Walney and Cavendish Dock  
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Occurrence at Hodbarrow has mostly been of single birds but two 
have occupied the site on several occasions. The longest staying 
bird here and indeed in the county was first seen on 30th August 
2012 and last reported on 14th April 2013. Also notable were two 
first seen on 18th September 2014 present into mid-October, 
followed by a single in early December and two again from mid-
March to the 26th April 2015.  

 

Maximum counts by season at Hodbarrow  
and the Duddon Estuary  

 

 
 

No other location has generated regular records although one 
observer at Silloth on the Outer Solway reported birds on 20 dates 
in four of the five non-breeding seasons between 2000/01 and 
2005/06. Most were singles and other than two autumn and three 
spring records, were between November and January. Intriguingly 
they included six on 22nd November 2000, five on 21st December 
2004 and three 10 days later. Presumably these involved displaced 
birds from elsewhere as there is no precedent for this magnitude of 
birds in Cumbria. The nearest regular and substantive haunts are 
Loch Ryan and Wigtown Bay across the Solway Firth in Dumfries 
and Galloway, the former of which is the premier wintering site in 
the UK and has held over 100 birds.  Further in to the Solway birds 
rarely penetrate east of Bowness with just singles off Rockcliffe in 
March 1979 and 1985 and Port Carlisle in December 2003. Off 
Bowness winter records are also in the majority and while mostly 
involving singles, there are two on three winter dates, four on 3rd 
December 2001 and three on 24th October 2004. It is a similar 
picture to the south of Silloth as far as Workington with about 15 
records all of singles except for two off Beckfoot on 22nd 
December 2002. Notable amongst these was what may have been 
the same bird first seen on Mossbay Reservoir at Workington on 
14th February 1996 and which may have relocated to the River 
Derwent at Workington Harbour and then Siddick Pond where it 
was last seen on 17th March. 
 

There are nine records off the open coast between St Bees and 
Kirksanton, from Sellafield, Nethertown and Kirksanton and include 
two birds on three occasions. The Irt, Mite and Esk estuaries at 
Ravenglass account for just three further records of singles and 
one of two birds. Further south the open coast off the west of 
Walney Island has only accounted for three singles. Within 
Morecambe Bay the Leven Estuary has just five records. These 
concern three records off Flookburgh West Plain including two in 
January 1998 at a time when only one was present to the west off 
the Furness Coast, one in the inner estuary off Greenodd and one 
on Ulverston Canal from 6th to 8th November 2004. Finally the 
Kent Estuary has just four records all of singles including a 
moderately long staying bird from early November to early 
December 1945 (Blezard 1946). 
 

Inland waters account for about 80 records although several of 
these are at sites that had already held birds over a month 
previously which may have been commuting elsewhere or just 
overlooked in the intervening period, or may equally have been 
new arrivals. For example a bird on Windermere in November 1955 
was followed by two on Grasmere on 8th January 1956 and then 
one on 11th February and Windermere again on 24th February. 
Intriguingly two were also on Haweswater Reservoir on 8th 
February 1956 (Robson 1957). Most have been relatively short 
staying birds of little more than a month at most. Bassenthwaite is 
by some distance the most visited inland site with records in 11 
non-breeding seasons including two in January 1989, November 
2002 and November and January of 2007/08. These include birds 
in seven of the 10 seasons between 1998/99 and 2007/08 and 
may have involved returning birds. Adjacent Derwentwater has 

records in seven seasons including a long-staying bird from early 
January 1999 to early March, which may also account for records 
on Bassenthwaite in November and April of that season. 
Windermere has hosted birds in eight seasons all singles except 
for a remarkable four on 28th January 1963 and three on 29th 
October 2001. Longtown Ponds has attracted birds in four seasons 
including two consecutively in spring and winter in 1978 and two 
were present in October 1984. No other site has held birds in more 
than three winters and other than multiple birds already mentioned, 
all have been singles except two on Skeggles Water from 25th 
March to 2nd April 1961, two on Rydal Water four days later on 6th 
April which may have been the same birds and two on Coniston on 
12th October 1976. The most productive season was in 1995/96 
with singles at six sites with the first on 16th October and the last 
on 13th March. This season also saw the longest staying bird at 
any one site involving one on Ullswater from 4th February to 4th 
April. (Interestingly this winter also saw the countyôs largest influx 
of Red-necked Grebes). Having peaked in the mid-1990s inland 
occurrence has declined sharply since the mid-2000s. 
 

Inland occurrences   

 
 

Number of seasons with records at inland sites.  
(ordered north to south, from west to east) 

 

Site  Seasons   Site  Seasons  
Longtown Ponds 5  Haweswater Reservoir 3 
Thurstonfield Lough 1  Wet Sleddale Reservoir 2 
Monkhill Lough 1  Whin's Pond 1 
Talkin Tarn 3  Alston area 1 
Tindale Tarn 2  Sunbiggin Tarn 1 
R. Eden, Carlisle 1  Urswick Tarn 1 
R. Eden, Wetheral 1  Coniston Water 2 
Thirlmere 1  Esthwaite Water 2 
Derwent Water 7  Blea Tarn, Langdale 1 
Bassenthwaite Lake 11  Grasmere 1 
Overwater 1  Rydal Water 1 
Mockerkin Tarn 1  Elterwater 1 
Loweswater 2  Lake Windermere 8 
Longlands Lake 1  Skeggles Water 1 
Brotherswater 1  R. Kent, Kendal 1 
Ullswater 2  Whinfell Tarn 1 

 

The earliest bird by some distance is one in full summer plumage 
on Wet Sleddale Reservoir between 22nd and 27th July 1977.  
There are two August records at Bassenthwaite from 29th August 
to 3rd September 1999 and the long staying bird at Hodbarrow 
from 30th August 2012 to 14th April 2013. New arrival increase to 
peak in November before a slow decline in the remainder of the 
winter and spring. There are seven new arrivals in the second half 
of April with the latest staying bird last seen at Hodbarrow on 24th 
April 1995, other than a summer plumaged bird on Derwentwater 
on 13th May 1998.  

 

Month of first occurrence of new birds at all sites (new birds 
defined as separated by at least a month  

at individual sites) 
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Red-necked Grebe  
 

Podiceps grisegina  
 

A scarce winter visitor  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
Birdlife International. 2022. Species Factsheet: Podiceps grisegina. Downloaded from http://www.birdlife.org  
Chandler, R.J. 1981. Influxes into Britain and Ireland of Red-necked Grebes and other waterbirds during winter 1978/79.  
British Birds 74: 55-81 
Forrester, R., Andrews, I., McInerny, C., Murray, R., McGowan, R., Zonfrillo, B., Betts, M., Jardine, D. & Grundy, D. 2007.  
The Birds of Scotland. Scottish Ornithologists Club. Edinburgh 
Murray, R. 2003. The first successful breeding of Red-necked Grebe for Britain, Borders Bird Report 2001: 123-126 
*Wills, A. 1996. Red-necked Grebes - a quartet. Cumbria Bird Club News 7: 31 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 records  
 

2020/21 No records 

2021/22 1 21st December off South Walney, 1 Cavendish Dock, Barrow 12th January ï 24th February 

2022/23 1 South Walney 6th September, 1 Nethertown 7th December, 1 Bassenthwaite 8th ï 15th December 

2023/24 1 Talkin Tarn 3rd ï 26th November 

 
Photograph: Killington Reservoir, 4th March  2006 (N.Franklin) 

http://www.birdlife.org/
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Red-necked Grebe  

 

Podiceps grisegina  

 
 

R. Eden at Rockcliffe, 13th September 2009 (N. Franklin) 
 

The 1995/96 influx was more complex. Between early November 
and early April, birds were reported from the sea off South Walney, 
Foulney, Ulverston, Sellafield and Bowness-on-Solway, on the 
coastal lagoons of Hodbarrow and Cavendish Dock and inland 
lakes at Talkin Tarn, Windermere, Ullswater, Haweswater and 
Coniston. All were single birds, other than two in flight at South 
Walney and up to five on Windermere in February. Several, 
particularly on the still waters, were long staying. With the 
likelihood of some switching between sites, it is difficult to say how 
many birds were involved but on 25th February there were 
probably at least eight birds in Cumbria. The 1996/97 and 1998/99 
winters provided more records than usual, but mostly of short-
staying birds at adjacent sites, probably involving far fewer 
individuals.  
 

Both influx years were characterised by long-staying, and on 
occasion, multiple birds. Although generally not typical, with most 
records of short-staying single birds, there have been 11 other 
records of two birds together, and one of three together in 
September and October 1985, off North Walney. 
 

Number of occurrences per winter  1970/71 to 2019/20 

 
 

Typical for a county with no regular wintering population, the peak 
period of first occurrence is the late winter, when birds are most 
likely to be displaced from regular wintering areas by hard weather 
(Brown & Grice 2005). Apart from these displaced birds, records in 
autumn and spring could include birds commuting to wintering 
areas off the southwest coast of England. The earliest record was 
on 31st July 1908 off Anthorn on the Outer Solway and the latest, a 
bird off Foulney Island from 22-25nd May 1989.  
 

Month of first occurrence  

 

A scarce winter visitor  

The nominate race breeds in Northern Europe from Finland and 
Southeast Scandinavia eastward. Breeding populations have 
increased in Fennoscandia the first two decades of the 21st 
century but declined in the Baltic States and Eastern Europe 
(EBBA 2020). It winters from the North Sea south to the 
Mediterranean and east to the Caspian and Aral Seas. The closest 
significant wintering areas are the southwest Baltic Sea, Norwayôs 
west coast and the eastern North Sea (Birdlife International 2022).  
 

The estimated GB wintering population is about 59 birds (Frost et 
al. 2019), mostly in Orkney and the Firth of Forth and on the 
Northumberland coast and the south and east coasts of England 
(Brown & Grice 2005, Forrester et al. 2007). There are sporadic 
influxes when severe weather pushes birds southwest across the 
North Sea. Rare in summer, there have been unsuccessful 
breeding attempts in England and Scotland, but a pair did fledge a 
chick in the Scottish Borders in 2001 (Murray 2003). 
 

No evidence exists of regular wintering in Northwest England. In 
Cumbria, if records close in time at nearby locations are assumed 
to be the same birds, there have been c.190 occurrences since the 
first, recorded off Skinburness on the Solway in September 1894. 
All but 20 have been after 1973, since when it has been recorded 
at least once in all but seven non-breeding seasons. 
 

Coastal records, either on the open sea, estuary or coastal lagoon, 
account for about 75% of occurrences, with the remaining 25% on 
inland still waters, or on three occasions on rivers. The Furness 
coast from mid-Walney east to Foulney and into the outer Leven 
Estuary is the most favoured area, with about 67 occurrences in 34 
non-breeding seasons, but in only five since 2001. This includes 
seven records in Barrow Docks and three on Ormsgill Reservoir. 
The Solway Estuary has held birds in 21 seasons involving 30 
occurrences, including a long staying bird on Siddick Pond in the 
winter of 1983/84 and one in Silloth Docks in January 1988. There 
have been about 16 occurrences on the Duddon Estuary, all since 
1978. Of these, 11 have been at Hodbarrow, though it is unclear 
how many were on the lagoon or the estuary. The coast between 
Nethertown and Selker has accounted for about 15 occurrences in 
12 seasons between 2008 and 2015. The upper Leven and Kent 
Estuaries are rarely visited with just seven occurrences. Apart from 
two in 1907, all were between 1979 and 1996.  
 

Lake Windermere with records in ten seasons and Coniston with 
records in seven, account for about 35% of inland records, perhaps 
not surprising they being the two closest lakes to the most visited 
part of the coast. Rare on rivers, there are just seven records, two 
perhaps concerning the same bird on the Eden at Carlisle and 
Armathwaite in February 1929. The latter was the furthest inland, 
the remainder being closer to the coast. 
 

Number of winters  with records at inland sites  
 

Location  Winters   Location  Winters  
Lake Windermere 10  Brotherswater 1 

Coniston Water 8  Buttermere 1 

Bassenthwaite Lake 3  Derwent Water 1 

Killington Reservoir 3  Moorhouse Tarn 1 

Longtown Ponds 3  R. Ehen, Sellafield 1 

Esthwaite Water 3  R. Esk (Longtown) 1 

Grasmere 2  R. Kent (Kendal) 1 

Haweswater Res. 2  Abbeytown 1 

R. Eden 4  Talkin Tarn 1 

Ullswater 2  Tarns Dub 1 
 

Analysis of occurrences by decade shows the 1980s and 1990s as 
richest in records. Influxes during national influxes occurred in 
1978/79 (Chandler 1981) and 1995/96 (Forrester et al. 2007). The 
first record in 1978 was on 21st October and the last on 25th 
March. Birds were seen at three inland lakes and eight coastal 
locations. The first five records, all in 1978, and the last were only 
single day records of single birds, but between 18th February and 
12th April five locations held single birds on multiple dates. 
Ulverston Canal by the Leven Estuary hosted a second bird on 
20th-23rd February and with three other sites potentially holding 
birds during this four day period, there may have been five birds in 
the county at this time.  
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Black -necked Grebe  
 

Podiceps nigricollis  
 

A scarce passage migrant and winter visitor; occasional breeder  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
 

*Anon. 1912. Black-necked Grebe on Solway. British Birds 6: 166 
Anon. 1956. Black-necked Grebe nesting in Lake District. The Field Naturalist 1: No. 5 
*Garnett, D.G. 1918. Black-necked Grebe in Westmorland. British Birds 12: 22  
*Garnett, R.M. 1919. Colourisation of soft parts of some birds. British Birds 13: 62 
Garnett, R.M. 1940. Black-necked Grebes nesting in Westmorland. British Birds 33: 256-257 
*Hope, L.E. 1909. Eared Grebe on the Solway. Naturalist (Yorkshire) 34: 30 
*Mackay, H. 1912. Immature Eared Grebe in the Solway. Scottish Naturalist: 213 
*Macpherson, H.A. 1897. Eared Grebe in Cumberland. Zoologist 4th Series, 1: 83-84 
Martin, B. & Smith, J. 2007. A survey of breeding Black-necked Grebes in the UK: 1973-2004. British Birds 100: 368-378 
*Walker, R. 1949. Black-necked Grebe in Cumberland. British Birds 42: 192 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

No records 
 

  

  

Photograph: Whinfell Tarn, 6th May 2004 (C. Inman) 
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Black -necked Grebe  
 

Podiceps nigricollis  

 
 

Whinfell Tarn, 6th May 2004 (C. Inman) 
 

Single birds were also present in June 1974 and March 1975 at 
Sunbiggin but without further evidence of prolonged occupation 
These were the first of nine records in the 1970s and indeed 1974 
to 2009 saw records in all years except four. However since 2010 
there have been just four records.  

 

Number of records per season  1970/71 ï 2019/20 

 
 

There have been no further records of possible or proven breeding 
although two were on Killington Reservoir on 25th May 1997, two 
on Talkin Tarn on 2nd May 1998 and a single subsequently joined 
by a second were present at Cardew Mires near Dalston in late 
April and early May 2013. In addition single birds were reported in 
spring at Sunbiggin Tarn on 29th May 1989, Urswick Tarn on 7th 
May 1975 and Whinfell Tarn on 5th/6th May 2004. Juveniles were 
also reported at Killington on 22nd July 1980, Sunbiggin from 3rd 
to 11th August 1983, Whins Pond from 28th July to 14th August 
1992, Hodbarrow on 16th/17 August 1992 and Fisher Tarn on 25th 
July 2013, with an un-aged bird at Sunbiggin on 17th July 1993. 
However all appear isolated records with no evidence of breeding. 

 

Inland sites account for about 58% of records compared to coastal 
or near coastal sites. Longtown Ponds are the most visited site 
including a remarkable run of autumn/early winter records in five 
consecutive years between October 1978 and October 1982. 
Sunbiggin Tarn including itôs possible breeding records is next, 
followed by Lake Windermere. Cavendish Dock at Barrow has the 
same number but if coastal birds off the adjacent, South Walney 
and Foulney Island are combined then this triangle of sites has 
accounted for the most records. Though the inner and outer 
Solway combined account for 14 records, all but four were before 
1960 and of those latter four, all have been since 1988, but with 
none since 2001.  
 

About 87% of records involve single birds. There have been ten 
instances of two together, four of three and three of four together. 
 

All records of m ore than two together at the same site  
 

Date Location  No. 

25 Aug - 06 Dec 59 Sunbiggin Tarn max 3 

31 Dec 67 Castle Carrock Reservoir 4 

03 Feb 68 Castle Carrock Reservoir 3 

04 May 88 Solway Estuary inner 3 

17 - 24 Feb 02 Bassenthwaite Lake max 4 

14 Apr 02 Sellafield, West Coast 4 

12 Jan 04 Bassenthwaite Lake 3 
 

A scarce passage migrant and win ter visitor; occasional 
breeder  

Of three global races, the nominate race nigricollis breeds through 
central and southern Europe, central and eastern Asia. It favours 
shallow lakes with submerged and emergent vegetation The 
European breeding population winters in Southwest Europe and 
North Africa (Parkin & Knox 2010). 
 

A rare breeding bird in Great Britain, currently averaging about 55 
pairs at generally less than 20 sites annually with most in central or 
northern England (Holling et al 2019). There are favoured sites in 
Cheshire and Yorkshire which can account for the bulk of the 
population in any year. It has also bred regularly in Northumberland 
Martin & Smith 2007). There is also a very small wintering 
population in Great Britain estimated at about 120 birds (Frost et al. 
2019) with nearly all in sheltered inshore waters, bays and 
estuaries off the south coast of England (Brown & Grice 2005). 

 

With breeding populations in adjoining or relatively nearby 
counties, it is perhaps surprising the bird has always been scarce 
in Cumbria and has had only a very rare and sporadic breeding 
history, which is also shrouded in some mystery. 
 

Macpherson (1892) described it as one of our rarest ñvisitantsò and 
quoted an undated record of a bird ñprocuredò in the neighboured 
of Ravenglass which stands as the first Cumbrian record. The 
second was found washed up dead, presumably on the coast near 
Allonby following bad weather in September 1891. Further sporadic 
records followed with a further seven in the next three decades up 
to 1920, mostly of shot birds.  
 

The next three decades up to 1950 fared little better with just eight 
more records including another casualty at Allonby in February 
1922, but did feature three summer records. Following an adult at a 
tarn near Southwaite in May 1922, a pair was seen at an un-named 
tarn in Westmorland at 1000 feet altitude on 26th and 27th May 
1931 (Blezard 1943).  Four years later an adult was seen at a 
different Westmorland Tarn feeding a very small chick on 18th July 
1935 (Garnett 1940, Blezard 1943). This remains the countyôs first 
and only confirmed breeding record. Both Westmorland records 
were supplied by Miss M Garnett of Windermere. A record of 
breeding on Loweswater during the war (Field Naturalist  
November/December 1956) was presumably discounted by 
Blezard (1954, 1958) and Stokoe (1962) as they do not mention it. 
 

Number of occurrences  per d ecade  

 
 

The 1950s saw an escalation in records with 14 and almost annual 
occurrence. There was a further instance of a pair and probable 
successful breeding at a southern Lake District tarn, again of 
unknown identity in 1956 (Field Naturalist 1956, Robson 1957) and 
on 25th August 1958 two adults and a juvenile were on Sunbiggin 
Tarn ï coincidentally on the same date as a bird had been seen 
there in the previous year (Allen 1960). Probably the same pair 
was on the tarn again on 6th December of that year. However 
based on the lateness of the August record, breeding elsewhere 
cannot be entirely ruled out.  
 

The 1960s produced only four records, two of which were also at 
Sunbiggin Tarn. A bird on 31st August 1965 was followed by 
suspected breeding here again in 1968 (Hutcheson 1986). The 
1967/68 winter also saw the first case of likely overwintering by 
multiple birds when four were on Castle Carrock Reservoir on 31st 
December 1967 and three on 3rd February 1968 (Stokoe Archive, 
Hutcheson 1986) 
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Number of occurrences by location  
(ordered from north to south and by adjacent sites) 

 

Longtown Ponds 10/11 Wastwater 1 

R. Esk, Longtown 1 Irt/Mite/Esk Estuary 1 

Soulby, Kirkby Stephen 1 South west Coast 2 

R Eden, Ormside 1 Hodbarrow Lagoon 3 

Wet Sleddale Reservoir 1 North Walney Island 1 

Brotherswater 1 South Walney Island 7 

Ullswater 1 Barrow Docks 8 

R. Lowther, Helton 1 Furness Coast 6 

Whins Pond 1 Urswick Tarn 1 

Southwaite 1 Lindal-in-Furness 1 

Talkin Tarn 3 Blea Tarn (Langdale) 1 

Castle Carrock Reservoir 1/2 Lake Windermere 8 

R. Eden, Rockliffe 3 Reservoir nr. Windermere 1 

Solway Estuary inner 6 Leven Estuary 2 

Cardew Mires 2 R. Kent, Kendal 1 

Derwent Water 2 Fisher Tarn 1 

Bassenthwaite Lake 4 Kent Estuary 2 

Siddick Ponds 1 Sunbiggin Tarn 9 

Solway Estuary outer 7 Killington Reservoir 3 

Solway Estuary unknown 1 Whinfell Tarn 1 

West Coast 4 Westmorland Tarn A 1 

Ennerdale Water 1 Westmorland Tarn B 1 

  Southern Lake District 1 
 

An increase in occurrence in July peaking in August can be 
explained by post-breeding dispersal by adults and juveniles from 
outside the county. A further winter peak in December is slightly 
earlier than the WeBS national trend in January, but it would be 
misleading to say this is a wintering bird in Cumbria. Other than 

the previously mentioned possibly overwintering record at Castle 
Carrock, there are just three instances of long staying individuals, 
all coming from Cavendish Dock at Barrow from 12th December 
1981 to 26th January 1982, 27th October 1988 to 16th November 
1988 and 16th November 1992 to 12th February 1993. More 
recently a bird at Green Lane, Lindal-in-Furness stayed from 24th 
January to 7th February 2018.  
 

Month of first occurrence by habitat  

 
Interestingly there are records at Bassenthwaite in three 
consecutive winters of up to four from 17th to 24th February 2002, 
two on 3rd January 2003 and three on 12th January 2004 which 
hints at the possibility of site faithfulness when it is difficult to 
explain what drives these late winter occurrences. There is another 
smaller peak from April onwards accounted for by spring passage. 
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Corncrake  
 

Crex crex  
 

Former breeder, now vagrant  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
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Post 2019 Records  
 

2020 to 2023 No records 

Photograph: Eskmeals, July 1998. (D. McAlone) 
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Corncrake  
 

Crex crex  

 
 

Cumberland prior to 1951 (W.B. Redmayne) 
 

and 1913, they bred in sand dunes at Ravenglass (Drigg) as a 
result of high population densities in nearby meadows They were 
plentiful in the meadows of the farms on Spadeadam Waste and on 
the edge of the Bewcastle and Gilsland Fells up to at least 1910 
Graham (1993). However there is little specific information on 
nesting densities prior to the substantial decline to come. In July 
1928. Brown (1972) found two nests 60 yards apart in a 10 acre 
field and in 1937, two nests 120 yards apart in an eight acre field, 
presumably in the Solway Basin or lower Eden Valley. In 1929, 
Tracy (1930) estimated five pairs within a quarter of a mile radius 
of where he was staying at Pooley Bridge. (Robson (1973) recalled 
hearing five calling birds in two and a half miles between Warcop 
and New Hall Farm near Appleby in 1934 and thought this typical 
of pre-war numbers. 
 

Johnston (1933) described two pairs nesting near Crown Street, 
Carlisle in 1931 and 1932 but commented that they were generally 
less common than previously. Nevertheless, in the early 1930s, 
Wilson (1933) described them as being fairly well represented in 
the meadows of the Eden Valley. However, they were noted as 
becoming rarer in the vicinity of Gaisgill at Tebay by 1929 (Robson 
1960). On Walney Island, there may have been up to six pairs at 
both the north and south ends of the island up to the late 1930s, 
but with no evidence of breeding after 1939, although calling birds 
were present in spring in 1945, 1960 and 1964 (Dean 1990). 
  

The BTO led report into the status of the Corncrake in Britain and 
Ireland at the end of the 1930s suggested a continued decline in 
Westmorland and a more gradual decrease in Cumberland since 
1920, but with fluctuations and losses in some areas compensated 
for by increases in others. It was described as still regular and 
generally distributed. In 1939, the survey received 60 reports of 
calling birds in Cumberland (Norris 1944). 
 

Robson (1973) believed the 1939-45 war had adverse effects on 
numbers, with increased mechanisation in the interests of food 
production causing more losses of nests and young. By the early 
1940s, there were signs that the fortunes of Corncrakes in Cumbria 
had taken a much greater turn for the worse. Blezard (1943) 
described its status at that time as irregular or scarce, commenting 
that they were formerly very common as breeding birds in most 
areas. He described a continuing decline in the central region first 
apparent in 1911, but that there were still a few pairs in the 
southern coastal plain, where against a pattern of decline some old 
haunts were occasionally reoccupied, such as in 1931 and 1942. In 
North Cumbria, he highlighted the Petteril Valley as a regular 
haunt. He also noted annual variations, with increases in 
Cumberland in 1936 and 1937 and that in 1942, nests were found 
where there had been no singing heard, so perhaps their supposed 
local scarcity was sometimes somewhat illusory.  
 

It seems that their decline was however not constant, possibly 
because of annual fluctuations and Blezard (1946) assessed them 
as being of wide occurrence in 1945 and 1946. In 1947, nesting 
was recorded at Siddick Pond where they had been common in the 
area until 1935 (Blezard et al.1958). However, Oakes (1953) 
described it as now no more than a sporadic breeder in Furness 
and largely confined to the Cartmel area, though up to three were 
recorded calling in the vicinity of Broughton-in-Furness up to at 
least 1953 (Blezard 1958), and remarkably birds were recorded in 
many localities in 1954 in High Furness from which they had been 
previously absent for many years (Robson 1957).  

Former breeder, now vagrant  

Atlas status: % 10km sq  1968-72 1988-91 1997-01 2008-12 

with breeding evidence  48 2 3 0 
 

Corncrake breeds across Europe and Central Asia as far east as 
Western China. The largest population is in Russia (EBBA 2020). 
Wintering takes place sparsely in Northwest Africa and mainly in 
Southeast Africa. Its conservation status is complex with many 
countries reporting short term increases in the 1990s following land 
abandonment in former soviet countries. However reclamation of 
this land for agriculture or natural succession to woodland has now 
reversed this trend (Bellebaum & Koffijberg 2018). In western 
Europe there have been large declines e.g. in Spain, Southern 
France and Ireland, but it has increased its range northward in 
Fennoscandia (EBBA 2020). 
 

In Britain It has suffered one of the most catastrophic declines over 
the past century of any species, with Cumbria no exception. This 
has been attributed to mechanisation of grassland agriculture, 
which has led to the destruction of nests and young through 
mowing, and more latterly to a switch from hay to silage which has 
led to earlier cutting dates. The UK population reached its lowest 
point of 488 singing males in 1993 (Green and Gibbons 2000). It 
has since increased due to conservation action in its remaining 
strongholds on the Scottish Islands and in the last National Survey 
in 2009, there were estimated to be between 829 and 1166 singing 
males. However its increase has since slowed  and  there has 
been no significant re-colonisation of mainland Britain despite an 
introduction scheme at the Nene Washes in Cambridgeshire with 
first releases in 2003 (Wotton et al. 2015). 
 

Former breeding in Cumbria was widespread and apparently 
characterised by locally high inter-annual variation in numbers. 
Numbers probably declined throughout the 20th century and 
though Cumbria was one of the last counties in England and Wales 
to hold breeding birds, they probably became extinct as a regular 
breeder between the mid -1970s and early 1980s and today it is a 
much less than annually recorded passage migrant. 
 

Heysham (1794) recorded it as a breeding species in the 18th 
Century and McPherson (1892) described it as a common summer 
visitant at the end of the 19th century, while commenting that 
numbers varied annually. He mentioned that the former practice of 
luring and shooting them with a ñwooden combò on arrival in spring 
had become obsolete, presumably in the earlier part of the 19th 
century, resulting in an increase in numbers. Hay fields have 
probably always been the favoured habitat but Macpherson also 
listed gardens as breeding sites. Dickinson (1882) knew them to 
breed in hay meadows adjacent to Workington town and described 
destruction of adults during scything. Durnford (1878, 1880) also 
noted annual variation in numbers, describing them as scarce in 
the summer of 1877 in the Furness area but unusually abundant in 
1878. More locally, Harting (1864) described them as ñfrequently 
met withò on Walney Island, suggesting a good population here in 
the mid-19th century. 
 

At its peak, it probably occupied meadows throughout the county 
even in the higher districts of the Pennines and Border Moors, 
though the extent of its penetration into the valley floors of the high 
fells of the Lake District is unclear. There is scant recorded 
evidence of this, other than reference to it being a summer visitor 
to the few hay meadows of the Rydal area (Armitt 1902), with one 
shot on Kirkstone Pass at an altitude of 1200 feet on 8th 
September 1908, in the same area where one had been seen that 
August, and a calling bird at Hartsop at the head of Ullswater in 
1954 (Robson 1957). 
  

The British Birds organised Land-Rail Enquiry (Alexander 1914), 
which reviewed its national status, noted a decrease in 
Westmorland in the first decade of the 20th century but in 
Cumberland, except in the east, it appeared abundant with no 
change in numbers. Dunlop (1923) simply gave arrival dates for 
Westmorland, implying that the species was still common here. 
However, the same writer described a decline in some parts of 
Lakeland prior to 1913, though highlighting the Drigg area as a 
location where it was still common. Blezard (1943) also noted that 
they were numerous on the west coast until 1914 and that in 1912.  
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Graham (1993) also lamented an overall decline on the edge of the 
Border Moors where birds no longer bred in the meadows of 
Spadeadam Waste but commented that most farms on the edge of 
the Bewcastle Fells still had at least one pair and this may have 
remained a stronghold throughout the 1950s. The same was not 
true of the Gilsand Moors where the bird was last heard at 
Horseholme in 1955 after an absence of at least 12 years. It was a 
similar story in the Sedbergh area where it was still thinly but 
widely distributed in the mid-1940s (Cleasby 1999). An increase 
was noted in 1953 (Robson 1957) but the last confirmed breeding 
in the area came in 1957 when a brood was seen at Borrett Farm 
(Cleasby 1999).  
 

The early 1950s saw birds again recorded sporadically but with 
some indications of a recovery, particularly in the Eden Valley.  
Elsewhere in the south at Milnthorpe and Preston Patrick, fields 
were left partially uncut to allow successful fledging in 1952 
(Penrith NHS 1952) and in 1953 records came from various South 
Westmorland localities. In 1954 notably a bird was killed by 
overhead wires at Bolton near Appleby (Penrith NHS 1955). A nest 
in the Mallerstang Valley in 1956 was the first known here (Field 
Naturalist). Blezard (1958) also referred to the species regaining 
some lost ground in the north in the early 1950s, with continued 
breeding in and around Carlisle, including on the rubbish tip at 
Stoney Holme - a regular haunt, and four or more calling around 
Blackwell in both 1954 and 1956 where they had previously been 
absent.  It was still present in the vicinity of Sunbiggin Tarn in the 
early 1950s (Robson 1960).  
 

Stokoe (1962), referring to the whole county, recounted their being 
much reduced breeders and described them as scarce but still 
regularly breeding in a few places, with more in good years. He 
also mentioned breeding without singing birds having been heard; 
this may be a reiteration of Blezardôs (1943) earlier comments. He 
listed a notable nest in a young plantation at Rose Castle near 
Carlisle in 1957.  
 

The second half of the 1950s onwards gave little reason to be 
optimistic. Breeding was still an annual event in the early part of 
the 1960s in the Bewcastle area., Ominously though a nest with 
eggs was destroyed here by a mowing machine at High Onsett on 
1st August 1961 (Graham 1993) and a nest with young was 
destroyed at Fieldhead around 1964 (Jackson 1981). Elsewhere, 
there were records from several locations within the Solway Basin 
(Stokoe 1962, Stokoe Archive, Brown 1972), but few elsewhere. 
Remarkably there is a scarcity of records in the former stronghold 
of the Eden Valley around Appleby to Kirkby Stephen with just 
seven summer records from six locations from 1956 until 1967 
(Stokoe Archive) and then a solitary further record at Musgrave in 
1973. The decline here was confirmed by absence during the 
1968-1972 National Atlas. Notable were records at Bassenthwaite 
Marsh in 1960 - the latter after an interval of eight years, though 
with no apparent return the following year (Stokoe 1962). 
Unfortunately specific site records from the 1968-1972 National 
Atlas are not available and there are few documented records from 
the late 1960s.  
 

The 1968-72 National 
Atlas found confirmed 
breeding in 11 10 km 
squares with probable 
breeding in a further 27 
and possible breeding 
in seven more 10 km 
squares in Cumbria. 
Four of these squares 
are on the county 
boundary and largely 
outside the county). 
Bearing in mind the 
perilous state of the 
population at this time, 
Brown and Grice 
(2005) expressed 
surprise at the number 
of occupied squares in 
England during this 
Atlas and stressed the 
survey work was over 

Breeding distribution 1968 ï 1972 
 

 

 

five years, with the population in any one year likely to be lower 
than the distribution suggested. 
 

In the early 1970s, Cadbury (1980), presumably based on the 
earlier Atlas results, described it as still present but scarce in 
Westmorland and Lancashire, and that Cumberland was the last 
English county south of the Scottish Border to have a widespread 
population. At the same time three males were located at Bampton 
in 1971 during an RSPB survey of the Haweswater area (RSPB 
unpublished 1972), suggesting breeding may have persisted here 
in an area still holding many hay meadows but with no previously 
documented records. 
  

The 1978 BTO National Corncrake Survey found only four calling 
birds in Cumbria in two 10km squares (Cadbury 1980). A repeat 
RSPB survey in 1988 found just five calling birds outside Scotland 
and two of those were in Cumberland (Hudson et al 1990), while 
the National Atlas of 1988-91 showed two occupied Cumbrian 
10km squares which presumably  involved the same records. One 
calling male was recorded in the county during the National Survey 
in 1993 and two in 1998 (Green 1995, Green & Gibbons 2000). 
Two of the three calling birds in three different 10 km squares 
reported in 1998 during the County Atlas period of 1997-2001 were 
presumably the same as the 1998 survey, (with the third falling 
outside the survey period in August). Neither the National Atlas of 
2008-12 nor the National Survey of 2009 (Wotton et al. 2015) 
located any birds in the county. 
 

From the 1970s onwards, there have been just intermittent records 
supplied to the annual bird report from a variety of different 
locations, but with only two records of confirmed breeding which, 
admittedly without the finding of a nest or brood, is impossible to 
obtain. All post 1970 records appearing in bird reports and from 
other sources are listed below.  Some of these concerned birds 
lingering for several days or weeks and may indeed have involved 
breeding attempts. However, most are assumed to have concerned 
un-mated birds or migrants. Since the early 1970s, there have only 
been two confirmed breeding records where young were seen. At 
Isel Bridge in 1987 an adult and 3/4 juveniles were seen on 15-18 
July after mowing and in 1990 three juveniles were seen at 
Abbeytown on 12th July, a year in which birds were recorded at 
other diverse locations. These included three presumed juveniles 
at St Bees on 26th August suggesting the possibility of local 
breeding here too. 
 

The 1980s and 1990s saw a continuing pattern of sporadic 
records. The first two decades of the 21st century produced only 
three records each. It is important to view this recent scarcity of 
records within the context of a system of adjudication of records 
where the species has required a description since the mid-1990s. 
Consequently, more recent records have required a much higher 
level of validation compared to prior to the early 1990s.  
 

The only data available on nesting phenology within the county 
comes from Brown (1938, 1972). Of 40 nests he found, the earliest  
completed clutch was 11th May but with most hens not sitting until 
the third or fourth week of May with young hatching from mid-June. 
 

This is a species rarely reported on passage and there is little data 
on arrival and departure dates even during the era of regular 
breeding in the county. Macpherson (1892) gave mid-April to late 
September as the normal period of presence in the county, but with 
stragglers killed up to the year end. Blezard (1943) asserted that 
most birds arrived in late April or early May with some remaining 
into September and listed birds recorded on 20th April at Carlisle, 
Kirkby Stephen and Ambleside. One was shot on Clifton Moor near 
Workington on 3rd January 1921. 
 

Presumed migrants during the breeding era involved two at 
Calthwaite on 15th September 1952 (Robson 1957), one flushed 
from a sedge bed at the edge of Thurstonfield Lough in the Solway 
Basin on 26th August 1959 (Stokoe 1962), one flushed from an 
overgrown hedge at Cumdivock on 21st November 1959 (Brown 
1972), and one flushed from a thicket of gorse at Biggar Village on 
Walney Island on 10th April 1960 (Stokoe 1962).  
 

Few Corncrakes have been ringed in the county. Of two known 
recoveries, one was of a chick ringed at Gaisgill, Tebay in August 
1918 and found dead a month later in the same area. The other 
concerned a bird ringed in Cumberland in July 1912 and recovered 
in France in the following September (Blezard 1943). 
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Documented s pecific site  breeding season  records  1945 ï 1969  
 (assumed single calling males, nests or broods, except where numbered, + = several) 

 

  45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 

Border Moors  The Bush, Spadeadam           2               

 Bewcastle                          

 The Croft, Bewcastle                3          

 Park Farm, Bewcastle                          

 High Onsett, Bewcastle                 2         

 Fieldhead, Bewcastle                          

 Horseholme, Gilsland                          

Solway Basin  Stainton, Carlisle                          

 West Linton                          

 Lanercost                          

 Scaleby                          

 Drawdykes, Carlisle                          

 Walby, Crosby on Eden                          

 Newtown, Brampton                          

 Stoney Holme, Carlisle                          

 Blackwell, Carlisle          4  4              

 Rose Castle, Carlisle                          

 Cummersdale                          

 Cumwhitton                          

 Cumdivock                          

 East Curthwaite                          

 Wigton                          

 Grune, Skinburness                          

 Crosby                          

 Maryport Cemetery             2             

 Dearham-Dovenby                          

West Cumbria  Cockermouth                          

Coastal Plain  Strawberry How, Cockermouth                          

 Greysouthen                          

 Siddick Pond                          

 Cleator ï Cleator Moor                          

 Rottington Hall                          

 St Bees                          

 Walney Island                          

Eden Valley  Talkin                          

 Southwaite                          

 Plumpton                          

 Newton Reigny                          

 Nunnery Walks, Kirkoswald                          

 Great Salkeld                          

 Langwathby                          

 Great Strickland                          

 Temple Sowerby                          

 Milburn                          

 Kirkby Thore        8                  

 Bolton, Appleby                          

 Brampton, Appleby                          

 Coupland Beck. Appleby                          

 Hoff, Appleby                          

 Ormside, Appleby        2 2                 

 New Hall, Appleby                          

 Sandford, Appleby         3                 

 Warcop                          

 Musgrave                          

 Brough                          

 Brough Sowerby                          

 Kaber                          

 Winton                          

 Kirkby Stephen                          

 Nateby                          

 Mallerstang                          

North Pennines  Alston                          

Orton Fells  Newbiggin on Lune                          

Howgill Fells  New Bridge, Sedbergh                          

 Borrett Farm, Sedbergh                          

Cumbria High  Bassenthwaite Bog & area                          

Fells  Greystoke                          

 Hartsop                          

South Cumbria  Broughton Mills                          

Low Fells  Lickle Valley                          

 Coniston                          

 Nibthwaite                          

 High Furness area          +                

 Hawkshead                          

 Lindale                          

 Levens                          

 Meathop                          

 Milnthorpe                          

 Preston Patrick                          

 Hale Moss                          
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Records since 1970  
 

Year Date Location  No. Details  Observer  

1970 Jun Wampool, Kirbride 1  Stokoe Archive 

  High Steadash Farm, Spadeadam brood Adult and 2 juveniles Stokoe Archive 

  Low Nibthwaite, Coniston 1 Almost certainly bred Lancashire Bird Report 

 Jun Torver, Coniston 1 Craking regularly L. Cowcill, Stokoe Archive 

  Oxenriggs Farm, Egremont 1 Craking for 3 weeks Stokoe Archive 

1971 Jun Greenhead, Uldale 1  West Cumberland Field Society 

  Brigsteer, Lyth Valley 1  F. Barker, J. Robinson  

  Bampton 3 Calling males RSPB unpublished 

 27 Jun Briscoe 1  Stokoe Archive 

1973 May Culgaith 1 Found dead  

 May Musgrave 1 Heard R. Robson 

1975 29 Apr Bassenthwaite Marsh 1   

  Keswick 1 Found dead  

1976 Jun Carlisle Airport 1 Craking in cornfield  

 25-26 May St Bees Reserve 1 Craking in hayfield  

 1-14 Jun Moresby 1   

1978 May Brampton 1 Craking throughout month W. Mallinson 

1979 8-22 Apr St Bees Head 1   

 4 May Strands, Millom 1  D. Walker 

 27 May Moss in SW Cumbria 3 Breeding not confirmed  

1980 May-Jun High Harrington 2 Craking M. Carrier 

 Jun Kirksanton 1 Craking A. Battson 

 16 Jun Hartbarrow, Winster Valley 1 Craking H. Hodge 

 July  Saughtree, Bewcastle 1 Craking W.& B. Smith 

1981 26 May Nr Brampton 1 Craking J. Miles 

 7 Jul Nr Brampton 1 Craking J. Miles 

 6 Aug Houghton 1 Craking M. Ramsden 

1982 20 Jun-7 Jul Carlisle Airport 1 Craking  

1984 17-29 Jun Sedbergh 1  H. Close, M. Priestley 

 30 Apr-9 May South Walney 1 Found with broken wing,  died 9 May WBO 

1985 16-19 Apr Gilpin Bridge, Lyth Valley 1  B.& J. Fereday 

1987 12 May Whinfell Park, Penrith 1  B. Ward 

 13 Jun-14 Jul Isel Bridge brood 
Craking then adult and 3/4 juveniles 
seen 15-18 July after mowing M. Godfrey 

1988 Early summer Newby West 1 Craking  

 6 Jun Mungrisdale 1   

1989 13 Aug Sellafield 1 Flushed from Marram grass A. Strand 

 21 Sep Tindale Tarn 1  J. Miles 

1990 3 May Nethertown 1 Craking from wall in rough pasture D.& D. Allan 

 1-16 Jun Upper Dentdale 1 Craking A.. Meakin, S. Morris, A. Stoddart 

 12 Jul Abbeytown brood Adult and three juveniles R. Tratt 

 26 Aug St Bees 3 ófull-grown birdsô assumed juvs H. Walmsley 

1991 7-8 Sep Blackhall Wood, Durdar 1  M. Carrier 

1993 June Rack Bridge, Heathersgill 1 Craking persistently for 3 weeks G. Broome,  D.& G. OôHara 

 16 Sep South Walney 1 Migrant seen briefly P.  Troake, P. Zaltowski 

1995 1 Jul Bridgefoot, Cockermouth 1 Walked out of field J. Callion 

1998 12 Jun Heads Nook 1  P. Matthews 

 29 Jun- 2 Jul Eskmeals 1 Seen and heard R. Irving, I. Kinley, D. Thexton 

 2 Aug Ormsgill Reservoir 1 Craked persistently D. Griffiths, C. Raven 

1999 24 Sep South Walney 1 Trapped and ringed N. Littlewood, C. Raven 

2002 12 Aug Aikbank 1 Craking M. Critchley 

2005 28 Oct &16 Nov Walney Island 1 Flushed C. Raven 

2007 18 May Stagsike, Tindale 1 Singing S. Westerberg 

2013 July Rusland Valley 1  G. Thomas 

2015 23 April Kirkbampton 1  R. Corran 

2017 28 September South Walney 1 Flushed from nettle bed M. Douglas 
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Avocet (Pied Avocet)  
 

Recurvirostra avosetta  
 

An uncommon passage migrant, breeds in very small numbers  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
Non-standard References  
 

*Brown, P.E. 1948. The breeding of Avocets in England in 1947. British Birds 41: 14-18 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

2020 24 adults were present at the northern breeding site on 30th April and six pairs bred. 1 Siddick Pond 28th May.  

2021 20 adults present at the northern breeding site on 19th May but only 2 chicks thought to have fledged. 1 adult Foulney Island 13th April.  

2022 About 17 pairs at or near the northern breeding site produced 3 young to fledging from 2 broods. 2 to 4 Bowness on Solway 30th April. 2 Arnside, Kent 
Estuary 1st & 2nd June. 3 overhead Arnside, Kent Estuary 30th June. 1 Sandside, Kent Estuary 31st August. 1 Bowness on Solway 22nd October. 

2023 38 adults at the northern breeding site produced 52 chicks, a minimum of 11 of which fledged. 2 Bowness on Solway 6th April, 2 Port Carlisle 18th 
April, 2 Hodbarrow 12th May, 1 South Walney 18th May, 5 over Foulney 17th August 

 
Photograph: Campfield Marsh, Solway Estuary, 26th November 2015 (N. Franklin) 
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Avocet  (Pied Avocet)  
 

Recurvirostra avosetta  

 
 

Port Carlisle, Solway Estuary , September 2017  (N. Franklin) 
 

Bowness- on-Solway in 2015/16, being last seen in April. The 
presence of up to five birds including three juveniles in the 
Bowness-on-Solway area between late August and late September 
2017 could have involved dispersing birds from the newly 
established northern breeding site. 
 

There is a spread of records of first arrival throughout the year, with 
the exception of mid-winter, but with distinct peaks in the passage 
periods of April/May and September. The wintering bird at 
Bowness-on-Solway in 2015/16 is the only bird to have been 
recorded in December or January. 
 

Month of first occurrence (excluding at breeding sites)  

 
 

Most passage records have involved single birds. However, there 
have been 22 records of at least two together, seven of which have 
involved between three and six birds, and several are notable not 
just for their numbers. The records of three on the Kent Estuary in 
August 1934 and again on the Kent Estuary in May 1954 are from 
the period when Avocets were extremely rare in Britain, breeding 
having only resumed (unsuccessfully) in 1941. The six on 
Rockcliffe Marsh on 7/8th November 1993 were outside the main 
passage period and are the latest record excluding long staying 
birds, the four at Wedholme Flow in April 2008 were inland (though 
not far from the coast), and the three on the Leven Estuary in July 
2015 included two colour ringed birds, ringed as chicks at Seal 
Sands, Cleveland earlier in the same year (Robinson et al. 2020). 
 

The majority of records have come from the estuaries of 
Morecambe Bay, the adjacent Walney Island and from the inner 
Solway Estuary. There have been only two records from the 
Duddon Estuary and none since 1998 and no records from the 
Irt/Mite/Esk complex of estuaries at Ravenglass. Perhaps 
surprisingly, the Kent Estuary with 13 Cumbrian records in total has 
only provided seven since breeding commenced on the saltmarsh 
pools at Leighton Moss in Lancashire adjacent to the county 
boundary in 2001.  
 

There have been just five inland records including three from 
Wedholme Flow just inland of the Solway Estuary. However, the 
other two are of particular interest. The bird at Tindale Tarn on 15 
May 1981 was the first for 11 years and the first of the ñmodern 
eraò. While the bird at Grisedale near Garsdale at the head of 
Dentdale between 1st and 4th June 1983 was particularly tame 
and may have been an escape from a collection. 
 

Breeding was first recorded at a northern site in 2017 when two 
pairs fledged five chicks. The site was occupied again in 2018 and 
2019 when in the latter year four pairs were present with two 
successfully fledging five young between them. A southern site 
held two incubating pairs in 2018, but both were washed out by 
high tides in June. 

An uncommon passage migrant, breeds in very small 
numbers  

Avocets breed from the southern Baltic along the North Sea coast 
and south to Morocco, also in the Mediterranean and east into 
Asia, and in southern and eastern Africa. Though mainly 
sedentary, more northerly populations migrate to winter in southern 
Europe and West Africa. They have undergone a range expansion 
in Europe in recent years with the UK a significant contributor 
(EBBA 2020). In Britain, they formerly bred south of the Humber, 
but had ceased breeding by 1842. A recolonisation starting in East 
Anglia began in the 1940s (Brown 1948, Brown & Grice 2005). In 
2019 the UK breeding population was estimated at 2154 pairs, with 
most in Southern England, but with Central and Northern England 
well represented and with one site in Wales (Eaton et al. 2021). A 
colony established at Leighton Moss just over the county boundary 
in Lancashire in 2001 (LDBWS annual reports). In 1947 birds 
began to winter regularly in England, and now several southern 
estuaries hold post-breeding and wintering populations, the latter 
thought to comprise both British breeders and continental 
immigrants (Brown & Grice 2005). The Great Britain wintering 
population was estimated at 8700 between 20012/13 and 2016/17 
(Frost et al. 2019). 
 

Avocets were extremely rare in Cumbria until the early 1990s. 
There were just seven records prior to 1981.  It is only since 2015 
and no doubt helped by the establishment of a small breeding 
population in the county from 2017 that they have become annual. 
The mobility of individual birds has likely accounted for some 
duplication of records throughout its more recent history of 
occurrence. Most recently the post-breeding dispersal of breeding 
adults and young has further confused the assessment of records. 
It is quite possible that the four records from 1981 on the Kent and 
Leven Estuaries may involve the same bird, likewise four records 
from Walney Island and Cavendish Dock at Barrow in 1995. There 
are several further instances of records within the same area in the 
same year as the species has become more regular. Hence the 55 
records up to the end of 2019, totalling 91 birds, could actually 
involve as few as 76 birds in 42 occurrences.  
 

Number of records per decade  (excluding breeding)  

 
 

Number of records per year 1970  ï 2019 (excluding breeding)  

 
 

Apart from at recently established breeding sites, few have been 
long-staying birds at any one site, even if the same individuals 
have subsequently revisited the same sites. Exceptions have 
involved a bird at Cavendish Dock in February/March 1995, one at 
Rockcliffe Marsh in April/May 2015 and what could conceivably be 
the same bird which arrived in late October and wintered at nearby  
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All records  (excluding breeding) up to  2019 (records in italics may involve the previous record or records listed) 
 

Year Date Location  Sub Location  No  Year Date Location  Sub Location  No 

1934 11 Aug Kent Estuary  3  2004 5 May Kent Estuary Fishcarling Point 2 

1950 18 Sep Solway Estuary Port Carlisle 1  2007 18 Jun Kent Estuary Sandside 1 

1954 2 May Kent Estuary  3  2008 17 Apr Solway Basin Wedholme Flow 4 

1954 Mar Duddon Estuary Buckman Brow 1  2008 8 May Solway Estuary Burgh Marsh 1 

1954 Sep Solway Estuary Port Carlisle 1  2008 4 Aug Leven Estuary Plumpton Bight 1 

1960 5 Apr Solway Estuary Burgh Marsh 2  2009 11 May Solway Estuary Anthorn 1 

1970 3 - 15 Oct Kent Estuary Arnside Marsh 1  2010 18 Apr Solway Basin Wedholme Flow 1 

1981 15 May Talkin Tarn  1  2010 18 Apr Solway Estuary Grune Point 1 

1981 16 May Leven Estuary Bardsea 1  2010 25 Apr Leven Estuary Baycliff 1 

1981 19 May Kent Estuary R. Winster at Meathop 1  2011 19 Apr Walney Island South Walney 2 

1981 5 Jul Leven Estuary Canal Foot 1  2011 11 Jun Kent Estuary Ulpha Meadows 2 

1981 6 Sep Kent Estuary Foulshaw 1  2012 13 Apr Solway Estuary Carr Beds, Rockcliffe 2 

1983 8 May Walney Island Sandy Nook  2  2012 24 - 25 May Solway Estuary Rockcliffe Marsh 2 

1983 1 - 4 June Garsdale Grisedale 1  2012 4 -7 May Kent Estuary Arnside 1 

1991 22 - 23 Feb Kent Estuary River Bela 1  2012 28 May Kent Estuary Arnside 2 

1992 5 - 9 May Kent Estuary Arnside Marsh/Halforth 1  2012 29 May Walney Island  2 

1993 7 - 8 Nov Solway Estuary Rockcliffe Marsh 6  2015 16 Apr Solway Estuary Anthorn 2 

1995 12 Feb Walney Island South Walney 1  2015 27 Apr - 17 May Solway Estuary Rockcliffe Marsh 1 

1995 14 Feb-5 Mar Furness Coast Cavendish Dock 1  2015 25 Jul Furness Coast Newbiggin outfall  3 

1995 11 Mar Walney Island North Walney (flyover) 1  2015/16 29 Oct - 7 Apr Solway Estuary Campfield Marsh 1 

1995 3 May Walney Island South Walney 1  2016 25 Apr Solway Estuary Campfield Marsh 1 

1998 6 Apr Duddon Estuary Hodbarrow 1  2017 9 Apr Solway Basin Wedholme Flow 2 

2002 16 May Solway Estuary Rockcliffe Marsh 1  2017 24 Aug - 30 Sep Solway Estuary Campfield Marsh max 5 inc.3 juv. 

2002 7 - 12 Sep Solway Basin Campfield Marsh 2  2017 20-21 Oct Solway Estuary Campfield Marsh 2 

2002 16 - 18 Sep Solway Estuary Bowness-on-Solway 1  2018 23 Jul Solway Estuary Port Carlisle 1 

2003 26 - 28 Apr Kent Estuary River Bela 2  2019 25 Mar Walney Island South Walney 1 

2004 19 Apr Solway Estuary Skinburness Marsh 2  2019 19 Apr Kent Estuary Arnside 4 

2004 24 Apr Solway Estuary Bowness-on-Solway 1  2019 14 Jul Solway Estuary Bowness/ Port Carlisle 1 
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American Golden Plover  
 

Pluv ialis dominica  
 

Vagrant  

 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 
Non-standard References  
 

Birdlife International. 2022. Species Factsheet: Pluvalis dominica. Dowloaded from http://www.birdlife.org   
OôBrien, M., Crossley, R. & Karlson, K. 2006. The Shorebird Guide. Houghton Mifflin, New York 

 
 

Photograph: Anthorn, Solway Estuary, 3rd September 2005. (D. Robson) 
 

http://www.birdlife.org/
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American Golden Plover  
 

Pluv ialis dominica  

 
 

Solway Estuary, 22nd September  2012 (D Robson) 
 

The first Cumbrian record was on 2nd October 1997 on the Solway 
Estuary at Bowness, and indeed eight of the nine records have 
been from the Drumburgh/Bowness/Anthorn peninsula. All records 
have been in the autumn. That of 2012 was particularly prolific, 
with three records of different adults and a juvenile bird accepted 
as Lesser Golden Plover which was almost certainly of this 
species. All records have been of birds within European Golden 
Plover flocks. 

 

Vagrant ï 9 records  

Total  birds  up to 201 9 Pre 1970 Post 19 70 Total  

No. in Cumbria 0 9 9 
 

The American Golden Plover, along with Pacific Golden Plover, 
was previously part of the species known as Lesser Golden Plover. 
This was split by the BOURC in 1986 to form two distinct species. 
American Golden Plover breeds in Arctic North America on the 
tundras of Western Alaska, eastwards through North Canada as far 
as Baffin Island, with a tiny population of less than 100 pairs in 
Russia (Birdlife International 2022). It migrates south to winter in 
Southern South America. It uses an elliptical migration path, in 
spring passing through central areas of America, but in autumn 
using a more eastern route, following the western seaboard of the 
Atlantic and over the Caribbean to winter in Patagonia (OôBrien et 
al. 2006). It is presumably this difference in migratory paths that 
leads to American Golden Plover being much more frequent in 
autumn in the UK than it is in spring. 
 

American Golden Plover is a scarce but regular and increasing 
visitor to the British Isles. In England, Scotland and Wales it has 
averaged 16 birds annually in the decade 2010-19, double that of 
1990-99 (White & Kehoe 2021).  
 

Year Date Location  Sub Location  No Age  Details  Observer  

1997 2 Oct  Solway Estuary Bowness 1 adult female  D. West 

1999 7 - 9 Oct Solway Estuary Anthorn 1 moulting adult  D. West et al. 

2005 14 Aug - 1 Oct Solway Estuary Anthorn 1 1st summer  T. Reid et al. 

2012 18 - 26 Sept Solway Estuary Port Carlisle 1 adult  D. Robson, N. Franklin 

2012 28 Sep Solway Estuary Drumburgh 1 adult different to above bird D. Robson 

2012 25 Oct - 16 Nov Solway Estuary Cardurnock 1 adult different to both earlier birds R. Atkins 

2012 5 Nov Solway Estuary Anthorn 1 juvenile could not be specifically identified as 
either American or Pacific 

N. Franklin 

2015 2 - 3 Oct Solway Estuary Anthorn 1   N. Franklin 

2016 30 Sep Kent Estuary Heversham 1   M. Jones 

 

 



The Birds of Cumbria 

 

52 

  

Ringed Plover  
 

Charadrius hiaticula  
 

A fairly common resident, common passage migrant and winter visitor, breeds in small numbers  
 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
Baker, P. 1987. Habitat Selection, Breeding Success and Plumage Variation in Ringed Plovers in Northern Cumbria on the Solway Plain. 
Thesis, Durham University 
Booth, C. 2017. North West estuaries breeding wader and seabird review 2016. RSPB un-published 
Briggs, K. 1983. The distribution and reproduction of Ringed Plover breeding coastally and inland in north-west England. Bird Study 30: 
222-229 
Callion, J. 1999. An Ornithological Survey of Drigg Local nature Reserve. Unpublished Report to Lake District National Park Authority 
Cleasby, T.W.I. 1999. Birds and Boys at Sedbergh. Privately Published 
Carrier, M.F. 2018. Rockcliffe Marsh Summary of Monitoring 1969 ï 2018.Cumbria Wildlife Trust unpublished report to Natural England 
Conway, G. J., Burton, N.H.K., Handschuh, M. and Austin, G.E. 2008. UK population estimates from the 2007 Breeding Little Ringed 
Plover and Ringed Plover Surveys. BTO Research Report No. 510. British Trust for Ornithology, Thetford 
Dean, T. 1990. The Natural History of Walney Island. Faust. Burnley 
Delany, S., Scott, D., Helmink, A.T.F., Dodman, T., Flink, S. Stroud, D. & Haanstra. L (Eds.). 2009. An Atlas of Wader Populations in 
Africa and Western Eurasia. Wetlands International 
Maclean, M.D., Austin, G.E., Rehfisch, M.M., Blew, J., Crowe, O., Delany, S., Devos, K., Deceuninck, B., Gunther, K., Laursen, K., Van 
Roomen, M. & Wahl, J. 2008. Climate change causes rapid changes in the distribution and site abundance of birds in winter. Global 
Change Biology 14: 2489-2500 
Mawby, F. 1995. Winter shorebird count, 1995. Cumbria Bird Club News 6: No. 3 
Mawby, F. 1998. BTO winter shore counts 1997/8: the Cumbrian shore. Cumbria Bird Club News 9: No. 1 
Mawby, F. & Shackleton, D. 2008. The Results of the Non-estuarine Waterbird Survey January 2007. Birds and Wildlife in Cumbria 2007: 
164-168 
Mawby, F. & Shackleton, D. 2018. The January 2016 Non-estuarine Waterbird Survey on the Cumbrian Coast. Birds and Wildlife in 
Cumbria 2016: 241-242 
Moser, M.E. & Carrier, M.F. 1983. Patterns of population turnover in Ringed Plovers and Turnstone during spring passage through the 
Solway Firth, 1983. Wader Study Group Bulletin 39: 37-41   
Prater, A.J. 1976. Breeding population of the Ringed Plover in Britain. Bird Study 23: 155-162 
Prater, A.J. 1984. Ringed Plover breeding populations of the UK in 1984. Bird Study 36: 154-161 
Radford, D.J. 1995. Breeding waders on the Duddon Estuary in 1994. Birds and Wildlife in Cumbria 1994: 
Raven, C. 2005. The Breeding Birds of Walney Island - a status review. Walney Bird Observatory 
Rehfisch, M.M., Austin, G.E., Freeman, S.N., Armitage, M.J.S. & Burton, N.H.K.  2004. The possible impact of climate change on the 
future distributions of waders on Britainôs non-estuarine coast. Ibis 146: 70-81 
*Sellers, R.M. 2022. Sub-species of the Ringed Plover found in Cumbria. Lakeland Naturalist 10: 25 26 
Wilson, J. 1973. Wader populations of Morecambe Bay, Lancashire. Bird Study 20: 9-23 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 

Notable Post 2019 Records  
 

2022 Breeding: A full survey of the coast found 198 occupied territories 

2023 Autumn passage: 800 Irt/Mite/Esk Estuary 26th August 

 
Photograph: Flookburgh West Plain , Leven Estuary, April 201 9 (D. Shackleton) 
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Ringed Plover  
 

Charadrius hiaticula  

 
 

Foulney Island , 8th June 2008  (L. Gould) 
 

high as 14 in 2000 but has declined since with just eight pairs in 
2010, two in 2013 and four in 2019 (RSPB Reports). 
 

At Foulney Island adjacent to Walney in Morecambe Bay six pairs 
in 1965 had increased to a high of 30 pairs in 1979 before 
fluctuating at lower levels, then reaching another high of 38 pairs in 
2008 before dropping back to 15 pairs in 2012 and only seven 
nests were found in 2019 (CWT reports). In the remainder of the 
Cumbrian part of the Bay, Briggs (1983) found just four pairs along 
the west side of the Leven Estuary and three along the east side of 
the Kent Estuary in 1978. A 2016 survey of the bay found none on 
the Kent Estuary and just single pairs at Bardsea on the Leven 
Estuary and at Roosecote adjacent to Foulney (Booth 2017). 
 

Further north there are breeding records in suitable habitat all 
along the coast but there is less quantative data available.  Drigg 
nature reserve held varying numbers between 1962 and 1985 
ranging from a low of five nests found in 1982 and 1983 and a 
remarkable 27 in 1982 but more typically between 10 and 20 nests 
annually (Cumberland County Council reports). There were eight 
pairs here in 1987 (Baker 1987) and four to five in 1999 (Callion 
1999). A study by Baker (1987) on several sections of beach on 
the outer Solway in 1987 remains the only in-depth survey of the 
species in the county. The number of nests and linear densities 
found is summarised below. Of 84 pairs studied, 30 (35.7%) failed 
to hatch young, with predation, human/dog disturbance, egg 
collecting and crushing by vehicles all implicated in nest failure. 
 

Number of nests and linear densities at study sites in 1987  
 

Site  Pairs  Density pr/m   Site  Pairs  Density pr/m  

Allonby 8 335  Blitterlees 13 124 

Mawbray 23 140  Grune Point 18 89 

Beckfoot 7 77  (after Baker (1987) 
 

At Rockcliffe Marsh CWT Reserve the population fluctuated 
between three and 18 pairs between 1970 and 1994, there was a 
short-lived increase in 1995 and 1996 when 22 to 24 pairs took 
advantage of newly created shingle areas following gravel 
extraction, but the population has since shrunk to between none 
and five pairs since 2003 (Carrier 2006, 2018). 
 

Macpherson (1892) also reported inland breeding on the gravel 
beds of the Rivers Esk, Eden and Irthing prior to 1892. By the early 
1940s Blezard (1943) reported colonisation of the Rivers Lune and 
Caldew with the inland range gradually extending, siting possible 
breeding at Tindale Tarn in the North Pennines in 1925 and 
successful breeding at a busy north Cumberland aerodrome in 
1941. On the River Eden one pair nested at Great Salkeld between 
1947 and at least 1955 with pairs in summer at Musgrave in 1952 
and Great Ormside in 1956. On the River Irthing two pairs were at 
Lanercost in May 1950 with a pair above Gilsland in 1963 (Blezard 
1954, PNHS Bulletin, Field Naturalist), while Stokoe (1962) 
reported breeding at at least one fell tarn. Though up to 47 pairs 
were found on the River Lune south of Kirkby Lonsdale in 
Lancashire between 1978 and 1980 (Briggs 1983), there appears 
to have been little colonisation of the higher reaches in Cumbria. 
Despite Blezards (1943) assertion of breeding here, there are no 
records in the Sedbergh School Archive and Cleasby (1999) 
described it as a former breeder with the last at Tebay in 1978.  
 

There is little documented evidence of the status of the riverine 
population subsequently. In 1978 it was described as absent from 
four sites occupied in the previous eight years on the River Irthing. 
Birds were also reported from its upper reaches in 1980 and 1985 

A fairly common resident, common passage migrant and 
winter visitor, breeds in small numbers  

Atlas status % tetrads  Possible  Probable  Confirmed  Total  

Breeding 1997 -2001 0.3 0.9 3.2 4.4 

Breeding 2008 -2012 0.9 0.6 2.8 4.3 

Winter 2007/08 -2011/12   5.1  
 

National Surveys : Cumbria estimates  (pairs) Coast  Inland  Total  

1973/74    (Prater 1976) 229 18 247 

1984         (Prater 1984) 164 26 190 

2007         (Conway et al 2008)   159 
 

 

Ringed Plovers are most often encountered on shingle beaches, 
their presence often given away by their plaintive alarm call or a 
bird running from the observer. Three races are recognised: 
hiaticula which breeds in southern Scandinavia, the Baltic, Britain, 
Ireland and France and winters in Europe and North-west Africa; 
psammodroma which breeds in north-east Canada, Greenland, 
Iceland, the Faeroe Islands and Jan Mayen Island and winters in 
West and South Africa and  nname which breeds in northern 
Scandinavia and Finland eastward across Russia to the Bering 
Strait and winters in West, East and South Africa and South-west 
Asia. Birds breeding furthest north ñleap-frogò more southerly 
populations to winter further south. More southern breeders 
migrate less far south with some probably resident (Delaney 2009).  
 

The United Kingdom breeding population, falling in the latter 
category, is in decline and was surveyed at 4,232 pairs in 2007 
(Conway 2008), with nearly 63% in Scotland and just 159 pairs 
(3.76%) in Cumbria. The vast majority of Cumbrian breeders nest 
on the coast and are of the race hiaticula, while passage birds are 
probably drawn from all three races. Passage peaks in August and 
May involving a large turnover of birds on the coast and there is a 
much smaller and exclusively coastal wintering population. 
 

In Cumbria Macpherson (1892) described it as breeding 
ñconstantly though sparinglyò on the coast from Grune Point to the 
Kent Estuary, being most numerous at Ravenglass and on Walney 
Island and occasionally nesting on the saltmarshes. Mitchell (1985) 
writing of the Lancashire coastline including Morecambe Bay 
described it as the commonest of the resident shorebirds, but had 
already recognised the threat posed by recreational disturbance on 
the nesting beaches. By the 1940s Blezard (1943) believed nesting 
habits had changed and while once most nests had been on the 
shingle beaches, almost as many were then nesting on the 
saltmarshes and bare sands of the creeks.  
 

In the 1950s Oakes (1953) re-affirmed Walney as the main nesting 
area in the south of the county, also highlighting the Duddon 
Estuary and Foulney Island and noting that many pairs nested in 
fields near the Morecambe Bay coast. He noted an increase at 
Walney in the late 1940s / early 1950s despite the presence of 
ñtrippersò, with breeding around the entire island. In 1967 45 pairs 
nested at South Walney Nature Reserve and in the early 1970s up 
to 30 pairs, but by the 1980s only seven pairs were present and by 
the late 1990s only two (Raven 2005). Only one pair was found in 
2016 (Booth 2017). In the 1980s up to 40 pairs nested on the west 
coast of the island and 20 pairs at the north end, with occasional 
nests on the east shore (Dean 1990). In 1996 just 12 pairs nested 
on the west shore and 12 pairs occupied the north end in 1998, but 
by 2003 ï 2004 the whole island population was only about 18 to 
20 pairs. Numbers appear to have stablised sinceand in 2019 25 to 
30 pairs were located on the Island (Raven 2005, WBO 2020).  
 

In 1973ï1974 the combined total for North Walney and Hodbarrow 
in the Duddon Estuary was 65 pairs. This had declined to 25 in 
1994 when in the same year a survey of the entire estuary 
including North Walney found 51 pairs with 24 on slagbanks and 
27 on beaches, and interestingly none on either saltmarsh or fields 
(Radford 1994). A survey of the same area found only 24 
confirmed or probable pairs in 2016 (Booth 2017). Both Radford 
(1994) and Raven (2005) ascribed earlier declines on Walney 
Island and the Duddon to recreational disturbance, but also to loss 
of shingle to vegetation succession on the Duddon  and the growth 
of the South Walney gull colony with an increase in associated 
predation here. Hodbarrow alone held 20 pairs in 1978 and eight in 
1988 when it became an RSPB reserve. Since then it has been as  
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at Rotheryhaugh with proved breeding in 1997 at one site and 
probable breeding at another in 1999, both on small tributaries in 
the Spadeadam Forest area. Breeding may also have occurred on 
the River Tees on the boundary with Durham in 2000, was 
confirmed in two tetrads on the western shore of Cow Green 
Reservoir during the 2007-12 Atlas and may be more regular here 
at what is a rarely visited area. The River Esk at Longtown which 
has featured in all the Atlas surveys since the first in 1968-72 and 
held three pairs in 1987, is probably a regular breeding site with 
breeding proved in one tetrad and probable breeding in three 
others during the 2008-12 Atlas. However other than possible 
records close to its discharge into the Solway Estuary there appear 
to have been no inland records on the River Eden since the 1950s, 
on the Kent since the 1970s and the Irthing since the 1990s.  
 

A handful of flooded quarries, reservoirs and industrial sites have 
hosted breeding pairs. A pair hatched at least one chick at 
Killington Reservoir in 1971 and though a pair was present in June 
1991 and there have been several instances of August occurrence, 
there has been no further confirmed breeding. Two pairs occupied 
Wet Sleddale Reservoir in 1980, one pair failed due to rising water 
levels at what may have been this site in 1981, one pair was 
present in 1990 and two pairs in 1991 and 1992. A successful pair 
in an  nnamed quarry in 1981 may have been at the nearby 
under-watched Hardendale Quarry at Shap, which also held a 
single bird in April 1984 and five in April 1985 and has probably 
been a regular breeding site, with regular summer occupation in 
recent years. A site at Oughterside at Aspatria held a pair in 1987 
and in the same year there were two pairs at Kingmoor railway 
marshalling yards at Carlisle. The 1968-72 Atlas shows breeding in 
several inland 10km squares some of which could have involved 
the above sites. However none were occupied during the 1997-
2001 Atlas. In the 2008-12 Atlas period breeding was deemed 
probable at Hardendale Quarry, the recently created Thacka Beck 
Nature Reserve at Penrith and at Perrys Dam Reservoir south of 
Alston. Additionally there was possible breeding at Cardew Mires 
Quarry near Dalston and at an industrial site in southeast Carlisle. 
However for whatever reason it seems that inland colonisation has 
not been sustained in Cumbria and is at best confined to a handful 
of sites, some of which may only be sporadically occupied. 

 

Breeding distribution 2008 ï 2012 

 

Relative breeding abundance 2008 ï 2012 

 
 
 

Breeding distribution change  1997 ï 2001 to  2008 ï 2012 
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Macpherson (1892) asserted that large flocks frequented the 
Cumbrian estuaries until the end of May and that many flocks of 
immatures arrived in September, particularly on the Solway 
between Maryport and Port Carlisle. Blezard (1943) reaffirmed that 
large flocks were present, but extended the period of occupation to 
include August. Oakes writing in 1953 off all the Lancashire coast 
including Morecambe Bay, described wintering flocks as usually 
small, but it was ñas ubiquitous as the Dunlinò in the passage 
periods. In spring he noted a strong northward movement evident 
from late February, with the period of peak passage variable, often 
occurring in late March, but in some years not until mid-April. In 
Morecambe Bay ñconsiderable numbersò lingered well into May 
with late passage flocks occurring with up to 50 staying through 
some summers. He described it as plentiful from early August on 
the coast with the highest numbers between mid-August and mid-
September and large flocks remaining well in to October. He 
highlighted the Duddon beaches and Walney as important resorts 
with 200 to 300 often present. Larger flocks were scarce, and that 
he quotes 900 at Sandscale on the Duddon on 6th October 1948, 
suggests that number exceptional. 
 

With the advent of the Birds of Estuaries Enquiry (BOEE) in the 
late 1960s, Wilson (1973) was able to confirm an autumn influx in 
Morecambe Bay beginning in late July, peaking in mid-August to 
early September and continuing with smaller numbers through the 
remainder of September and October. By early November only a 
much smaller wintering population remained. In spring, in common 
with other Irish Sea coasts, passage was more substantial than in 
autumn and did not start until mid or late April, peaking in mid-May 
and then declining rapidly to leave only a small summer population 
by early June. Work by the Morecambe Bay Ringing Group from 
1968 to 1972 indicated that spring passage involved birds entirely 
heading north to breeding areas in the Arctic. At the time this was 
believed to be in Greenland only but subsequent ringing has 
confirmed the presence of Canadian, Icelandic and Fennoscandian 
birds too (Wernham et al. 2002). By contrast, in autumn smaller 
numbers of these Arctic breeders used the Bay to refuel but not to 
moult in August and September, before moving on to wintering 
areas in Spain and West Africa. However, in addition, breeders 
from Ireland, North Sea and western Baltic Sea countries also 
used the Bay between late July and early October, the adults of 
which moulted, before moving on, though with some remaining to 
winter (Clapham 1978).  
 

On the Cumbrian Solway there is no published work on the origin 
of birds using the estuary at different times of year, though it is 
likely to be broadly similar to Morecambe Bay. Research on the 
Scottish side in spring 1983 using dye marked birds, found that 
numbers at a roost in May remained fairly stable but all the 
individuals using the roost on 30th April had left by 14th May and 
had been replaced by a similar number of new birds (Moser & 
Carrier 1983). This suggests a high turnover of birds at a time 
when more northerly breeders would be expected to be passing 
through. BOEE data has shown seasonal usage of the Cumbrian 
coast to have remained similar to that described for Morecambe 
Bay in the early 1970s. 
  

Grune Point and the adjacent Calvo Marsh on the Inner Solway, 
Roanhead on the Duddon and South Walney in Morecambe Bay 
are the most important WeBS sectors in their respective estuaries. 
Since 1993/94 all show peaks in August or September three of the 
four in May with relatively low numbers in mid-winter. Coverage of 
the coast between St Bees and Haverigg has not been good 
enough to determine seasonal patterns, though recent intensive 
coverage around the Ravenglass estuaries suggests a similar 
seasonal occurrence (D. Shackleton pers. com.). However the 
Outer Solway between Mawbray and Mealo shows the expected 
August peak but surprisingly not so in May.  
 

Peak numbers have declined in both the Solway and Morecambe 
Bay at both the whole estuary and the Cumbria only level. The UK 
WeBS trend shows a decline of 19% between 2008/09 and 
2018/19 and a 50% decline since 1993/94 (Frost et al. 2021). With 
the two races likely to make up the bulk of Irish Sea migrants ï 
psammodroma declining and hiaticula possibly so (Delaney et al 
2009), combined with a possible climate change driven propensity 
of birds to winter further east (Rehfisch et al 2004, Maclean et al 
2008), numbers may continue to decline overall.   

Passage on the open coast is largely un-quantified as it is poorly 
covered by WeBS. However a small population winters and has 
been counted five times at low tide in mid-winter since 1985 as part 
of the periodic Non-estuarine Waterbird Survey (NEWS) and a 
Cumbria Bird Club survey in 1995. (Mawby 1995, 1998, 2008, 
2018). 
 

Non-estuarine counts: Workington to Haverigg  
 

1985 1995 1998 2007 2016 

125 47 85 60 184 

 

Notable counts prior to 1993/94 included 3000 at Biggar Bank on 
Walney Island in May 1980, 2075 on Rockcliffe Marsh on 12th May 
1987, 1500 at North Walney on 22nd May 1987 and 1045 at North 
Walney in August 1978 with five other counts of 700 or more birds. 
Since the WeBS season 1993/94 and up to the end of the 2018/19 
season there have been 96 sector counts of 200 or more birds, of 
which 41 have been over 300, 24 over four hundred and just six of 
over 500 birds. Of WeBS sector counts of 200 or more 37.5% have 
occurred in August, 14.5% in September and 32% in May with only 
three in the period November to March and indeed numbers are 
much lower in this period with just 23 counts of between 100 and 
200 birds. The most notable and in recent times exceptional WeBS 
sector counts involved 700 at Grune Point on the Solway on 22nd 
May 2015 and 925 at South Walney on 13th May 2017 and outside 
of WeBS of 730 on Foulney Island on 1st September 2011, about 
1000 at Port Carlisle on the Inner Solway on19th August 2013, 800 
at Bowness-on-Solway on 21st May 2014 and about 1000 at 
Anthorn on the Solway on 1st September 2015. 
 

Inland wintering is extremely rare in Britain and records shown on 
the winter distribution map are likely to involve early returning 
breeders or passage birds. Inland passage can be hard to detect 
as it probably mostly occurs at breeding sites such as flooded 
quarries or reservoirs. Blezard (1943) referred to occasional 
occurrence at north Cumberland tarns in autumn and cited one on 
top of Hartside in March 1914, reported by the noted 
Northumberland ornithologist Bolam, who remarked in his journals 
that they were often to be seen in the Pennines on passage. 
However there is little evidence to support this more recently. 

 

Winter distribution and relative abundance 2007 /08 ï 2011/12 
(Inland occurrences are primarily early spring passage birds) 
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WeBS five season period maximums at main sites in Cumbria 1969/70 ï 2018/19 (entire counts for ñsharedò sites) 
  

1969/70 
1973/74 

1974/75 
1978/79 

1979/80 
1983/84 

1984/85 
1988/89 

1989/90 
1993/94 

1994/95 
1998/99 

1999/00 
2003/04 

2004/05 
2008/09 

2009/10 
2013/14 

2014/15 
2018/19 

South Solway inner 2828 3285 1190 2075 660 1275 739 494 836 972 

South Solway outer 547 593 270 550 504 368 520 541 490 328 

Irt/Mite/Esk  389       350 238 

Duddon 477 1254 312 552 865 530 372 700 407 513 

North Morecambe Bay    697 1101 967 730 761 676 1115 

Entire Morecambe Bay 12240 9650 598 1896 3018 1460 1041 1000 1043 2211 

 
Seasonal trends in maximum counts (3 year rolling means)   

on WeBS key sectors on different estuaries  
Average monthly usage  on WeBS key sectors on 

different estuaries  
 

Inner South Solway: Calvo to Grune Point 1993/94 ï 2018/19 
 

  
 

Outer South Solway: Mawbray to Mealo 1993/94 ï 2018/19 
 

  
 

Duddon Estuary : Roanhead  1993/94 ï 2012/13   

  
 

North Morecambe Bay: South Walney 1993/94 ï 2018/19 
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Little Ringed Plover  
 

Charidri us dubius  
 

An uncommon summ er visitor and passage migrant;  
breeds in very small numbers  

 

 
 

Data included up to 2019  
 

Non-standard References  
 

Brown, A. 2007. One hundred years of notable avian events in British Birds. British Birds 100: 214-243 
Conway, G. J., Burton, N.H.K., Handschuh, M. and Austin, G.E. 2008. UK population estimates from the 2007 Breeding Little Ringed 
Plover and Ringed Plover Surveys. BTO Research Report No. 510. British Trust for Ornithology, Thetford 
Parrinder, E.R. & Parrinder, E.O.1975. Little Ringed Plover in Britain in 1968-73. British Birds 68: 359-368 
Parrinder, E.O. 1989. Little Ringed Plovers in Britain in 1984. Bird Study 36: 147-154 
R.W. Robson & R. Stokoe unpublished personal notes 
 
Selected post 2019 records  
 

2022 2 Kent Estuary 18th March is earliest ever record. 16 breeding sites occupied by 22 pairs 

2023 1 Solway Estuary 19th March. 17 breeding sites occupied by a minimum of 27 pairs 

 
Photograph: River Esk at Longtown, May 2014 (N. Franklin) 
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Little Ringed Plover  
 

Charidri us dubius  

 
 

Kendal, April 2009 (L. Gould) 
 

Without regular monitoring, the number of pairs and nesting 
attempts at individual sites in any given year can be hard to 
ascertain. It is a regular feature of many nesting óeventsô that the 
number of adults present exceeds the proven number of pairs 
making a nesting attempt, and it is likely that some sites have either 
attracted unmated adults, or that perhaps failed nesting attempts 
have been overlooked. Nevertheless in 2016, it is likely that there 
may have been as many as 17 pairs on nesting territories at 11 
sites, with a further two sites holding birds in suitable habitat. In all, 
there are records from about 65 sites up to 2019, of which breeding 
has been confirmed or suspected at 34. 
 

Breeding site locations by 10 km square 1970 ï 2019 
 

 
ǒ 4 sites ǒ 3 sites  ǒ 2 sites ǒ 1 site ǒ first site in 1970 

An uncommon summer visitor and passage migrant;  
breeds in very small numbers  

Atl as sta tus: %  
tetrads  

Possible  Probable  Confirmed  Total  

Breeding 1997 -2001 0.27 0.00 0.16 0.43 

Breeding 2008 -2012 0.11 0.32 0.86  
.30 

     Atlas status: % 10km sq  1968-72 1988-91 1997-01 2008-12 

with breeding evidence  1.05 6.32 7.37 14.74 
 

 

Little Ringed Plovers breed throughout the Palearctic, from 
Western Europe to Japan, and from Southeast Asia northwards to 
India. Of three subspecies only curonicus breeds in Europe with a 
widespread breeding distribution. It winters in sub-Saharan Africa. 
(EBBA 2020). 
 

The first pair bred in the UK in 1938 at Tring reservoir in 
Hertfordshire. Previously, it was considered no more than a rare 
visitor to Britain with only 13 records (Brown & Grice 2005). It has 
slowly become a widespread, though scarce, summer visitor, 
expanding its range further north in the UK and Europe. It now 
breeds regularly throughout England and Wales. In 2007, 746 
pairs were recorded during a national BTO survey. The majority ï 
585 pairs were in England, with 141 in Wales and 20 in Scotland 
(Conway et al. 2008). It first bred in Ireland in 2006 (Brown 2007) 
but remains a rare breeder at the end of the 2010-19 decade.  
 

In Cumbria, the first record was of a single on Rockcliffe Marsh on 
the Solway Estuary on 16th May 1970. This was immediately 
followed by the first breeding attempt, also in 1970. This was on 
shingle by the River Eden at Great Musgrave, north of Kirkby 
Stephen and fledged young by 10th July (R.W. Robson & R. 
Stokoe unpub. Personal notes). Along with the first colonisation of 
Northumberland in 1968 and a single nesting attempt in the Clyde 
area also in 1968, this was one of the most northerly British nests 
sites at the time (Parrinder & Parrinder 1975).  
 

Records between  first and second breeding attempt s 
 

1970 16 Mar Rockcliffe Marsh, Solway Estuary 1 

  R. Eden, Great Musgrave 1 pair bred 

1980 30 Apr Siddick Pond 1 

 24 Jul Killington Reservoir 1 

 29 Aug Longtown Gravel Pits 1 

1981 15 Aug Foulshaw, Kent Estuary 1 

 21 Sep Grune Point, Solway Estuary 1 

1982 01 Aug Foulshaw, Kent Estuary 1 

1983 21 Aug Fishcarling Point, Kent Estuary 1 

 29 Aug-7 Sep South Walney  1 

1984 15 May Carr Beds, Solway Estuary 1 

  Killington Reservoir 2 pairs bred 
 

Despite a further nine passage records in the intervening period, a 
second breeding attempt was not found until 1984 when two pairs 
successfully raised seven young at Killington Reservoir during the 
drought of that year (Parrinder 1989). Since these early breeding 
attempts, assessment of breeding status has been hampered by a 
lack of annual and within season coverage of existing and 
potential breeding sites, combined with reporting at óanonymousô 
sites through the need for confidentiality because of the threat 
from egg collectors. Hence, we have a fragmented picture of 
breeding numbers and distribution, which is likely to be an under-
representation of true status. So it is unclear when regular 
breeding commenced in the county. However, since at least the 
late 1980s, records supplied to the CBC suggest it has probably 
been annual, with the number of sites steadily increasing and 
several sites probably occupied almost annually. Because of its 
fondness for newly created wetland habitats which then succeed 
to other habitats, or for industrialised habitats which often change 
or are heavily disturbed, some sites have lost their attraction and 
become vacated. 
 

Known nesting attempts 1984 ï 2020 (second figure is the number of sites where breeding suspected but not proven)  
 

1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

2    1 4  2 2 1 0+1 0+4 0+3 2+1 2+2 1 4+1 0+3 
 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

3+2 2 5 2+5 9+1 10+1 8+1 10+3 9+4 10+1 12+1 8+4 9+3 8+3 17+2 12+2 14+1 12+2 
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Both industrial and more natural breeding sites have been used, 
including partially flooded quarries (5), business parks (4), water 
treatment works (2), industrial complexes (1), refuse tips (1), gravel 
or other extraction pits (4), saltmarshes (3) lowland mosses (2), 
lake shores (2) reservoir shores (1), field flashes (1) and shingle 
banks in or by the side of rivers (8). These latter ónaturalô types of 
site make their nests vulnerable to flooding in the heavy spring or 
summer rains of Cumbria and failure from this cause has been a 
regular feature at some sites.  The lack of industrial sites and 
gravel pits that they often use elsewhere may be hampering their 
increase in the county. 
 
Little Ringed Plovers arrive to breed in Cumbria from the end of 
March, but most breeding sites are not occupied until well into April 
or even May. There is also a small passage of birds, now annual, 
either not associated with breeding sites or which may occur at 
breeding sites but not involve breeding birds. The earliest ever 
record for the county is one on 19th March 2017 near a breeding 
site and, indeed, all remaining March records are from or near 
breeding sites, with the exception of a first summer bird at 
Hodbarrow on 27th March 2012. All other records of birds at non-
breeding sites are from 7th April onwards and primarily from the 
latter half of April onwards. óNewô birds have turned up at non-
breeding sites and probably also at breeding sites throughout the 
summer, presumably involving either late spring migrants, failed 
breeders or autumn migrants.  

Breeding birds and offspring can remain well into August and even 
into early September, but from early July, the majority of birds 
away from breeding sites have been juveniles, with South Walney, 
the most visited site, accounting for many records at this time (16 
as opposed to seven in spring here). In contrast at Hodbarrow, the 
second most visited passage site, seven of its nine records have 
been between late March and early June. There are regular 
records in September up to a bird at South Walney on 23rd 
September 2018, and then late juveniles both on the Duddon 
Estuary at Askam on 3rd October 1988 and at Hodbarrow on 8th 
October 1994. 
 

Number of records by month of first arrival at  
non -breeding sites only  
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Common Sandpiper  
 

Actitis hypoleucos  
 

A common summer visitor and passage migrant, scarce overwintering bird; breeds in large numbers  
 

Data included up to 2019  
 
 

Non-standard References  
 

Anon. 1962. Common Sandpiper nesting in herbaceous border at Maulds Meaburn. The Field Naturalist 7: No. 2 
*Armitt, M.L. 1902. The Birds of Rydal. The Naturalist (Yorkshire) no 547: 237-256 
Astley, A. 1929. Common Sandpiper on Windermere in Winter. British Birds 23: 24 
*Atkinson, K.A. 1983. Natural History Survey of the South Western shores of Thirlmere Reservoir 1982 -1983. Lake District Naturalist 
Trust unpublished Report 
Barron, P. 1996. Breeding survey of Common Sandpipers at Bassenthwaite Lake 1995. Birds in Cumbria 1995: 72-73 
Bates, B., Etheridge, B., Elkins, N., Fox, J. & Summers, R.W. 2012. Premigratory change in body mass and the migration track of a 
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*Graham, R. 1929. Geltsdale ï a paradise for the naturalist. Carlisle Journal: 2nd August, Issue 10,639, p.5, col.3 
Hervey, A.F. 1952. Common Sandpiper wintering on the Eden. Penrith & District NHS Newsletter: 1/1952 
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near its mouth with a model of their onward migration. Wader Study Group Bulletin 116: no 2: 83-85 
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*Robson, R.W. 1967. Gravel Beds of the Upper Eden. Cumbria: 601 
*Robson, R.W. 1971. The Elusive Sandpiper (Common Sandpiper). Cumbria: 306 
*Robson, R.W. & Williamson, K. 1972. The breeding birds of a Westmorland Farm. Bird Study 19: 202-214  
*RSPB. 1972. A list of the birds of the Bampton District 1970-72. RSPB Un-published report 
RSPB. 1988. Haweswater Estate Waterbird Survey 1988. Haweswater RSPB Reserve Report 1988 
RSPB. 1993. Haweswater Estate Waterbird Survey 1993. Haweswater RSPB Reserve Report 1993 
RSPB. 2003. Haweswater Estate Waterbird Survey 2003. Haweswater RSPB Reserve Report 2003 
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*Sharp, S. 2017. Have you seen any Common Sandpipers (Lune). Cumbria Bird Club News 28: 39 
*Stirrup, S. 1999. Changes in the status of birds in the Great Langdale Valley. Cumbria Bird Club News 10: 38-44 
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Yalden, D.W. 1992. The Common Sandpiper population of the Ladybower Reservoir complex ï a re-evaluation. The Naturalist 117: 63-68 
 

* not referenced in the text but used for data analysis and compilation of tables 
 
Post 2019 Records  
 

 Overwintering:   First  Last  

2020/21: Max. 4 R. Esk, Waberthwaite. 1 Meathop 14th Dec. 1 Asby Beck 26th Dec. 2020: 13th Mar. 20th Oct. 

2021/22: Max. 3 R. Esk, Waberthwaite.  2021: 9th Apr. 16th Oct. 
2022/23: Max. 5 R. Esk, Waberthwaite. 1 Rockcliffe 12th Nov. 3 R. Eden, Carlisle 11th Dec. 3 Arnside 7th Jan.  

1 Whins Pond 19th Feb.  
2022: 20th Mar. 23th Oct. 

2023/24: Max. 3 R. Esk, Waberthwaite. 1 R. Kent, Kendal Jan., 1 Silloth Harbour 7th Jan. 1 Cavendish Dock 8th Jan. 2023: 2nd Apr. 28th Oct. 

2024/25: Max. 4 R. Esk, Waberthwaite. 1 R. Esk, Longtown 16th Nov. 2024: 6th Apr. 4th Nov. 
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Common Sandpiper  
  

Actitis hypoleucos  

 
 

R. Esk at Longtown, April 2006 . (N. Franklin) 
 

by R.H. Brown who found nesting on the banks of the River Eden 
at Castletown, Rockcliffe in an unspecified year (Brown 1972).  
 

The 1968 to 1972 National Atlas found evidence of breeding in 78 
10km squares but by the time of the 1988 to 1991 Atlas this had 
declined to 68. The population apparently stabilised between then 
and the time of the Cumbria Breeding Atlas in1997 to 2001 when it 
was found in 67 and the recent National Atlas of 2007 to 2012 
when occupancy was established in 69 10km squares. 
 

Breeding distribution change 
1968-72 to 2008-12 

Breeding distribution change 
1988-91 to 2008-12 

  
 

Recent atlas data confirm strongholds remain in the upland areas 
of the Border Moors, North Pennines and Lake District. However at 
the tetrad level there is evidence of a small contraction in 
distribution within the core breeding area of the altitudinal range of 
100 to 600m above sea level. in the first decade of the 21st 
Century. It is probable that survey work in April and particularly late 
June/July might pick up migrants and that breeding occurrence is 
slightly over-represented in atlas data particularly in the altitude 
band up to 100m because of this. While nesting occurs on the 
lower reaches of some rivers, it is notable that coastal or tidal river 
nesting has not been recorded since about the mid-20th Century.  
  

Percentage of tetrads with breeding by altitude  
1997 ï 2001 and 2008 ï 2012 

 

A common summer visitor and passage migrant, scarce 
overwintering bird; breeds in large numbers  

Atlas status: % tetrads  Possible  Probable  Confirmed  Total  

Breeding 1997 -2001 3.24 8.05 7.95 19.24 

Breeding 2008 -2012 4.70 4.49 7.57 16.76 
 

Atlas status: % 10km sq  1968-72 1988-91 1997-01 2008-12 

with breeding evidence  82.11 71.58 70.53 72.63 
 

 

Common Sandpiper breeds across Europe and northern Asia from 
Ireland to Siberia along rivers, lakeshores and less commonly the 
coast. It is migratory and winters in similar habitats from the 
Mediterranean, across Africa though the Middle East and India to 
Australia. Two populations have been recognised in Europe, one 
breeding in West and Central Europe and wintering in West Africa 
and the other breeding in Eastern Europe and wintering in East 
Africa (Parkin and Knox 2010). Its main European strongholds are 
in Fennoscandia and Russia. There is evidence of range 
contraction in the first 20 years of the 21st century particularly in 
Central and Southern Europe and the Fennoscandian population 
had declined during and since the last quarter of the 20th Century 
(EBBA 2020). This may be because of adversely changing 
conditions in migratory staging and wintering areas (Pearce-
Higgins et al. 2008). 
 

In the British Isles it breeds in upland areas of Wales, Northern 
England, Scotland and Western Ireland with few elsewhere. There 
was a 20% contraction in range between the national breeding 
Atlases of 1968-72 and 2008-11 with the largest losses in Ireland, 
central Wales and the lower lying areas of the English and Scottish 
uplands (Balmer et al. 2013). Based on results from the BTO 
Breeding Bird Survey and Waterbird Breeding Bird Survey the UK 
breeding population was stable to at least 1988 (Marchant et al. 
1992) but declined by 28% between 1995 and 2020 (Harris et al. 
2022). It was estimated at 13,000 pairs in 2016 (Woodward et al. 
2020). British breeders are thought to winter primarily in West 
Africa south of the Sahara with a few further north around the 
Mediterranean. Though there is little evidence for this (Wernham et 
al. 2002), a bird fitted with a geolocator on its breeding grounds in 
Highland Region Scotland was tracked to its wintering area in 
South Senegal or The Gambia (Bates et al. 2012). There is a very 
small British wintering population estimated at 52 birds between 
2012/13 and 2016/17 (Frost et al. 2019). Passage involving both 
British and Scandinavian breeders is most prominent in autumn 
with Scandinavian breeders evidenced by ringed birds passing 
through south-eastern England with few elsewhere (Wernham et 
al. 2002). Successful females and failed breeders can leave their 
breeding sites as early as mid-June and by mid-July successful 
males and juveniles have vacated breeding sites too. At coastal 
staging sites adults pass through first with juveniles later 
(Wernham et al. 2002). 
 

In Cumbria the species is currently a widespread breeder on lakes 
and reservoirs, the middle and upper catchments of rivers where 
river flows are slow and at sites where shingle is present. Adults do 
not generally forage on shingle but it is important for foraging 
chicks (Holland 2018). On still waters it favours areas where 
streams enter and where shingle banks often form. Nesting is 
normally in vegetation a little distance from the waterôs edge. 
 

Towards the end of the 19th Century within what was then 
Cumberland and Westmorland Macpherson (1892) asserted 
Common Sandpipers to be ñone of most widely distributed birds, 
nesting in the neighbourhood of most of the lakes, tarns and 
riversò. At the same time Mitchell (1885) described it as a well-
known breeder in similar habitats in the Furness Fells.  Half a 
century later Blezard (1943) described a similar distribution and 
status. He also added that they bred on the shores of Morecambe 
Bay from Bardsea on the Leven Estuary to the Kent Estuary and 
on the tidal reaches of the River Eden, though offered no evidence 
for either. Oakes (1953) reinforced this, writing that it was 
especially numerous in Furness and that many pairs nested on the 
shores of Morecambe Bay and noted a nest on shingle just above 
the high tide line near Grange. Stokoe (1962) was of the same 
opinion as to its overall status and distribution with nesting up to 
2350 feet and also mentioning coastal nesting and on the tidal 
River Eden. This is likely to have been based on records supplied  
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Breeding distribution 2008 ï 2012 

 
 

Relative breeding abundance 2008 ï 2012 

 

Atlas tetrad data shows some changes within Character Areas 
within the core breeding areas except in the North Pennines and 
Orton Fells. The Solway Basin in particular may be over- 
represented in the data because of the risk of encountering 
migrants in spring andr particularly autumn, indeed one of the  
highest tetrad counts in the 2008 to 2012 Atlas was 12 in a Solway 
tetrad which seems unlikely to have involved breeders  

 

Percentage of tetrads showing breeding evidence within 
Character Areas 1997 ï 2001 and 2008 ï 2012 

 
 

Breeding distribution change  1997 ï 2001 to  2008 ï 2012 

 
 

Over the years various targeted surveys have been carried out in 
the county to quantify numbers in specific areas. In 1939 the 
Sedbergh School Ornithological Society carried out the first 
intensive survey. This was on the River Lune and tributary streams 
in the Howgill Fells to the north and within five miles of Sedbergh. 
The 14 mile river section held 22 to 24 pairs but the fell becks only 
one additional pair. This was considered a poor year as in the 
previous year it was so numerous that a census was thought too 
difficult! (Sedbergh School Archive, Cleasby 1999). In 1951 (with 
some coverage in 1949 and 1950) a more extensive survey by the 
society found 75 pairs on 45 miles of river (including that covered 
in 1939) and  26 pairs on 60 miles of fell becks (Cuthbertson 
1952). A re-survey of most previously occupied river and becks 
was carried out  in 1971 finding 52 pairs on 42.5 miles of river and 
just 13 pairs on 17 miles of fell beck (Sedbergh School Archive, 
Madge 1971, Cleasby 1999).  

 
















































































































































