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DEAR SUPPORTER

Welcome to our Research Update for autumn 
2021. We can never really capture the breadth of 
our work in four articles but this time have written 
about woodcock, ticks and pheasants, future 
wader work and finally salmon in chalk streams.

The woodcock item brings you up to date with 
our research in this area but includes a request for 
your help on the ground! The tick article seeks to 
provide some context to how significant this issue 
is likely to be. The third article is about lapwing 
and other waders movements in the Avon Valley, 
and the final article brings you up to date with the 
latest findings on the impacts of water flow and 
temperature on fish presence and productivity.

I hope you will find this newsletter of interest 
– we know our supporters are ever clearer 
about the value of our science at a time when 
such evidential work is so sorely needed to be 
presented to policymakers.

PROFESSOR NICK SOTHERTON
GWCT Director of Research, Education & Advisory Rtd

Pa
ir 

of
 la

pw
in

g 
©

 C
hl

oe
 S

te
ve

ns

FOREWORD



W
oo

dc
oc

k 
©

 S
er

ka
n 

M
ut

an

WOODCOCK NEWS

Our research on woodcock continues. We are 
very lucky to have two scientists working on this 
species. Dr Andrew Hoodless, our new Director 

of Research, studied woodcock at Durham University for his 
PhD and now is handing over some of his responsibilities for 
wader research to Dr Chris Heward, who also gained his PhD 
on woodcock, this time at Nottingham University. As our 
knowledge of woodcock increases, we are much better able 
to discuss its conservation status with those who know much 
less but still question how woodcock are managed, especially 
our national shooting policies. Any quarry species in decline 
will be subject to scrutiny about shooting, and so we are very 
lucky to have the national experts working for the Trust and 
continuing to discover more about this fascinating bird.

Our supporters were able to fund the satellite tag technology 
that allowed Andrew and Chris to track the epic movements 
of over 60 woodcock between the UK and their breeding 
sites. These included Scandinavia, the Baltic States, northern 
Russia, even beyond the Ural Mountains. This work is now 
complete and is being written up for the scientific journals 
but as we write this newsletter we still have three birds 
with satellite tags sending location data from their breeding 
grounds. We were able to conduct this study because of your 
generosity, so please accept thanks from the woodcock team 
and me.

What next? Well, for tracking we would like to start a 
programme of fitting satellite transmitters to snipe and repeat 
the study. In such studies, the weight of the tag in relation 
to the bird is crucial. It has to be light enough to be carried 
without hampering the bird. Given that a snipe is around 60% 
lighter than a woodcock there are much tighter constraints 
on tag size, but the tracking technology continues to shrink 
and soon we hope to be able to start this work.

But at home, Chris has been using different tags to follow 
woodcock during their mating flights, what we call roding 
flights. Chris has used GPS tags on 16 roding males and found 
that an average male’s roding flight was over 13 kilometres 
per evening and covering an area of over 110 hectares; 
some males even covered over 200 hectares. Every male’s 
roding area included several woodland clearings and those 
with bigger ranges crossed to nearby woods following small 
copses and shelter belts. Understanding this roding behaviour 
is important because it underpins the only practical method 
of surveying breeding woodcock.

Since the turn of the millennium, we have conducted two 
national woodcock breeding surveys to establish the size of 
the national population, once in 2003 and again in 2013, so 
it’s time to do it again. We plan to conduct the third national 
survey in 2023, so watch this space and have your clipboards 
ready! We found that between 2003 and 2013 our estimate 
of the national population declined by 29% to 55,241 males 

with an error estimate of that number possibly being as low 
as 41,806 but possibly as high as 69,004. So, in 2013 it would 
be good to see how this estimate had changed, especially 
in the context of changing climate patterns. But remember, 
before 2003 and the advent of our bespoke survey method, 
the national population estimate was just over 5,000 males. 
Our 2003 estimate was 78,346. You can see the value of the 
accuracy of GWCT science!

Between these two dates, some of us continued our annual 
counts, so in 2021, we have 19 years of continuous data 
collected by the same people, using the same method at 
the same sites. In that 19-year period, at my two sites in the 
New Forest, I have recorded 1,172 woodcock registrations 
(this is not the same as 1,172 individual birds because some 
registrations may have been the same bird twice or more). 
So, with my data and the data from other annual counters 
Chris Heward recently analysed the information to get a 
clearer idea of the national trend (See Figure 1, Figure 2 from 
page 69 of the GWCT Review of 2020).

From this we concluded that numbers may have stabilised 
after a period of decline, but signs of recovery are not 
convincing. Hence the need for the third national survey in 
2013. I do hope you will be able to support us then. 



SHEEP TICK ABUNDANCE AND

RELEASED PHEASANTS

There is a strong interest in the distribution and 
abundance of sheep tick in the UK. Scientists are 
concerned for their impact on wildlife and human 

health. As our climate changes, it is thought that ticks will 
increase in number and spread into uninfected areas. We are 
all aware that ticks carry Lyme disease but they also carry 
other medical infections such as tick-borne encephalitis, 
babesiosis and other nasties.

Recently, scientists at the Centre for Agriculture and Bioscience 
International (CABI), an internationally respected research 
centre based near Oxford, commissioned a new report on 
ticks and invited the GWCT’s Andrew Hoodless and Rufus 
Sage to contribute a chapter on the dynamics between ticks 
and game animals. Previously, Andrew had worked with 
scientists at Oxford University on ticks and pheasants, so we 
were happy to offer his and Rufus’ expertise to this volume.

This is another area where those opposed to releasing 
pheasants will seek to build their case. They will propose that 
because pheasants carry ticks, they will be responsible for 
the spread of ticks and Lyme disease. But is this true? As 
usual, we try to find out the truth about this interaction so 
that we can either identify any problems (because that’s how 
you start to put them right) or challenge the less accurate 
pronouncements of those opposed to releasing.

So, what do we know? Pheasants commonly act as hosts 
for young ticks (both larvae and nymphs; the two non-adult 
stages of ticks). Tick burdens on pheasants are highest in April 
with average burdens of seven larvae and 43 nymphs. This is 
interesting because they do not seem to carry adults. Cock 
pheasants feed about four times as many young ticks as hens. 
Pheasants are also effective amplifying hosts for Borrelia, the 
bacteria causing Lyme disease, but the strain that affects birds 
rather than mammals.

To put pheasants into some kind of context as hosts, pheasants 
are important hosts for nymphal ticks from February to 
May and August to October and carry similar numbers to 
those found on grey squirrels. Pheasants are quantitatively 
unimportant as hosts compared to wood mice for larvae 
and roe deer for adults, but it seems likely that pheasants 
will maintain or increase the abundance of ticks where they 
are already present and will shift the prevalence of Lyme 
disease towards bird-specific strains. But at a landscape scale, 
pheasants are unlikely to play a major role in the spread of 
ticks because pheasants are unlikely to move more than 500 
metres from release pens and game cover crops.

Roe deer are the most important hosts for ticks, but 
pheasants are in the mix. Before lockdown, we submitted a Co
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large project proposal with Public Health England to better 
study which birds and mammals and which habitat types were 
most important in driving tick populations. Unfortunately, the 
proposal was not funded but the need for more information 
is clear. 



WORKING WITH

WANDERING WADERS

In 2020, our project known as Waders for Real, funded 
by the EU’s LIFE programme, came to an end and was 
extensively reported in our publications. Working with over 

40 local farmers, landowners and gamekeepers, the project 
took a spring lapwing density in the Avon Valley in 2015 from 
61 pairs to 105 pairs in 2019; a 72% increase. Over the same 
period, redshank pairs increased by 84%. A combination 
of wild bird keepering and habitat improvements meant 
we could achieve these increases. Wetland scrapes were 
created, new ditches dug and old ones restored, and old 
redundant fence lines and predator perches were removed 
to create wetter areas where chicks could forage for their 
invertebrate food. This was together with a programme of 
fox and crow control and using fences to protect nests from 
other mammal predators.

With such success we did not want to stop recording how 
the waders were doing. The management continued, and 
the informal farmer group we set up became one of Natural 
England’s Farmer Clusters. In 2020 we recorded 93 pairs 

of lapwing pairs so the good work goes on. But our work 
on waders in the Avon Valley continues, not least to better 
understand where the birds go in the winter, and where they 
feed and roost so we can devise a year-round plan for lapwing 
conservation. One bird was tagged where it bred on an arable 
field in the valley. See the orange cross on the map below 
marked (1). It left on 29 May but stayed on the wet grassland 
in the valley. After 18 days it flew 30 km to Stockbridge (2). 
On 16 October it flew to one of our Avon Valley lapwing 
hot spots (3) using arable and wet grass fields and visited 
outdoor pig fields. After 10 days it moved to Southampton 
Water near Dibden (4). It left the estuary on 26 January 2020 
and travelled to near Warminster (5), moving 11 days later to 
another arable area (6). It then moved back to where it bred 
the previous year (7) a couple of weeks later.

Over the year the bird used several different habitats to feed, 
nest and overwinter, providing us with some very detailed 
and fascinating information. Covid disrupted our plans to tag 
more birds but the work has continued in 2021. 
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FIGURE 1 
Movements of an adult male lapwing, tagged in the Avon Valley, between May 2019 and February 2020.



ATLANTIC SALMON IN OUR SOUTHERN

CHALK STREAMS

In the latest piece of scientific research published by 
our fisheries scientists based on the River Frome at 
East Stoke near Wareham, Dorset, the team analysed 

six years of recruitment data among juvenile salmon to 
determine what factors positively influenced recruitment, 
but more importantly, what factors brought about negative 
recruitment. Recruitment is a broad term involving several 
biological processes and not just one such as survival. It is the 
process whereby individuals are added to a population, in this 
case salmon in the River Frome. It could include birth rates, 
immigration and rates of maturation among many others.

This was a collaborative study also involving scientists from 
Bournemouth University, the government’s Centre for 
Environment, Fisheries and Aquascience Laboratories (CEFAS), 
the Freshwater Biological Association (our original hosts at 
East Stoke) and the Natural History Museum in London.

Previous research suggests that juvenile salmon recruitment 
in rain-fed rivers is lower when winters are warm and wet, 
and springs are cool. But what happens in chalk streams, 
which are characterised by relatively stable temperatures 
and flows?

We found that when temperatures were warm during the 
time when adult fish were spawning and temperatures were 
cool during the period when young fish were emerging, these 
factors negatively influenced recruitment over this six-year 
period. Interesting! But so what, I hear you say!

Well, with early season data on discharge rates and water 
temperatures, we can now more accurately predict juvenile 
productivity and do so early in the season so that fisheries 
managers now have more time to design and implement 
management interventions in poor recruitment years. M
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Contact us
JEREMY PAYNE
Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust,
Burgate Manor, Fordingbridge, Hampshire, SP6 1EF

t: 01425 651014
e: jpayne@gwct.org.uk

www.gwct.org.uk

About us
The Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust is the home of 
working conservation. We believe that wildlife can thrive 
if we focus on integrating it alongside other land uses. 
From producing food to providing space for nature, we 
understand these need to happen in the same place. To 
balance these needs we use our outcomes approach, and 
its importance is growing. The GWCT is unique in the 
breadth of research it carries out seeking to ensure that 
game management continues to be sustainable and to 
benefit wider wildlife at a landscape scale.


